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Praise for the first edition

… a must-read for scholars on contemporary Myanmar and fascinating for anyone interested in broader processes of political and economic transformations… . The book is a welcome addition to studies of contemporary Myanmar and deserves to be read widely.

Marco Bünte, European Journal of East Asian Studies




Myanmar

This new edition of Myanmar: Politics, Economy and Society provides a sophisticated yet accessible overview of the key political, economic and social challenges facing contemporary Myanmar and explains the complex historical and ethnic dynamics that have shaped the country.

Thoroughly revised, the book analyses the context and tragic consequences of the military coup in February 2021 and the COVID-19 pandemic. With clear and incisive contributions from the world’s leading Myanmar scholars, this book assesses the policies and political reforms that have provoked contestation in Myanmar’s recent history and driven both economic and social change. In this context, questions of economic ownership and control and the distribution of natural resources are shown to be deeply informed by long-standing fractures among ethnic and civil-military relations. The chapters analyse the key issues that constrain or expedite societal development in Myanmar and place recent events of national and international significance in the context of its complex history and social relations. The book provides detailed analysis of the coup, which overturned a decade of political and economic reforms and threw the country into chaos. It explains the drivers for the coup, how it has impacted on the country and the future prospects for accountability and justice.

Filling a gap in the market, this research textbook and primer will be of interest to upper undergraduates, postgraduates and scholars of Southeast Asian politics, economics and society and to journalists and professionals working within governments, companies and other organisations.

Adam Simpson is a senior lecturer in international studies within Justice and Society at the University of South Australia. His research adopts a critical perspective and is focused on the politics of the environment, development and democratisation in Southeast Asia, particularly Myanmar and Thailand. He is the author of Energy, Governance and Security in Thailand and Myanmar (Burma): A Critical Approach to Environmental Politics in the South (Routledge 2014) and is lead editor of the Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Myanmar (2018), also published by Routledge.

Nicholas Farrelly is a professor and head of the School of Social Sciences at the University of Tasmania, Australia. His research focuses on political conflict and social change in mainland Southeast Asia, and he has undertaken extensive research across Myanmar. He is co-editor (with Adam Simpson and Ian Holliday) of the Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Myanmar (Routledge 2018).
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1 Analysing a Disaster, Wrapped in a Catastrophe, Inside a Tragedy

Adam Simpson and Nicholas Farrelly
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The history of independent Myanmar is replete with authoritarian and illiberal political regimes that have repressed the prospects of representative governance and limited the expansion of opportunities for economic development. A period of political and economic reform between 2011 and 2021 – which can now be considered an interregnum – ushered in hope and opportunity across much of Myanmar society for the first time in generations, although for some marginalised groups, such as the Muslim Rohingya, these opportunities never arrived. Any semblance of improved governance and economic opportunities for Myanmar’s general population evaporated, however, on the morning of 1 February 2021, the day the new parliament was to convene following the November 2020 national elections. Those elections saw a landslide victory for the National League for Democracy (NLD), led by Aung San Suu Kyi, and their allies. On that morning Aung San Suu Kyi, President Win Myint and other leading NLD politicians were arrested on trumped-up charges, and the military, led by the military’s commander-in-chief, Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, seized power in a coup d’état (Simpson 2021a). Myanmar society, already struggling under the effects of the global COVID-19 pandemic, has since been ruptured to its core, with what are long-standing ethnic and social divisions across society now completely redefined by the brutal bifurcation between the coup-making military and the rest of society.

The first edition of this volume was published on the eve of the 2020 elections, with the aim to offer an overall assessment of the NLD’s first term in office. While the pogrom against the Rohingya in 2017 and Suu Kyi’s subsequent defence of the military at the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 2019 had removed the shine from the NLD government within the international community (Simpson 2020), there was nevertheless some optimism that the second term of a more secure and confident NLD administration might have resulted in deeper reforms, including those that would reduce the role of the Myanmar military in everyday life. The military itself may have feared that very conclusion, which might, deep in the shadows of Naypyitaw, have helped precipitate the decision to launch the coup before the new government was sworn in.

While the military may have anticipated that Myanmar society would meekly submit to military rule following the coup – effectively resetting the country back a decade to the previous period of military rule up to 2011 – it was not to be. Although the isolated Min Aung Hlaing did not realise it, Myanmar’s politics, economy and society had been utterly transformed since that time (Simpson 2022a). We argued on the day of the coup, as Myanmar’s people have already enjoyed a decade of increased political freedoms, they are likely to be uncooperative subjects as military rule is re-imposed (Simpson and Farrelly 2021). This proved to be an understatement. The coup prompted mass protests and a mass civil disobedience movement from understandably furious people all across the country. Initially there was only a modest response from the military government’s security services.

However, as the protests gained in numbers and momentum with no end in sight, the police and military responded with indiscriminate live fire into the crowds. Protesters and NLD politicians were tortured to death (Simpson and Farrelly 2021a). As a parallel National Unity Government (NUG) in exile was established and an armed opposition of People’s Defence Forces (PDFs) composed of pro-democracy activists was formed, the country descended into civil war, not only in the remote borderlands where civil war with ethnic armed groups had smouldered for decades but in the main cities and, perhaps most importantly, in the normally docile central dry zone region populated by the Bamar (Burman) ethnic majority, which also dominates the military and politics in the country.

The Myanmar people, their dreams having been so brutally dashed, will now not easily return to the uncomfortable compromises of the 2008 Constitution. The Myanmar military, having so carelessly discarded their cosy and profitable relationship with the NLD, now face a popular and determined opposition which is implacably opposed to the military having any future role in governing the country. It looks likely that this catastrophic error of judgement by Min Aung Hlaing and the military leadership, in addition to devastating much of the country, has destroyed any chance of peaceful co-existence between military and civilian rule for the foreseeable future.

Within this completely updated and revised volume, contributors attempt to divine the driving forces behind this maelstrom but also, more challengingly, provide analysis that points towards some potential solutions. Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged that there are few simple answers to what is, for now, a catastrophic and tragic situation for millions of people across Myanmar. A concerted international effort to support the NUG, materially, diplomatically and militarily, could easily alter the dynamics on the ground in Myanmar, but this is unlikely to happen any time soon, particularly with much of the world focused on the conflict in Ukraine (Farrelly and Simpson 2023b; McIntyre and Simpson 2022).

In this introductory chapter we provide an overview of some key elements of the book, including the historical context and chapter and volume structure, and in the next chapter we analyse in more detail some of the key developments in Myanmar’s recent history that have led to this quagmire. But first we discuss some recent sources employed in this volume.


