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Abstract

The Myanmar military coup, on 1 February 2021, devastated the country and the youth have
played a leading role in protesting and resisting the military dictatorship. This paper explores
Myanmar youth’s motivations for their resistance to the 1 February coup, their imaginations of
post-revolution society, and their goals. The paper also attempts to evaluate the many challenges
that youth activists are facing in post-coup Myanmar — a state that has again become severely
repressive. Based on 34 individual interviews with youth activists involved in the peaceful anti-
coup resistance movement in Myanmar, this paper asks: What are the conceptualisations,
motivations and expectations held by youth activists participating in the peaceful 2021 anti-
coup movement, and what challenges do they face?

Note: *some names of activists were changed as per their request to protect their identities.
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1. Introduction

Burma’s first democratic parliamentary period after independence from 1948-1958, and
then 1960-1962, was terminated by a definitive coup that installed an inefficient and
violent military government, which subjugated its people for 26 years and took Burma from
the richest country in Southeast Asia to one with a status of ‘Least Developed Country’;t
furthermore, it entrenched poverty'? and conducted brutal campaigns of violence against
its citizens, particularly ethnic minorities in the countryside.”’ In 1988, a people’s revolu-
tion attempting to force the military to step down and to reclaim democratic governance by
and for the people was violently oppressed.' While the revolution failed in the short term,
in 2016 an elected civilian government was finally formed by the 2015 election winners,
the National League for Democracy (NLD), though in a power sharing arrangement with
the military under their 2008 Constitution.™

Six years later, on 1 February 2021, the military detained the nation’s elected civilian
government on the first sitting day of parliament for the year. The Myanmar military had
launched another coup.'® The military’s public justification for the 2021 putsch was elec-
toral fraud in the November 2020 elections, and they quickly promised - and then delayed
- a new election under a reorganised Union Election Commission (UEC)."”! The military
maintained relations with smaller political parties — some took seats in the military’s new
State Administration Council — and began announcing measures® to erode the nascent
democratic institutions that the country and its people had benefited from since 2011.

The Myanmar public strongly rejected, and continued resisting, the coup. On 2 Febru-
ary 2021, health workers, who were then at the forefront of defending the population
from COVID-19, quit their positions and pioneered the new Civil Disobedience Movement™”
(CDM). Many public servants from different government sectors followed. Pot-banging
protests were held™® and protest groups formed on the streets despite COVID-19 restric-
tions on gatherings. Within three weeks, over 40,000 civil servants had joined CDM and
millions of people from 247 of Myanmar’s 330 townships took to the streets to protest,
with a mass protest catalyst event on 22 February known as the ‘Five 2s’ (22.2.2021).

While people from all walks of life protested, especially in the weeks after the coup, preced-
ing the military’s extreme escalation of violence, it was young people between 18-35 years
of age who took the lead and made up the majority of the protest leaders. Through extensive
audio and video interviews with activists on the ground, this paper tries to understand the
nature of this leadership and the character of youth participation in the protests. It explores
their motivations for resisting the coup and their conceptualisations of a post-revolution
society, tries to understand their goals, as well as the challenges they face in a state that
has again become severely repressive.
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The paper proceeds in five sections. The first section, which presents the paper’s meth-
odology, precedes an analysis of youth participation, which leads into a brief section on
the term ‘youth’, and then a discussion of the conceptualisations and driving factors of
Myanmar youth participating in the anti-coup movement. This is followed by a description
of the major components of the anti-coup resistance movement in Myanmar today, an as-
sessment of the practical challenges they face, and finally, a concluding section.

2. Methodology

This study answers the research question “What are the conceptualisations, motivations
and expectations held by the youth activists participating in the peaceful 2021 anti-coup
movement?”, and does so through qualitative research methods and an examination of
secondary literature. Primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews
conducted over digitally encrypted applications with 34 individual anti-coup activists.
Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 35, of which 17 were women and two were from
Myanmar’s lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender®™ (LGBT) community. Participants
were selected through the snowballing method, involving further connections being made
via the interviewees’ own trusted networks. Interviews were not audio recorded for safety
reasons and lasted, on average, 45 minutes each. Participants have been kept anonymous
for their confidentiality.

