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A ten-year-long journey for democracy
in Myanmar saw its abrupt and
unexpected closure on the morning of
February 1, 2021, as the military-led by
General Min Aung Hlaing carried out a
coup d’état that deposed the
government formed by the ruling party
NLD and once again, vested power in a
stratocracy. While on the surface, it hit
the international and domestic
community as an unforeseen
circumstance, there are several threads
that evidently lead up to and tie into
the current Myanmar crisis. 

Myanmar, or previously known as
Burma, has found itself on headlines
more than once with its fluctuating and
unstable government as well as the
infamous Rohingya crisis. The morning
of February 1 saw yet another
indefinitely long house arrest for the
most popular leader in Myanmar, Aung
San Suu Kyi, who is also a recipient of
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991 for her
commitment to non-violent protest in
what was her long struggle for
democracy. 

The year 2015 witnessed a free and fair
election in which NLD, Aung San Suu
Kyi’s party won by securing 86% of the
votes. However, it was still not a full
free functioning government the
citizens had long hoped for. 

An Analysis
by Roshini Srivastava

While Myanmar had opened up its
government in 2010 out of international
pressure and economic necessity, the
military ruling the government had in
2008 modified the constitution to befit its
purpose of maintaining authority and
supremacy by reserving 25% of the seats
for Myanmar’s armed forces. 

This information links to one of the
speculations put forward by the
international community regarding the
recent arrest of the ruling party. Aung
San Suu Kyi has long been interested in
slackening the military’s tight grip on the
parliament since its 25% reservation gives
it veto power in blocking constitutional
amendments. However, the main
opposition party USDP, a military-backed
party essentially, voted in large numbers
to remove the military veto power after
the NLD achieved an absolute majority in
the 2020 November elections. 

Superficially though, the military arrested
Aung San Suu Kyi on the basis of voter
fraud and unfair practices in the 2020
elections by appealing to the Union
Election Commission even though no
evidence has come up till now. Despite
that, going forward it does not necessarily
mean an end for the ambition of the
internationally acclaimed State
Counsellor. Aung San Suu Kyi continues to
be immensely popular and excessively 
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preferred in her home country,
undeterred by the dip in her
international image and reputation in
2017 after her silence and eventual
defense with reference to what is
known as the "ethnic cleansing" of the
Rohingyas and the following exodus.
Regarded as one of, if not the most
discriminated minority group in the
world, the Rohingya constitute the
largest percentage of Muslims in
Buddhist-majority Myanmar where they
are not even granted citizenship. 

Police brutality and civilian deaths are
unfortunately not foreign to Myanmar.
For a crisis born out of impunity, the
disproportionate command and
influence held by the military and the
long-standing vulnerability and lack of
power of the civilians over them are
some of the major reasons. Already
under the heavy burden of armed
internal conflict and serious human
rights violations, Myanmar was hit hard
by COVID-19 amid its socio-economic
crisis and further taxed by the
massively criticized decision of the
government to impose restrictions on
information access in the conflicted
regions of Rakhine and Chin states. 

This internal conflict between the
Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army and
the Myanmar police is shaded darker by
the authority’s response to the peaceful
protestors in 2021. People have been a
subject of police crackdown and police
brutality as the world watches in
horror, having to face not only rubber
bullets and water cannons but also
potentially lethal force and rounds of
active ammunition resulting in a
climbing death count, which has
surpassed 500 people. 

The international community has 

strongly deplored the detention of the
members of the parliament and according
to UN sources, the UNHRC has adopted a
resolution calling for the restoration of
the democratically-elected NLD and the
lifting of the one-year state of emergency
that was declared right after the
seemingly premeditated takeover. When
the military took over, they not only
imposed physical curfews, but also
restrictions on social media and internet
access in large parts of the country. Even
though there is such extensive
international criticism, the UN Security
Council failed to pass a resolution
condemning the coup and threatening
action because of strict opposition from
Russia and China. 

Independent UN investigators for
Myanmar had advised the committee to
impose sanctions as well as to take up
global arms in order to restore
democracy. However, such actions are
unlikely to happen. A possible reason for
this is China’s veto power. One needs to
understand that China had a close ally
relationship with Myanmar’s civil
democratic government as it received the
China Myanmar Economic Corridor
(CMEC) as a part of Beijing’s Belt and
Road initiative (BRI) to increase
connectivity with Eurasia and help reduce
its dependence strategically on the
Malacca straits. 

So economically, it stands to gain nothing
by building a cordial relationship with
Myanmar’s military which is already
suspicious of its actions, but it did
caution against sanctions which might
further strain the situation in Myanmar,
keeping in line with Beijing’s long-held
non-interference policy. The USA on the
other hand has ordered sanctions that will
freeze US assets that continue to benefit
Myanmar in an attempt to get the
military to relinquish its power. But from 
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military to relinquish its power. But from the current situation, it doesn’t seem like the
sanctions are gaining much importance from the military. 

ASEAN’s diplomacy and restrained pressure to bring back democracy in Myanmar are
considered to be more effective by many. Within ASEAN, Indonesia, Singapore, and
Malaysia have strongly opposed the Junta in Myanmar while others’ response has been
a little more unobtrusive. Some ASEAN members have suggested an informal meeting
with both domestic and international stakeholders as it is evident that from this point
on it's not possible for the parties in the Myanmar conflict to sit down to reach a
common resolution. ASEAN dialogue partners like China, India, and Japan have been
backing the bloc’s strategy, and a valid reason can be that the West’s previously
suggested broad sanctions can have an extremely negative effect on ordinary people
especially during a pandemic. 

India has maintained a curious silence regarding the Myanmar coup, apart from the
statement to provide continued humanitarian assistance and urge for democratic
processes, which could have several reasons. A neutral position for India seems likely as
India cannot afford to push another ally towards China currently. Furthermore, the
Junta military of Myanmar has on several occasions provided India with support to help
in the crackdown of North Eastern militant forces near the Indo-Myanmar border and
has even held bilateral army exercises in Meghalaya. 

The future for Myanmar seems bleak, as there is little evidence for any backing down
by the military which is intent on augmenting its political aggrandizement. The
economy is once again facing international isolation as the military closes its doors,
and the internal conflict between the ethnic groups and the military seems to be
triggered further by this coup catalyst. However, it would be good to keep in mind some
belief, for Myanmar has been through this before, and emerged victoriously. One can
only hope that it will do so again. 
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