A Note on Sources

Although parts of this volume analyse Myanmar over recent decades, the focus in this second edition is understandably on conditions in Myanmar since the 2021 coup. As a result, while refereed journal articles on post-coup Myanmar are starting to emerge (e.g. Egreteau 2022), the inevitable delays in academic publication mean that there are limited refereed academic sources available on post-coup Myanmar. Much of the material within this volume is therefore drawn from publications that are not subject to these delays, such as government or non-governmental organisation (NGO) reports, news articles or online policy analyses published by thinktanks. This last category is increasingly providing prominent outlets for short (usually around 1,000 words) policy pieces by scholars analysing recent events, but also a fertile source for up-to-date, almost instant, research and analysis. For Australian academics working on Myanmar politics, such as ourselves, these have included the Australian Strategic Policy Institute’s The Strategist (Simpson and Farrelly 2021e), the Lowy Institute’s the Interpreter (Farrelly 2018; Simpson 2022b), the Australian Institute of International Affairs’ Australian Outlook (Farrelly 2021; Simpson 2022c) and the Australian National University’s refereed East Asia Forum (Farrelly 2023; Simpson 2021b).

In addition to these international relations–focused outlets, the Conversation, which is open to all academics, provides a space for more general articles to reach a wider audience. Since the November 2020 election (Simpson and Farrelly 2020), and particularly since the February 2021 coup, we have published regular analysis of the unfolding situation in Myanmar (Simpson and Farrelly 2022). Some articles are translated into other languages for international Conversation sites, including French (Simpson and Farrelly 2021b), Spanish and Indonesian, while re-publication in Australian and international news sites, such as Channel News Asia in Singapore (Farrelly and Simpson 2023a), provides further opportunities for international reach.

The articles in all these outlets have active hyperlinks to relevant news articles, reports or academic publications. Since we have published extensively in these outlets in recent years, we have cited some of these articles in our chapters because they offer a relatively comprehensive demonstration of real-time analysis of the unfolding situation in Myanmar, particularly since the coup and the devastating COVID-19 outbreaks of 2021 (Simpson and Farrelly 2021c), with easily accessible links to original and primary sources. We hope readers will forgive us for indulging in this approach.

Other contributors within this volume also cite these types of policy articles to either a greater or lesser degree, but there is little doubt that they are playing an increasingly important role in the public discourse around domestic and international policy agendas. As should be clear from these articles and the chapters we have written in this volume, we consider ourselves to be critical and socially engaged scholars. We support democracy and human rights everywhere, including Myanmar, and while our analysis strives to uncover political patterns and processes that are theory-building, we also seek to support marginalised and oppressed populations through our scholarship. While we do not speak for the other contributors in this volume, it is fair to note from the chapters they have written that most authors have provided a like-minded analysis. Critical approaches to theory and scholar activism are not lesser forms of academic scholarship – they just openly acknowledge that the theories we develop are all influenced by our ideologies and social and cultural backgrounds, rather than pretending that the scholarly gaze considers some objective unchanging reality (Waltz 1979); theory is always for someone and for some purpose (Cox 1981: 128).

While these short policy articles have their place, there remains a need to engage with the historical literature on Myanmar to fully contextualise current events. The following section provides a brief historical overview of independent Myanmar, while the next chapter delves more fully into the actors and drivers of Myanmar’s recent history.



Historical Context

Over the past few centuries, the peoples of what we now know as Myanmar have faced conflict, conquest, colonisation and decolonisation followed by endemic civil conflict, along with great upheavals in economic structure and technological possibilities. A sad reality for Myanmar is that conflict between various ethnicities has been constant throughout history, with, for instance, the Burman (Bamar) Konbaung Dynasty defeating the Kingdom of Arakan (in contemporary Rakhine State) in 1784–85. Burmese expansion on this western border triggered the first Anglo-Burmese war from 1824 to 1826, after which the British annexed western and southern Burma.1 By 1886, following two further Anglo-Burmese wars, the British had annexed the rest of the country and fully incorporated it as a province of British India.

During the following decades of colonial rule, the ethnic minorities of Burma’s mountainous border regions, such as the Karen (Kayin), Shan, Kachin and Arakan (Rakhine) communities, were often treated differently by the British administration from the dominant ethnic Burman majority, which resulted in differing perspectives regarding the colonisers. As a result, during World War II there were contrasting attitudes towards the Japanese invasion, with Burman insurgents originally welcoming the Japanese as liberators, while other ethnic groups, such as the Karen, fought with the British against the Japanese. These histories of alliances and resistance still echo today.

After World War II, Britain granted Burma its independence, as it did with India. Burma became an independent state on 4 January 1948, six months after the assassination of General Aung San, the putative leader of the Myanmar independence movement and the founder of its armed forces. Almost seventy years later General Aung San’s daughter, Aung San Suu Kyi, would lead the first democratically elected government in over half a century. Following independence in 1948, Myanmar experienced fourteen years of mostly democratic rule, albeit under increasingly difficult security conditions. It took many years to recover from the devastation of World War II, and a complex array of ongoing conflicts in the border regions made governing the country difficult. Struggles related to ethnic minority demands for independence or autonomy based on the Panglong Agreement of 1947 and other insurgencies based on ideology, such as that by the Communist Party of Burma, gave General Ne Win the pretext for the military coup in 1962 that ended multiparty government and liberal democratic principles for half a century (Lintner 1999; Smith 1999).

Ne Win used the Burma Socialist Programme Party (BSPP) as the vehicle for his idiosyncratic style of authoritarian rule until 1988 when nation-wide street protests saw the emergence of Aung San Suu Kyi as a national, and international, icon of democracy. The protests that she helped to lead were brutally supressed with a military ‘self-coup’ leading to direct military rule by the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) from 1988 to 2011. While it was renamed the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) in 1997, this junta offered little space for alternative perspectives. Between 1992 and 2011 Senior General Than Shwe was head of SLORC/SPDC and was the government’s undisputed leader.

From 2003, the SPDC offered a seven step ‘Roadmap to Discipline-Flourishing Democracy’ and used this framework to implement the 2008 Constitution (Holliday 2011: 81–86). While allowing multiparty elections, the military ensured that they maintained a high degree of control over the country through several aspects of the Constitution: 25 percent of the bicameral national parliament were appointed by the military, with a vote of over 75 percent of the parliament required to change the Constitution; the defence minister, border affairs minister, the interior minister and one of the vice-presidents were to be appointed by the military; and those who had a spouse or children who were foreign citizens were unable to be president – a measure aimed squarely at Aung San Suu Kyi who, along with her NLD party, boycotted the first election, in 2010, held under the new constitution.

After the new government under former general President Thein Sein took power in April 2011, it began a sweeping process of political and economic liberalisation that took most Myanmar watchers, activists and researchers by surprise (Farrelly et al. 2018; Simpson and Park 2013). After decades of relative isolation, by the end of 2011 hotel prices in Yangon had at least trebled as the country struggled to cater to the new level of interest, and enthusiasm, generated by the tentative reforms. Those reforms encouraged Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD to end their boycott of the political process. Aung San Suu Kyi and scores of her colleagues entered the national legislature through by-elections in 2012.