Theyouthwhowereinterviewed belongedtostudentunions, township-based strike committees,
and women and LGBT strike groups, active in four regions where peaceful protests have been
ongoing since February 2021: Yangon, Mandalay, Tanintharyi and Sagaing. Youth belonging
to religious minorities, including Christians and Muslims, and ethnic minorities such as Ka-
chin, Kayah, Mon, Rakhine, Zomi, Nagaand Thet, all participated, aswell as Bamar Buddhists
(the majority ethnic group in Myanmar). Interviews were undertaken between 26 August and
25 October 2021, but due to participants’ security situations and the deaths during the
third wave of COVID-19, there was an intermission with no interviews for three weeks.
Further data was collected by attending five panel discussions organised separately and
individually online, each of which hosted many youth activist participants discussing topics
of interest.

This study only focuses on the peaceful anti-coup resistance movement; however, the fluid
nature of resistance in Myanmar must be acknowledged. It is difficult to accurately verify
whether or not the activists involved in peaceful resistance who participated in this study
also support, or are involved in, armed resistance, as the military has only increased its
repression of the people since the time of data collection.
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3. Youth and activism in Myanmar

‘Youth’ can be defined in many ways, such as with a statistically oriented strict age cut-
off, or a vague intermediate position, for example, “the period between childhood and
maturity””."*2? This paper adopts an age cut-off, with youth referring simply to those aged
between 18 and 35. In Myanmar, this means youth share similar psychological and social
developments, in that they spent 10 formative years (namely a third to two thirds of their
total life), living under a different form of society (from reforms in 2011 until the coup in
2021) than most older generations did.

Myanmar youth today can be further subdivided in *Generation Z’ (born between the mid-
to-late 1990s and early 2010s), who grew up on digital devices and the internet, attracting
attention since the coup.™* Another important group are students: in Myanmar, while not
all youths are students, all students are youths and student activism has played an im-
portant role in democracy movements since independence.®¥ Student activists’ demands,
focusing on academic freedom, education reform and the autonomy of universities, are tied
to Myanmar’s social democracy movements.

In general, Myanmar youth are less likely to accept deprivation, propaganda, oppression
and social injustice, as they have experienced democratic change and political and econo-
mic liberalisation during their childhood and adolescent years. One participant interviewed
defined youth as “‘those who rebel and those who believe things only when they see with
their own eyes”.'*>! Another, a 20-year-old student interviewee, said: “I am a student union
member. I am responsible to carry the union’s historical mandate - to fight against injus-
tices” .o

Myanmar youth lead the protest movement, but this is only one of three components in
Myanmar’s peaceful anti-coup resistance movement, the other two being CDM, which is
includes people from all walks of life, and the diplomatic front. The Committee Represen-
ting Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH), formed by politicians purporting to represent the elected
members of the government prevented from forming on 1 February by the coup, and the
National Unity Government (NUG) in exile, formed in turn by approval from the CRPH,
leads the diplomatic front and provides an alternative national political leadership to the
military; however, as discussed later, not all youth activists unequivocally approve or agree
with CRPH and NUG positions.

The first post-coup peaceful protests focused on rejecting the coup and demanding demo-
cracy. As protests continued, they came to be thought of as a “‘revolution’ by participants
and new political goals emerged for different groups. Beginning on 9 February, the milita-
ry targeted these peaceful protests with violence. According to the Assistance Association
for Political Prisoners, as of 5 November 2021 the military has killed 1,242 and arrested
7,038 civilians since the coup.
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On 7 September 2021, the NUG officially declared a people’s defensive war against the
military. Furthermore, the consistent murder and massacre of protesters has pushed some
peaceful protesters to armed resistance. Over 300 armed groups have formed since the coup
and are now operating as self-proclaimed ‘People’s Defence Forces’ (PDFs), fighting the
military in pitched battles across the country with improvised explosive devices, in many
cases in cooperation with ethnic armed organisations (EAQOs)."” Recently, these groups have
targeted the military and police, military-owned business, and pro-military supporters.