After five years of reform under the Thein Sein government, the NLD won a resounding victory in the 2015 elections and formed a new government itself in April 2016. The NLD created the new powerful position of state counsellor for Aung San Suu Kyi to circumvent the constitutional restriction on her taking the presidency, relegating the previously powerful role of president to a mostly ceremonial position. The NLD government was still restricted by elements of the Constitution, particularly in terms of the absence of civilian oversight of the military, but the new position of state counsellor allowed Aung San Suu Kyi relatively unfettered control over other aspects of the bureaucracy. The coalition of military and democratic interests proved particularly important for presenting a united front in terms of security issues, such as during the Rohingya crisis in Rakhine State from 2017 onwards (see Chapter 19).

This cosy cohabitation came to a shuddering halt after the overwhelming NLD victory in the November 2020 elections when the military arrested Suu Kyi and the NLD leadership and seized power on 1 February 2021. Much of this volume examines this post-coup environment, but a thorough analysis of contemporary Myanmar still requires some contextual analysis of the country’s recent history, which also drives the structure common to all chapters.



Chapter Structure

Due to the major political, social and economic shifts associated with the changes in Myanmar’s national governance, we focus on recent political history to define the common structure of each chapter in the volume. While these epochs are politically defined, they have likewise resulted in significant shifts in Myanmar’s economy and society as well. We hope that this chapter structure allows for ready comparisons between different themes and for appreciation of the ways that issues have changed over time. As a blunt example, it was almost impossible to undertake wide-ranging political research in the country under the military regime prior to the political reforms that began in 2011. During the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) and NLD governments of the next decade, it became much easier to undertake in-country fieldwork activities, although some border areas remained difficult to access. Now, once again, the entire country is virtually off-limits for politics researchers with scholars again traipsing around the Thai border regions for interviews with Myanmar exiles and refugees.

To account for the changes that have occurred, and to put them in the appropriate historical context, each chapter in this volume is therefore structured around four significant political epochs:


	Military Rule to 2011: Each chapter begins with a brief analysis of the period of authoritarian and military rule until political and economic reforms commenced under the new government in 2011.

	Thein Sein and the USDP: The chapters then examine the USDP government of 2011–16 led by Thein Sein. This was a military-backed government. full of ex-generals, including Thein Sein himself.

	Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD: The chapters then consider the events that occurred under the reformist government led by the NLD and Aung San Suu Kyi from 2016 to 2021.

	After the 2021 Coup: The fourth and final epoch of each chapter is dedicated to analysing Myanmar since the February 2021 military coup.



Different chapters tend, for good analytical reasons, to emphasise different parts of this recent history, but all aspects of Myanmar’s politics, economy and society have been entirely upended by the 2021 coup and the subsequent return to military rule. While the pre-2011 era is now becoming a distant memory for many, it is crucial to place the recent coup and military rule in the context of that earlier period to understand the social, political and economic dynamics of contemporary Myanmar.



Book Structure

The volume is divided into three substantive sections: Politics, Economy and Society. However, before the volume delves into these sections, we begin with an overview of how Myanmar arrived at its present situation in Chapter 2. The chapter provides the historical context for the book – and therefore the structure of each chapter – and particularly the events leading up to and following the military coup of February 2021. It offers a brief analysis of the previous period of military rule that ended in 2011, followed by a longer analysis of the two phases of political and economic reform under the 2008 Constitution, first, under Thein Sein and the USDP and second, under Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD. The NLD-led coalition government, which included influential conservative, ethnic and bureaucratic factions, was re-elected in a landslide in the November 2020 elections. The chapter then turns to the February 2021 coup, which annulled the election and rapidly and radically transformed all aspects of Myanmar’s politics, economy and society. As Myanmar adjusted to the imposition of a brutally refashioned military dictatorship under Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, the coup-makers faced relentless opposition from a wide range of political and social forces. There remains no easy path back to any semblance of a genuinely representative electoral framework. The chapter considers the longer-term consequences of a resurgent coup culture and the challenges facing those seeking to build a more resilient electoral system.


Politics

The Politics section opens with one of the most pressing political issues in Myanmar, which is the nature and contestation of the concepts of ethnicity and ‘race’ and how these interact with questions of citizenship. Myanmar is an ethnically diverse country, and while much of this diversity is accepted by most of the population, there are exceptions, with the Muslim Rohingya being the most obvious. In Chapter 3, Matthew J. Walton focuses on the contested nature of ethnicity. By analysing the shifting dynamics of ethnic politics through different eras in Myanmar’s modern history and at sub-national levels, the chapter balances the understanding that ethnic identity is constructed (and thus contingent) with the recognition that ethnicity and its effects are nonetheless real and have political impacts.

While ethnic politics has been a dominant feature of most of the long-term civil conflicts in Myanmar’s borderlands, the key player in Myanmar’s national politics since independence has been the Tatmadaw or Sit-tat,2 Myanmar’s military, which has ruled the country either directly, through single-party rule or through its management of constitutional constraints. In Chapter 4, Maung Aung Myoe studies the pattern of civil-military relations through the various political epochs since direct military rule and particularly since the ascension to power of the NLD in 2016, which eventually led to the military takeover in February 2021.

In Chapter 5, Dorothy Mason and Nick Cheesman analyse the shifting assemblage of laws, regulations and policies governing land from the military period to the 2021 coup. They interpret successive changes in land law through the twin lenses of ‘reform’ and ‘revolution’, where reform suggests a circular logic of repairing something that once worked, and revolution connotes rupture with the past and a drive to begin anew. Precisely because it seeks to rebuild and repair, the logic of reform limits possibilities for radical transformation. They outline the structural and ideological constraints on land law reform under the USDP and NLD governments and consider how the reversion to authoritarianism – with its accompanying resistance couched in explicitly revolutionary terms – might affect land claims and patterns of dispossession in the medium to long term. The chapter concludes by speculating on what new regimes of land control could emerge if the military dictatorship were to collapse.

In Chapter 6, Morten B. Pedersen argues that Myanmar’s national security state has systematically undermined democracy and human rights throughout its history and that, contrary to the hopes and expectations of many, Myanmar’s deeper political culture proved highly resistant to change even under the NLD and Aung San Suu Kyi. The popular response to the 2021 coup has fundamentally disrupted long-standing power structures, opening the possibility of a different trajectory. He argues, however, that the deeper institutional and structural conditions for the emergence of a strong rights-based regime remain poor.

Myanmar’s approach to democracy and human rights has regularly influenced its international relations as crackdowns on protests in 1988 and the 2021 coup have resulted in sanctions imposed by the European Union, the United States and other Western states. In contrast, the political and economic liberalisation in the 2010s caused a warming of relations that led to visits from prominent politicians that included Barack Obama, Hilary Clinton and David Cameron. As Renaud Egreteau argues in Chapter 7, Myanmar’s foreign policy has fluctuated between phases of positive neutralism, military-inspired isolationism and passive alignment toward a neighbouring power, China. But he also highlights striking elements of continuity, such as the enduring influence of the Burmese military over foreign policy formulation, an uneasy geographical location at one of Asia’s most strategic crossroads and the multifaceted international impacts of the country’s domestic conflicts and search for democracy. All these aspects continue to weigh heavily in Myanmar’s foreign policy decisions after the 2021 coup.



Economy

Closely related to Myanmar’s political shifts have been questions of economic ownership, control and the distribution of natural resources. This section begins, in Chapter 8, with an analysis of the close relationship between the political regimes that have ruled Myanmar and the economic policies pursued. Michele Ford, Michael Gillan and Htwe Htwe Thein argue that since 1988, various economic policies have claimed to support economic reintegration with the global economy and capitalist development, but these formal policies have been less significant in shaping economic development than contextual factors including geopolitical isolation, domestic economic interests and institutional weakness and inconsistency in economic management and policy implementation. Economic development and integration were stunted and incomplete while military-controlled firms and private-sector conglomerates gained power over key economic sectors under the patronage of a military-led government. Political and economic reforms from 2011 enabled a partial reintegration into global trade, production and investment networks, but these processes were ruptured in 2021 by a military-led coup. Aside from the violence and political destabilisation that accompanied the coup, its impact has been nothing short of devastating for the functioning and sustainability of various economic sectors, the prospects for economic growth and development and, ultimately, the welfare and livelihoods of the people of Myanmar. Indeed, the authors argue that military rule has pushed Myanmar towards renewed international economic and political isolation, military domination over lucrative economic sectors and the general impoverishment of its people.

The importance of rural development is emphasised in fine-grained analysis of rural economic activity and the impacts it has on rural livelihoods. They demonstrate the close interrelationships between political decisions at the highest level and the impacts on poverty, food security and rural life. After half a century of mismanagement, they argue that Myanmar’s rural economy is finally transforming, despite ongoing issues related to land tenure and low levels of productivity.

The rural economy of Myanmar, as in many late-developing economies, is agriculture-based. For farmers, agriculture is often a battle fought on three fronts – unpredictable weather, volatile markets and fickle government policies. In Chapter 9, the writing team of Duncan Boughton, Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung, Cho Cho San, Nilar Aung and Ikuko Okamoto argue that during the half-century of socialist/military rule prior to 2011, Myanmar’s agriculture and rural sector was held back by high land inequality and landlessness, poor infrastructure, low productivity and extractive policies. In response, migration out of rural areas became an increasingly popular livelihood strategy. After 2011, both the USDP and the NLD governments sought to improve the welfare of farmers and rural communities. Widespread availability of mobile phones transformed farmer access to information, farm credit at affordable interest rates expanded and the rapid growth of farm machinery service providers reduced drudgery and helped to mitigate weather risks. Farmers, and the food system more broadly, proved resilient to the early phases of the COVID-19 pandemic as the NLD government adapted quickly to support the sector financially. But the 2021 coup turned transient economic shocks into permanent ones. Soaring global fertilizer and fuel prices, amplified by rapid depreciation of the Myanmar currency, drastically eroded farm profitability within a year of the coup. Rural poverty and food insecurity have doubled, wiping away a decade of hard-won gains.

Some rural and remote regions, particularly those inhabited by ethnic minorities, are also afflicted by conflicts focused on a range of natural resources. Myanmar’s natural resources include the exploitation of hydropower and gas for electricity, forests for timber and the mining of jade and other minerals. In Chapter 10, Adam Simpson argues that since the turn of the century Myanmar’s export income has been driven by the exploitation of these natural resources, particularly natural gas and jade. These two resources provide very different models of economic development: one being relatively transparent and largely governed by international laws and rules, the other being opaque and largely governed by corruption, militarisation and the murky laws of smuggling and black markets. These contrasting modes of natural resource extraction epitomise the complex journey Myanmar’s economy and society are taking, with one foot in a liberal international order and one in a mercantilist drive for primitive accumulation. The latter trajectory has been reinforced by the 2021 coup and the reimposition of military rule. With rapidly deteriorating environmental assets and increasing impacts of climate change, this chapter analyses Myanmar’s environmental challenges and the poor outlook for natural resource governance as a contributor to an equitable and sustainable development.

In Chapter 11, Giuseppe Gabusi and Michele Boario build on this economic analysis by examining Myanmar’s history of industrial policy and the emergence of Special Economic Zones (SEZs). As SEZs and industrial parks may play a critical role in supporting the industrialisation of the country, this chapter looks at the main projects carried out until the military coup and how disruptive the current political crises have proven to be. Although SEZs represent a way to compensate for an overall poor investment climate, creating attractive conditions in specific locations, they alone cannot be an appropriate substitute for improving infrastructure and the general investment climate. Moreover, as the authors argue, industrial policies cannot be implemented on the verge of civil war and the highly volatile business environment created by the coup. With all institutions bent to the military’s will, any attempt to implement an industrial policy will lead to resource misallocation and rent-seeking.



Society

Myanmar’s rich historic and contemporary cultural diversity has encouraged artistic innovation and expression. This diversity and innovation were embraced in the post-independence period but became severely curtailed under military rule. As Charlotte Galloway argues in Chapter 12, during the recent period of transition, government- and donor-funded initiatives supported development and expansion of Myanmar’s cultural sector. This resulted in growing community interest in tangible and intangible cultural heritage and a burgeoning in traditional arts and the broader artistic sphere. It also signalled re-engagement with international arts and heritage communities. In 2020 the global COVID-19 pandemic slowed capacity building in the sector, but since the 2021 coup, activities have all but ceased. Censorship is again curtailing artistic freedoms, and with an unstable political environment, international collaborations are mostly on hold.

In Chapter 13, Anne Décobert, Adam Richards and Si Thura analyse the public health systems in Myanmar, arguing that they have evolved substantially over past decades. Under military rule to 2011 Myanmar’s official health system was notoriously underfunded and mismanaged by the junta. With poor health outcomes and many people lacking access to services, different types of para-state and non-governmental systems developed in different areas, showcasing relatively uncommon responses to health challenges. Under the USDP and NLD governments, health increasingly became a focus in innovative ‘convergence’ and peacebuilding efforts. During the COVID-19 pandemic and since the 2021 coup, however, the military has weaponised public health, and health workers spearheaded opposition movements, placing health at the heart of politics. Throughout these different periods, health has been the focus of debates over competing socio-political actors’ legitimacy, how to deliver international aid and links with human rights and extractive economies.

Education is another area which should be a priority for public investment and which has likewise been sorely lacking. In Chapter 14, Marie Lall contends that Myanmar’s education system has been heavily shaped by over half a century of military rule, resulting in a centralised, underfunded and dilapidated system that failed to meet the needs of the Myanmar citizens. Yet during a decade of reforms, first under the USDP and then under the NLD, governments undertook the gigantic task of reshaping education across the country. This chapter analyses the reforms in basic, higher and teacher education and the challenges faced by the Ministry of Education and supporting development partners in delivering the promised transformation. It also investigates changes across monastic and ethnic education that serve the poorest in society, including in remote and conflict-affected areas. The chapter concludes with a review of the effects of COVID-19 and the 2021 coup that stopped the reforms in their tracks and resulted in a large proportion of teachers and academics joining the anti-coup civil disobedience movement.