4. Understanding youth participation

In the first week after the coup, when the military had not yet started killing protesters
and people felt like they could safely gather to protest, thousands of youths chanted “We
are young people! We have a future!” on the streets to highlight the direct and immediate
consequences of the military coup on their lives; furthermore, during data collection, acti-
vists often offered personal stories as expressions of the wider issues caused by the coup,
and ongoing military rule, that they are resisting. One female student activist had been pre-
viously imprisoned for her activism and was released only a few days before the coup. She
was immediately targeted for re-arrest by the military after the coup took place. Moving
from house to house in hiding, she said: “I lost a few years locked up in prison. The first
thing I wanted to do when I got out was to finish school and study abroad”.™® The coup
crushed her bright future and reawakened her activism.

Other stories were not so dramatic, but several people interviewed had received job offers in
Myanmar and even abroad just before the coup,'*” and some had been recently promoted in
their jobs™% or had won scholarships and were waiting to travel abroad for study.?* These
highly motivated youths, their optimism shattered, felt they had no choice but to protest
and face the violence of the military. In general, Myanmar youth were optimistic that the
country had managed to successfully run its November 2020 election during a global pan-
demic, with an unvaccinated population, and that there would be another five years of a ci-
vilian government ensuring political stability. They were shocked by the immediate negative
effects of the coup, and the repression of the military reignited their dormant memories of
living under full military rule in their childhood and/or adolescence.

Many youths have memories of suppression, censorship, propaganda and poverty from li-
ving under the military regime — in their own words, it was “a dark age”. One interviewee
said, I do not want to return to the time when only the rich could go and study abroad and
only corrupt military leaders could receive business rent”.'?2) Recalling the military’s mis-
management of natural resources, insufficient electricity and bad infrastructure, another
said I don’t want to go back to the time that we got electricity only in shifts”.®*! Another
interviewee said, “we must resist the coup as past experiences indicate education, economic
and public health will only be worse’ .14

In the wake of the coup: how Myanmar youth arose to fight for the nation 8/.5



One monk interviewed said, “I stayed silent when the military oppressed religious minori-
ties in the past. I can no longer do so.”” A young mother interviewed said, “‘we cannot af-
ford to let our kids suffer like we did. This must end now”.'?¢? An ethnic Lisu who grew up in
Kachin State stated matter-of-factly, “I’ve grown up seeing the cruelty of the military and
I do not want the next generation to experience the same”.®” An 18-year-old said, “the
military killed monks in front of my eyes”, referring to protests in 2007 that he witnessed
when he was only four years old. Some young interviewees did not bring up past difficulties
in detail, but simply noted the comparatively better situation under the NLD government
in the period from 2016 to 2021 in terms of mental peace and security. One interviewee
said, “I do not say the NLD is perfect. But I had a good five years when I did not need to
be afraid of anyone”.t28

The timing of the coup less than four months after the November 2020 elections that so
many in Myanmar participated in with pride, and the fact that the military used electoral
fraud as its excuse to arrest incoming politicians and seize power, was a key factor turning
youths into activists in the early weeks after the coup. Generation Z youth were first-time
voters in 2020 and expressed sincere attachment to their political choices.”?” This group
was used to party politics, believed their votes would be respected, and took for granted
that any case of institutional failure would be pursed through legal means. A 20-year-old
student activist stated that her involvement related directly to what she said were “illogical
and unacceptable” voter fraud claims.*® Another interviewee said, “We did all the right
things to register on voter lists. This included going from office to office and dealing with
forms. Now those votes have been annulled ... [But]l I know who I voted for”.P?V

Even those disenfranchised (in Rakhine State, the 2020 elections were cancelled in 36
seats on security grounds, disenfranchising more than 1.1 million voters) disputed the coup
on procedural grounds. One ethnic Rakhine interviewee said, “The elections were cancelled
in many places in Rakhine State, but even we [who had their voting rights violated] believe
in using legal causes to seek electoral justice””.®? At the beginning of the anti-coup pro-
tests, protesters in several locations chanted, “Which party did we vote for? We voted for
the NLD”, stressing that they believe the electoral results reflected the popular will; they
also chanted, “Was that electoral fraud? Just come out and see the crowd!”.