One of the many social issues facing Myanmar is vast inequality between genders. While Aung San Suu Kyi is a key female role model within the country, this is in the context of otherwise largely male-dominated NLD and military systems and follows on from the virtual exclusion of women from high-profile roles throughout Myanmar’s history. Notably, this reality contrasts sharply with a popular official rhetoric about Burmese women’s ‘inherent equality’ with men – a narrative that has arguably done more to bolster the legitimacy of Myanmar’s governments than to improve women’s lives. As Jenny Hedstrom, Elisabeth Olivius and Kay Soe demonstrate in Chapter 15, the decade of reforms after 2011 provided more opportunities for women than were previously on offer, but the 2021 military coup reinstated an almost exclusively male-dominated decision-making structure in the country.

In Chapter 16, Busarin Lertchavalitsakul and Patrick Meehan examine another form of inequality, between Myanmar’s borderlands and its centre. Myanmar’s borderlands have witnessed increased disorder and violence following the 2021 military coup. The coup brought a definitive end to the country’s peace process and exacerbated long-standing armed conflicts and livelihood insecurities in borderland regions. The military coup and worsening conflict have impacted upon cross-border trade and have also brought new waves of displacement and forced migration into neighbouring countries. This chapter places these recent developments within a broader historical context by exploring the unresolved issues surrounding the distribution of power between the centre and borderlands that have shaped the mentalities of both the central government and border-based opposition groups since Myanmar’s independence and the diverse patterns of cross-border trade and mobility that connect Myanmar’s borderlands to the wider region. Moreover, it demonstrates how tensions between state ideology and non-state actors can be found in new digital forms of border making and contestation. This arena of debate has ‘virtual’ borders determined by factors not necessarily connected to physical boundaries, such as internet access and social media regulation. The desire to control this ‘virtual’ space is rooted in its ability to shape new forms of identity politics and garner support from neighbouring states.

Many of these tensions between borderlands and the centre are predicated on ethnic and religious difference, with the rights of minorities often conflicting with the state’s narrow and restrictive vision of belonging. As Violet Cho and David Gilbert demonstrate in Chapter 17, while the NLD government implemented some reforms that expanded cultural rights for minorities, serious repression continued and even expanded in some areas. The reformist governments failed to address the threat of extremist Buddhist nationalism, which gained popularity and created the context for the 2017 Rohingya genocide to take place. The dynamics of ethnic and religious exclusion have begun to shift since the coup, with key actors in the opposition movement questioning Burmanisation and challenging exclusionary forms of nationalism and religious extremism. In one of the few bright spots of post-coup Myanmar, there has also been a growing reconciliatory sentiment that has reflected on past anti-Rohingya racism.

In Chapter 18, Tom Kean and Mratt Kyaw Thu argue that after the transition to a quasi-civilian government in 2011, Myanmar transformed from a country with virtually no freedom of speech to one of the most open media environments in Southeast Asia. The USDP government initiated reforms that unshackled the press and put internet access within reach of ordinary Myanmar, but the rosy picture grew more complicated under the NLD. Progress stagnated, and vaguely worded laws were used to prosecute journalists, activists and internet users, raising questions about the role and importance of free speech in Myanmar’s ongoing transition. The media landscape has since been upended by the February 2021 military coup, which has seen media outlets banned, internet restrictions introduced and more than 100 journalists detained. However, ubiquitous internet access via virtual private networks (VPNs) and other technologies ensures that the military has been unable to revert to pre-2011 levels of control over journalism and free speech. Independent outlets continue to report from abroad, using encrypted communications apps and with the help of citizen journalists and information gathered from social media.

In Chapter 19, the last in the volume, we assess Myanmar’s complex and intersecting crises that have been exacerbated by the military’s disastrous coup. The NLD government never fully addressed the genocide of the Rohingya in 2017 and, as a result, the international response to the coup was more muted than it might have been several years earlier. When Aung San Suu Kyi was imprisoned, there were some in the international community who considered it an appropriate punishment for her complicity in defending the military. However, the important consequences of the coup are not about Suu Kyi, they are about the millions of Myanmar people who have long struggled under appalling political leadership and now face spiralling levels of poverty and societal dysfunction with few prospects for improvement. In this final chapter we investigate the international justice avenues for addressing some of the human rights abuses in Myanmar, relating both to the Rohingya and the coup, and the possibilities for country-level redemption through the anti-coup forces and the NUG. With international isolation, decimated health and education sectors and a disenchanted and desperate younger generation, the prognosis for Myanmar society is bleak. However, despite the dim prospects for achieving justice, sustainability and equitable development, the international community must not turn away. While the problems within Myanmar will largely be solved by the people within the country, the international community can have an enormous impact on the outcome by providing effective material, diplomatic and military support for anti-coup forces and the NUG.




Notes


	Myanmar was known as Burma until the military junta changed the country’s name in 1989. We use the term Burma for this earlier historical period but Myanmar elsewhere in the volume. We acknowledge that this terminology is contested in some political circles, but within Myanmar, and the wider Asian region, the name Myanmar is overwhelmingly used and we therefore employ it here. For a different approach, and one that we judge also has great merit, see Thant Myint-U (2020: IX–XI).

	The term ‘Tatmadaw’ has traditionally been applied to the Myanmar military, but since the coup there have been moves to avoid using this term since it contains connotations of ‘royalty’ or ‘glory’. The term ‘Sit-tat’ has been suggested as an alternative since it refers to a military without those connotations. While the term Tatmadaw is used extensively throughout this volume, it is employed simply as a commonly used term for the military forces of Myanmar, rather than in any sense glorifying those forces (Desmond 2022).
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In the early hours of 1 February 2021, just as a newly elected parliament was to convene, the military arrested Myanmar’s president, other leading members of the ruling National League for Democracy (NLD), including Aung San Suu Kyi, and seized power in a coup d’état (Simpson and Farrelly 2021a). Myanmar’s political, economic and social deterioration since that morning is a consequence of a grave miscalculation by the commander-in-chief, Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, and his advisors. Their judgement, now proved incorrect in every part of the country, was that the Myanmar people would accept, however grudgingly, the reintroduction of direct military rule; instead, their ‘dangerous game’ has had disastrous consequences (Farrelly 2021). The assessment they made illustrates the disconnect between the military elite, fortified behind high walls in Naypyitaw, and wider society (Simpson 2022). This dynamic is aggravated by the distance between the army’s version of Myanmar history and the perspectives now accepted by almost everyone else and between their disdain for civilian leadership, which is now contrasted, in stark terms, with the courage and creativity of a new generation of anti-military activists. The fact that coup opponents have organised themselves, quite effectively, to fight back is also a surprise to the top military leaders. Since the coup, years of counter-insurgent and counter-revolution manoeuvres by the military leadership have failed to dampen the resistance or, indeed, to justify the military’s takeover. While the country appears likely to face a prolonged and ‘grinding stalemate’ (Naw Theresa 2023), the situation remains precarious, and it is possible that dramatic changes, including some with further catastrophic implications, will occur in the years ahead. The coup, rather than consolidating the interests of the military elite, has unleashed a nation-wide frenzy of new political and military action.

That the military leadership destroyed a political system that had been so carefully defined and curated to support military priorities is a key element of this tortured story. The elections, legislatures, constitution and, indeed, the broader political culture were only made possible by the military’s ongoing endorsement of its own model (see analysis in Croissant and Kamerling 2013). After having invested so much in the creation of a model for civilian-military hybrid governance, with some compromises for all sides, that they were prepared to unleash such an unpredictably destructive coup is the ultimate evidence of their vindictiveness and appetite for manipulation (for comparative context see Mietzner and Farrelly 2013). It was, at the same time, the civilian-military compact that had generated much greater economic opportunities than the previous stalemates under military rule had ever allowed. Economic dynamism offered benefits for the armed forces and its retired leadership too. Yet those material and symbolic benefits to the armed forces, which included a somewhat rehabilitated image at home and abroad, were insufficient to stop the coup. The risks of further entrenchment of such a hybrid system could not be tolerated by Min Aung Hlaing – who faced mandatory retirement at age 65 in mid-2021 (Simpson and Farrelly 2021a) – and other senior military officers. They decided that Aung San Suu Kyi’s 2020 general election triumph, when combined with the consistent murmurs of NLD-initiated constitutional change, presented a permanent threat to the army’s sense of its own supremacy.

With that supremacy in doubt, perhaps, the decision to launch a coup made sense to generals accustomed to getting their own way. Since the coup there have been muddled efforts by senior regime figures to imply that Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD had ‘stolen’ the vote. It is an argument that draws strength from some of the more marginal perspectives in other electoral systems, such as arguments against the US presidential victory by Joe Biden over Donald Trump in 2019; arguments that again and again have been proved false (Marley and Barr 2023). In Myanmar, instead of a temporary attack on law-makers, the generals took a more dramatic set of steps to eliminate the possibility of power-sharing. They likely also presumed that an easily distracted international community, still faced with the threats posed by the COVID-19 pandemic and the risks inherent in an unstable and increasingly contested global order, would struggle to offer any effective support to the NLD and other democratically minded political actors. In this respect, the coup-makers showed some clearer judgment by betting, based on experience, that the world pays little attention to Myanmar’s woes apart from the occasional flurry of condemnation and concern after a particularly heinous act (G7 2023). The political calculus in Naypyitaw is that Myanmar is a third-tier priority for most of the world, with only China, of the major powers, having any material interest in political outcomes. While this reading may be self-serving, and potentially incomplete, it does point to a robust understanding of the limitations within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and across the broad landscape of the democratic West (Dunst 2021; also Le Thu et al. 2021).

Yet perhaps the most important elements of this recent story relate to Myanmar’s internal dynamics. The coup naturally raises questions about the character of the political and economic changes that came before. We should ask about the range of compromises made by the NLD and by the efforts to generate different cultural norms amongst Myanmar’s establishment and its security forces. There are those who see the coup, ultimately, as the failure of the incrementalism and concession-heavy frameworks that emerged from 2011 onwards and emphasise the revolutionary formations now in progress (Prasse‐Freeman and Ko Kabya 2021). From this vantage point, any talk of ‘transition’ was already suspect, and the coup reinforced the view that the military could never be trusted to play a sincere part in any political changes that diminished its own role. From this perspective, active resistance to the reformist governments between 2011 and 2021, and to the military dictatorships that came before and after, is a deeply moral position – and one that often accepts the damage and the violence that such opposition requires. Since the coup, the strands of non-violent resistance to military power have been replaced, at first slowly, and then quite comprehensively, by new armed formations – focused singularly on ending military rule.

The suggestion that the incrementalist model appears to have failed, at least in the nadir of the post-coup showdown, is obviously only one part of this unfinished story (see the interesting analysis of Campbell 2023). It is also apparent at this stage that the resistance to the coup draws much of its strength from the networks, cultures, technologies, skills and, indeed, political consciousness that the reformist era supported. The relative free flow of information, the creation of vibrant civil society stakeholders and the enlivening of public discourse were all consequences of the transitional years (Simpson 2017). Many Myanmar people, especially those in their teens and twenties, received better education than any of their recent predecessors. Before the coup, the yawning gap between the middle-aged and the young in terms of skills, including in foreign languages, and in their access to a broader world of ideas and experiences was becoming ever more apparent year by year. The military clearly realised that the process made possible, in its limited form, by the 2008 constitution could eliminate the political dominance enjoyed by generations of military men.

Furthermore, there were also questions regarding the ongoing investment and involvement of international actors. Until the COVID-19 pandemic locked down the country’s border in early 2020, there was a relentless wave of foreign attention focused on Myanmar. The relative openness attracted businesses, charities, academic institutions, government actors, religious groups and the media from all corners of the world. While the language around Myanmar’s reforms became more muted in the wake of the 2017 Rohingya genocide in northern Rakhine State and Aung San Suu Kyi’s own defence of government actions in the International Court of Justice in The Hague in December 2019, before the coup, Myanmar enjoyed greater connections globally than ever before. These connections were usually awkward for the Myanmar military because even when it was judged most favourably, during a brief window around 2013–2014, it still carried its old reputation as violent, vindictive and never to be fully trusted. With the coup of 1 February 2021, the country’s top military figures, led by Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, reasserted the dominance of the army, catapulting the country back to an earlier era of political unrest and security heavy-handedness.


Military Rule to 2011: Past as Future

Since independence from the United Kingdom in 1948, the military has proved the most powerful of Myanmar’s institutions (see Farrelly 2013; Kyaw Yin Hlaing 2004). In fact, for long periods, its pre-eminence and dominance have defined the national trajectory, much of its elite culture and its perception internationally (Taylor 1998). Myanmar has, over these decades, become notorious for an army-led dictatorship and for cyclical crackdowns on those who seek alternative modes of governance. While there have also been periods of reform and proposed renewal, perhaps the only constant since the military coup of 1962 is the expectation, at least among senior military figures, that the army claims the central position in national life. Historically, there were few indications of any appetite to share that position with others, including the types of civilian leaders favoured by the population at large.

Military rule, in this context, has undeniably shaped the organisation of political, economic and social life across the entire country, although the impacts are far from evenly distributed. For instance, Bamar Buddhist neighbourhoods, towns and villages have tended to be connected to the military through a web of relationships, including family and personal ties. The army’s ethnic composition – with a large proportion of soldiers and, more importantly, officers drawn from the Bamar majority – created a complex entanglement of political, ethnic, bureaucratic, religious and geographical ties. In a country of such ethnic and linguistic diversity, the military has been defined by its close connection to the largest and most politically powerful ethnic group and by its use of symbols and cultural connotations that resonant most directly with that majority. At various times, service in the military, while controversial among activists, was considered a relatively mainstream aspiration for upwardly mobile young men. Of course, many joined the army’s ranks simply because they had no other good options.