Young student activists who shared information in the wake of the coup quickly came to un-
derstand the military-drafted 2008 Constitution as a major factor. This constitution allows
the military to hold de facto power by giving them 25 per cent of seats in the parliament
and a majority seat in the National Defence Security Council, the ruling body in a state of
emergency. The military claimed the coup was constitutional, as the military-nominated
vice president transferred power to the military commander-in-chief in the absence of the
president (who under the constitution, must be absent for a significant reason, such as inca-
pacitation or death).®*! However, the elected president claimed in court that he was forced
to retire on grounds of “ill health”, before he was arbitrarily detained.?* One interviewee
said, “the military took our sovereignty by arms’”, pointing out the hypocrisy of the mi-
litary violating people’s supposed fundamental constitutional rights in its “constitutional
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coup”.B37 A student activist from Mandalay said, “‘we [already] knew that the military
could stage a coup as long as the 2008 Constitution was in place. We never supported
the civilian government working under this undemocratic constitution and sharing power
with the military”.2® More and more anti-coup protesters called for abolishing the 2008
Constitution, and on 1 April, the CRPH announced its abolishment, a key achievement of
the early peaceful protests.

All youths interviewed considered the military coup as a direct threat to their sovereignty
and their future dreams. The more the military persecutes peaceful activists, the more
they take it personally. An interviewee said, “Sometimes I feel exhausted. But my friends
who are imprisoned and those who gave up their lives in this revolution are what keep me
going”.*”) The question then becomes “‘going towards what?’’. The research participants
are all committed activists with no desire to submit to dictatorship. They say they will
continue until their cause succeeds. But apart from simply resisting the coup, what are their
demands and what will activists determine as ‘success’?

5. Conceptualisations of a post-
revolution society

Most participants interviewed made three key demands at the beginning of the anti-coup
protests: 1) overturn the military coup; 2) return to democracy; and 3) release the arrested
leaders and protesters. As military persecution of the people continued to escalate in the
weeks and months after the coup, many activists and protesters came to take a stand on wi-
der political and social issues and adjust their positions. This meant refining their political
demands and priorities. After analysing the data, three groups of activists in the anti-coup
resistance movement can be identified based on their shifting and evolving demands.

The Democrats focus on ending the military rule and claim a people’s elected government.
This group does not want any negotiations with the military and refuses to allow impunity;
moreover, they want justice for serving military generals, institutional reform and an apoliti-
cal military placed under a civilian government. However, this group is ambivalent regarding
who should immediately rule in the military’s place. They support an NLD government based
on the 2020 election results, or rule by the exiled NUG, or even a new government formed
on the basis of the CRPH’s ‘Federal Democracy Charter’, which lays out a road map: draft a
federal constitution, approve it in the people’s assembly and form the people’s government.
This group’s strategy is to endorse local, regional and international recognition of the NUG
government and to cut support to the military by boycotting taxes and military businesses,
and discouraging international economic cooperation and payments to the military, as well
as collecting evidence of military crimes for prosecution under the new government.
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The Federalists want to end the military rule in conjunction with strong federalism. This
group rejects returning to the status quo with an NLD government formed from the results
of the 2020 election, which they point out was held under the “abolished” 2008 Consti-
tution. Instead, they want to build a federal state with a federal constitution first and a
federal government installed by that new arrangement. Some participants interviewed said
that, in this arrangement, some administrative boundaries between states and regions could
change or be removed. Non-Bamar participants interviewed stressed their preference for
self-determination in the new arrangement. An ethnic Naga activist said, “I prefer terri-
tory-based federalism as it will be complicated if we go for identity-based federalism?’ 28
while a young female ethnic Kachin said, “We say YAwn Dawm’ as our ultimate goal. The
overall concept would be self-determination”."% This group’s main strategy is lobbying on
policy in addition to the activities carried out by democrats. Federalists are very cautious
about the NUG government and the CRPH, and do not support them without their strong
commitment and action towards an improved federal state, power sharing and absolute
rejection of the 2008 Constitution.

The Intersectionalists want the end of the military rule, a strong federal state and a just
society that guarantees fundamental rights, justice and equality for all. One member of the
women’s strike committee said, “*We need to show our brave participation in the movement
so that we will not be discriminated against later in politics”."% A party member and an
electoral candidate said “women’s issues were treated as second class even under demo-
cratic institutions ... women’s issues will have no place under military rule” .Y A partic-
ipant from the LGBT strike committee said, “we need to make our voices heard to build
the nation we want to live in”,"?' and a participant belonging to a religious minority said,
“I do not want to be treated as a second-class citizen anymore. We do not want to live in
fear. We want freedom of faith”."*! This group’s main strategy is elevating the voices of
all minorities and focusing attention on Myanmar’s diversity. They identify problems far
beyond the crisis of the coup and address entrenched social and cultural issues. In addition
to pursuing the activities of democrats and federalists, this group is continuing more often
with visible street protests and non-violent campaigns to show their participation in the
social movement, demand their rights, raise public awareness and make their voices heard.