The situation for most ethnic minorities was often different. For them, the Myanmar army, with its self-styled designation as the Tatmadaw, ‘Royal Armed Forces’, was almost always an unwelcome presence, whether locally or in broader terms. The largest ethnic minorities in Myanmar have also long fielded their own military forces, with these ethnic armed organisations sometimes counting tens of thousands of members. The largest of these – the United Wa State Army, the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) – have fought against military governments while also creating partnerships, usually under ceasefire terms, for economic enrichment and some degree of political space. In their own regions, these armies are significant cultural, financial and organisational players. From time to time they also achieve prominence on the national stage. Yet they have tended to oppose any efforts by the Myanmar military based in Yangon, and more recently in Naypyitaw, to impose its expectations on ethnic minority populations. Uneasy stalemates of the 1990s and 2000s saw some areas controlled by ethnic armed organisations, particularly in the Shan and Kachin States in northern Myanmar, prosper compared with the rest of the country. Proximity to Chinese markets and the mineral and timber wealth of these regions, created a new entrepreneurial class who sought opportunities in the unstable ground between the Myanmar military and those who controlled local fighting forces.

Under authoritarian rule, the NLD was often forced underground, with key activists arrested on a regular basis. Nation-wide pro-democracy protests against the Burma Socialist Programme Party (BSPP) socialist government in 1988 were brutally crushed and followed by a coup and over two decades of direct military rule. The results of military-run national elections in 1990, when the NLD won a landslide victory, were ignored by the ruling junta (Egreteau 2016; Lintner 1990). Many students and NLD activists sought sanctuary abroad, particularly in Thailand and the United States. Others linked up with ethnic armies along Myanmar’s long and lightly governed borders. Myanmar’s military authorities could never completely end their resistance to the central government, and yet, in practice, Myanmar’s cities and towns were usually safe places for ordinary business and civic activities. Bombings, shootings and assassinations were not common during this period, with uneasy lines of control often limiting the risks of unexpected violence, at least in urban areas.

Under these conditions, Myanmar’s military leaders, by this stage under the tutelage of Senior General Than Shwe, sought to dictate the conditions for the gradual (and often secretive) transition of Myanmar society in more open and inclusive directions (Selth 2009). The roadmap to ‘discipline-flourishing democracy’ which they put in place was, as such, a military-defined process (Thawnghmung and Maung Aung Myoe 2008). Under the military’s 2008 constitution, a quarter of legislative seats were allocated to its own uniformed personnel, and there were a range of other handbrakes imposed on undue democratic exuberance. Aung San Suu Kyi herself, as the most famous and popular political figure in the country, was also singled out for specific attention. Reluctance to see her take the presidency meant drafting restrictions in the constitution narrowly targeting her personal circumstances. The military had relinquished a measure of control and initiated what it thought could be a tightly managed transition towards a ‘discipline-flourishing democracy’.



Thein Sein and the USDP: Military Co-Mingling

In November 2010 national elections were held under the military’s 2008 constitution. The NLD boycotted the event, since various restrictions would have required the party to disown Aung San Suu Kyi and other leading members, leaving a group of senior military figures, reincarnated as civilians, to take the first steps towards creating more open political institutions at the regional and national levels (Egreteau 2016). Many of these leaders were defined, understandably, by their career-long dedication to the armed forces and its ideological priorities of national cohesion and what they call ‘non-disintegration’. The ethnic centrifugal forces across Myanmar society made keeping the country together a very high priority. It was President Thein Sein, previously the fourth-ranking general of the Myanmar army, who then took the national conversation in more dynamic directions alongside others who were elected under the banner of the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP). Thein Sein and his cabinet, along with the two speakers of the national-level legislatures, both of whom were also previously top generals, sought to manage the process of reform in ways that were comfortable for military leaders and more attentive to the ambitions of the Myanmar people. When Thein Sein was president, the military felt secure in its role ‘guiding’ the manoeuvres that allowed for the NLD to take up a more formal role in national political debate, which included Aung San Suu Kyi and other NLD and dozens of other candidates entering parliament in 2012 by-elections (Maung Aung Myoe 2014).

At the same time, there were warnings from cautious democratic voices and analysts that were a reminder, even if framed carefully, about the risks of military intervention; a full-blown coup could also never be ruled out completely. As early as 2013, which was a key year for the Thein Sein government, there was some international academic attention to this topic, including an event held at the Australian National University under the title What is the chance of a coup for Myanmar? where, among others, John Blaxland, Andrew Selth and Nicholas Farrelly all spoke. The conclusion of that seminar was that the Myanmar army retained the capability to launch a coup. Yet the relatively benign conditions for its core interests would, for a time, discourage such adventurism. How that might change, and whether the fragile electoral system could survive a thumping NLD victory, were all questions left unanswered.

The challenge for the military during this period was that it was also drawn increasingly to the economic opportunities presented by a more open and more vibrant economy. There was also, for a period, an erratic ‘peace dividend’. Democratic leaders and many in the major ethnic armed organisations sought to capitalise on the new space for creativity and cooperation. Violence was never completely eliminated, however, and a 17-year ceasefire with the KIA ended in 2011 when troops under President Thein Sein attacked KIA positions, with conflict continuing ever since. But the general expectation, or hope, during Thein Sein’s five-year term was that the rolling out of more measured political contests would eventually offer adjustments to the rules put in place under the 2008 constitution.



Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD: Risks Remained

Those rules were tested when the NLD won a landslide victory in the November 2015 national elections, relegating the governing USDP and its ethnic proxy parties to a much diminished status. The NLD governed, mindful of the military’s concerns and motivated to ensure the further consolidation of a flawed but, at this stage, often quite functional set of institutional and interpersonal arrangements. It was far from perfect. In 2017, two years after the NLD-formed government, the military – which had no civilian oversight under the 2008 constitution – unleashed one of its most brutal campaigns of violence and expulsion targeting the Rohingya Muslim minority in Rakhine State along Myanmar’s border with Bangladesh. Swift condemnation followed, with a campaign to see Myanmar face charges of genocide for this pogrom at the International Court of Justice (Simpson and Farrelly 2020b; Simpson and McIntyre 2024). Remarkably, in December 2019, Aung San Suu Kyi herself travelled to The Hague to offer a defence of Myanmar’s actions. It was a striking signal of the type of government that had evolved: a style of coalition, with democrats working alongside military, ethnic and chauvinist political forces. Perhaps the judgment of Suu Kyi was that such concessions would discourage potential coup-makers in addition to fortifying her position domestically with chauvinist and nationalist forces in advance of the 2020 elections.

The army was still concerned enough about Suu Kyi’s ambitions, especially with respect to the presidency, that the NLD was forced to create the special position of state counsellor for her. The NLD treated her as the government leader and supreme political authority and relegated the previously potent post of presidency to an almost ceremonial status. There were also two vice-presidents, one of whom was appointed by the military. Tensions between the civilian and military sides of government were publicly apparent from time to time. Yet the system appeared from outside to give both the NLD and the army top brass a chance to get to know each other and, on occasion, find the middle ground. In this context, the management of military power by the NLD was a topic of significant interest. Some of the most important work outside Myanmar was done by Renaud Egreteau (2016, 2022b). Andrew Selth wrote widely and with insight (Selth 2018). Nevertheless, while there was acknowledgement that Myanmar’s military had helped to unleash a wave of liberalising reforms, the military’s internal workings and preferences remained opaque.

Myanmar, like so many places, faced a particularly difficult period during the COVID-19 global pandemic, with its borders mostly shut and its people cut off from what had become a constant cycle of international engagement. The health and economic consequences of the pandemic also grew over time, and by late 2020 there were significant concerns about the prospects for what was, at that time, an unvaccinated population. It was in this context that the NLD again triumphed, with another landslide victory in the November 2020 general elections (Simpson and Farrelly 2020a).



After the 2021 Coup: Spiralling Out of Control

While the military had been spinning the line of a ‘stolen election’ throughout January 2021, which parroted the talking points of US Republicans at the time, the likelihood of a military coup seemed remote. The military simply had too much to lose. There was no threat of civilian oversight of the military under the 2008 constitution, and the military retained a lock on constitutional change through its 25 percent of parliamentary appointments. Min Aung Hlaing was feted with guard-of-honour welcomes in some capitals of Europe in the hope of securing military contracts (Parameswaran 2017). Military businesses continued to thrive as the economy opened up to the world and significant future economic growth and prosperity, both for the country as a whole and within military businesses, seemed assured. What would be the point?

However, logic and rationality are not the military’s strong point; it risked everything on the morning of 1 February 2021 when it arrested Myanmar’s Suu Kyi and many of her key lieutenants, including Sean Turnell, her Australian economics advisor. Protests against the coup grew quickly, with thousands and then millions of people prepared to publicly state their opposition to the further entrenchment of military rule. A nation-wide Civil Disobedience Movement (often known by the shorthand ‘CDM’) also disrupted the operation of many government services, including schools, universities and medical facilities. While initially, there was little violence, by mid-2021 Myanmar’s anti-coup resistance was gathering its strength, drawing support from sympathetic ethnic armed groups and also from disgruntled citizens all around the country (Egreteau 2022a; Simpson and Farrelly 2021b). Hit-and-run attacks on police outposts and military convoys followed. By the end of 2021 the country was facing an entirely new type of civil war, where almost every town was caught up, at least occasionally, in some dimension of the battles (Farrelly and Simpson 2022). Anti-coup militias, now called People’s Defence Forces (PDFs), working increasingly under the umbrella of Myanmar’s opposition National Unity Government (NUG), sought to disrupt army resupply in conflict areas and reportedly killed thousands of Myanmar army troops (Thitinan 2023). Retaliation was often swift, leading to tit-for-tat killings, some of which involved relatively senior officials from the civilian bureaucracy operating under the junta. Senior military officers were also killed. The NLD has been central to the anti-coup resistance, and some analysts have pointed to the longer histories now animated by its oppression. For example, in the wake of the coup, Seinenu M. Thein‐Lemelson (2021: 3) argued:


[t]he 2021 coup is part of a long-standing pattern of systematic persecution and violence perpetrated against political groups, particularly the NLD, 88 Generation, All Burma Federation of Student Unions (ABSFU), and others who participated in the Burmese democracy movement.



She develops these points to suggest we take stock and reassess how terms such as ‘genocide’ or ‘politicide’ might be relevant to this history and current events.

From outside the country it has often proved difficult to appreciate the local dynamics. Yet it is apparent that in the first year after the coup it was rare to hear anybody talk openly of the coup failing. The expectation was that eventually, using its usual repertoire of repressive measures, the Myanmar military would exclude and eliminate its opponents. Many fled overseas, and the numbers locked up continued to climb. And yet there was also a stronger resistance than ever before, including by new armed actors. Myanmar’s reputation for civil war has, since the collapse of the Communist Party in the late 1980s, tended to play out along ethnic divides. The largest armed groups resisting military rule, such as the KNLA, the KIA and more recently, the Arakan Army (AA), draw their fighting strength and cultural potency from the grievance of ethnic minority groups pushed to the margins by the dominant Bamar Buddhist culture. Since the coup the most striking development has been the creation of new fighting forces, many in the Bamar Buddhist heartlands of Sagaing, Magwe and Bago and also in areas of Mandalay, Yangon and even, remarkably, on the fringes of Naypyitaw.

The picture is now complicated by changes in global geopolitics. In 2022 Russia’s invasion of Ukraine catalysed a large-scale international response, spearheaded by Western democracies including the United States, United Kingdom and Germany, to counter the march of authoritarianism in Europe (Farrelly and Simpson 2023; McIntyre and Simpson 2022; Simpson 2023). Russia sought a stronger relationship with China, seeking to bolster an alliance that could help to sustain its economy under increasingly tough sanctions. Myanmar, after its 2021 coup, fits neatly into the China-Russia nexus. Both countries have offered active support for its military for decades. However, it is not clear that Russia and China are prepared to offer the level of support that might destroy anti-coup opposition on the battlefield. Instead, by 2023 various resistance forces had made significant gains in terms of territory, but also with respect to their combat capabilities. There are now many experienced fighters prepared to continue the war against the generals and their coup.

In terms of regional politics, Myanmar remains a challenge for leaders across ASEAN, who are reluctant to move hastily against Naypyitaw, while also voicing, whether publicly not, significant unease about the direction of post-coup developments (for historical context see Haacke 2008). Indonesia and Malaysia have, at the official level, proved the most outspoken, and we should assume there are other, less vocal, countries deeply concerned about the viability of the military continuing to run Myanmar affairs (see Strangio 2023). Political leaders, such as the top military officers, are not welcome in ASEAN forums and are often represented by an empty chair (Simpson 2021a).

The position of the NUG, led by Acting President Duwa Lashi La, is also complicated, and in diplomatic terms they have remained marginalised in the two years since the coup. Even for governments that condemn the coup and seek to isolate the ruling generals, the NUG presents a challenge around its status and legitimacy (Simpson 2021c). For its part, according to King (2022: 30) the NUG:


insists that the military, with its record of violence, should be totally excluded from any talks about the future of the country. The military government for its part shows no sign of reversing the coup or ending the violence and restoring law and order. Any suggestions of negotiation and mediation are rejected by both sides. Meanwhile, although popular support for the CDM and opposition to the coup remains strong, Myanmar’s people are suffering as a result of the economic impacts of COVID-19 and the post-coup turmoil.



It is this widespread suffering and impoverishment which now weighs heavily on Myanmar society. The coup has proved a major setback for many communities, with countless individual lives up-ended by the trauma and disruption. While the military regime insists on its path towards a managed electoral process, almost certainly far short of a democratic one, the resistance to the further consolidation of the coup has only grown.



Conclusion

Since the 2021 coup, people across Myanmar have faced a turbulent and violent political situation, with the emergence of a new set of armed groups prepared to attack military, police and other government targets. Retribution from the Myanmar military regime has come in many forms. Thousands of anti-coup activists are gaoled, while many others have been killed. In 2022 four anti-coup activists were executed (see analysis in Coppel 2022).
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