All those involved in the anti-coup resistance movement share the common goal of ending
the military rule. This is challenging as the Myanmar military has dominated the nation for
60 years — it is supremely powerful, with businesses deeply embedded in the country’s econ-
omy and many allies, from local proxy militias in the border regions to powerful members
of the United Nations Security Council who veto in their favour. Furthermore, the Myanmar
military has proven time and time again that its leaders will always put their own personal
interests above that of millions of citizens.

However, the other causes pursued by the three groups are quite different. The causes of the
democrats are direct and narrow, focusing on the immediate actions they see as needed to
put the nation back on track. This group has the advantage of wide public participation, but
its limited goals do not satisfy the other two groups, who are actively engaging and leading
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the resistance movement. While the aim of federalists is to best guarantee a federal state
for ethnic minorities, agreeing on federal terms in parallel to the anti-coup movement costs
time. While intersectionalists have strong and equitable ideals for a post-revolution society,
this requires long-term commitment and devotion. Reaching these goals is a challenging
task, even more so, there will always be more causes to pursue in a post-revolution society:
as one female student union member said, “As long as there is injustice and oppression,
there will be causes, and we will continue to fight to achieve our goals. There will always
be something to fight for’’ .14

6. Practical challenges

Anti-coup youth activists face challenges in reaching their goals, including lack of security
measures, lack of resources and support, and lack of platforms to influence policies, in
addition to the general challenges of surviving military persecution with a lack of basic
services in a health and economic crisis.™>

6.1 Lack of security measures

The military has total impunity and the ability to arbitrarily arrest any youth at any time.™ ¢’
Methods commonly used include suspending laws requiring court approval or a warrant
and reintroducing the overnight registration law allowing them to search any house, at any
time, without a warrant.'*”? They can also check which household family members are not
currently at home and demand why. Recently, the military instructed house owners not to
rent apartments to unknown tenants, ordered the public not to wear masks and told troops
to inspect those with “darker skin and a rough look”. There have been several incidents
of youths being arrested for sharing anti-coup memes on social media or for having pro-
democracy material on their personal devices, discovered under duress when stopped by
the military or police at the many road checkpoints now common across the country. &
When arrested, civilians are brought to military interrogation centres where they are often
tortured, sexually abused, disappeared or killed before they can face a court. If they reach
a court, there is nothing resembling a legitimate legal system in place, and judges use
political verdicts such as long-term or life imprisonment or death sentences. No laws or
institutions protect falsely arrested youths or political detainees.

Many young anti-coup protesters and activists are given no choice but to flee their homes
for EAO-controlled areas, where they can eat, sleep and discuss the military’s crimes openly
and without fear of subjugation while undertaking military training. One interviewee from
Yangon said, “I am going to stay here as long as the situation allows. I will flee to the forest
[EAO areal when it is impossible to continue staying here”.™” Not all who are forced to
flee go directly to EAOQ areas. Another who left their home said, “my group is taking shel-
ter in a village that used to support us, but locals there say they no longer believe in non-
violent protest — they think it is useless in the face of brutal suppression by the military”.%
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In this way, the lack of security measures in activists’ home townships not only threatens their
wellbeing, but also pushes them away from peaceful protest and towards armed resistance.

6.2 Lack of resources and support

Young anti-coup activists are mostly students or people striking with CDM, leaving them fi-
nancially dependent on public contributions. One anti-coup protester interviewed said, “it is
costly organising protests as there are particular items we need, as well as printing, trans-
portation fees, basic living costs, and we cannot work or live a normal life””.">" The military
is actively trying to control cash flow in order to cut financial support to those involved in
the anti-coup resistance movement. They track down and freeze bank accounts of account
holders they suspect are connected to the resistance, and they arrest and kill those they
suspect of providing funds to the CDM and armed PDFs. As a result of intense attention
and pressure from the military, youth activists and other members of the anti-coup resis-
tance movement face huge financial difficulties — not only for continuing their opposition to
the coup and military rule, but in simply meeting rising living expenses. Blocking revenue
streams to the resistance is a basic tactic of the military regime, and over time this poses
huge challenges for youth leaders to mobilise and organise people.

6.3 Lack of influence in key resistance platforms

The NUG and the CRPH are leading political decision-making bodies in the anti-coup re-
sistance movement, but less than 10 percent of their members are youths under the age of
35. Youths from all segments of society — particularly those belonging to persecuted mino-
rity communities such as the ethnic Rohingya or LGBT community — have huge concerns
regarding whether their voices will be heard. Structurally, the National Unity Consultative
Committee (NUCC) is the only body where diverse interest groups (both de jure and de
facto), including the youth-led strike committees, can provide policy inputs.’?' However,
the composition of the NUCC and member groups, the criteria, and their terms of reference
have not been agreed on at the time of writing. Myanmar youth are concerned that more
politicians and elites will compromise their stance and negotiate with military leaders or
return to a hybrid power sharing system under the 2008 Constitution. They are concerned
that the military will have impunity for the crimes they have committed on civilians and
minorities. An activist interviewed said, “We will keep going and make our voices heard.
At the same time, we need to prepare what to do next if [anti-coup] decision-makers agree
to negotiate with coup leaders” .1

A bigger challenge awaits youths in their desired post-coup, post-military society. This is to
tackle the disarmament of resistance groups, find common ground across communities, cre-
ate social harmony between those who supported and resisted military rule, and heal mass
trauma. The whole of society, not just the thousands of actively repressed political prisoners,
have suffered trauma from decades of continuous military persecution. Even many of those
who were not directly threatened by the military suffered survivor’s guilt. Many participants
interviewed knew of cases of self-harm or suicide among youths since the coup.
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Non-Bamar youth activists will play an important role in bringing society together in a
post-coup, post-military Myanmar, where some political parties are split. In Mon State,
the leading Mon political party — the Mon Unity Party — accepted a seat in the military
council, dividing its supporters in two. Similarly, in Rakhine State, the majority party —
Arakan National Party — took a seat in the military council, keeping the ethnic Rakhine
community distanced from the worst consequences of the military coup and raising social
issues. A young Rakhine member interviewed said, “‘the silence of Rakhine State communi-
ty-based organisations on the military coup puts the democratic practices they were previ-
ously preaching into question”.t>%

7. Conclusion

While political explanations of the military coup are available, the youth of Myanmar has
taken the military coup as a direct threat to their lives, their futures and their rights. After
witnessing arrests, tortures and killings of their beloved friends, family members and rela-
tives, the military coup has only become more personal. At the same time, as youths from
political or other backgrounds have continued protesting, many have come to learn more
about social and political issues and believe there is now a chance to build a nation that
respects self-determination, equality, freedom and human rights.

The common goals of youth in the anti-coup movement are not impossible to achieve, but
not simple either. The resistance has been ongoing for nine months and Myanmar is cur-
rently in need of humanitarian assistance.™ While there is no official and easy way to
protect and support the youths leading social movements in Myanmatr, one option is to find
ways to give assistance directly to those who are inside the country, particularly jobs and
study opportunities. In the longer term, there should be space and platforms that youths
can use to raise their voices. Most participants interviewed stressed that further education
reform is still needed in Myanmatr.

Inapost-coup scenario, trauma healingwill be a necessity. A former prisonersaid, “‘we cannot
achieve transitional justice without trauma healing first”.® Last but not least, overturning
the military and rebuilding the state is a challenging task for the people of Myanmar. If one
task is to be given to the young people involved in the 2021 social democracy movements,
then it would be the constructive role of youth in state building. The military coup divided
society and added even more unresolved issues. It is a challenging task for youths who were
ignorant of the military’s violence against ethnic and religious minorities in the past to
acknowledge, or even rectify, their ignorance and work with ethnic nationalities in creating
a just society that ensures equality and self-determination. Reconciliation between ethnic
and minority groups will be left in the hands of youth activists, who will be best positioned
to manage a newly united federal nation.
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