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Monday 15 February 2021 (Date first published: 12 February 2021).

Ambition drove the military’s coup. But long before that, the country’s deposed leader
squandered many opportunities for real change

The Myanmar coup is a sad and onerous turn of events for a country with a long and unhappy
experience of military rule. It is important to note that this is not an institutional crisis. What we are
witnessing is a squabble among court factions for the throne.

In such power struggles, the wellbeing of the country and the people generally aren’t of concern.
The military’s attitude in this regard is well known, but there would have been higher expectations
of the country’s ousted party, the National League for Democracy (NLD), and its leader, Aung San
Suu Kyi.

There has been an uncanny consistency between the NLD’s term in office since it was elected in
2015 and the preceding term under the country’s military-backed party, the Union Solidarity and
Development Party. The NLD has claimed that the military continued to exert a strong influence and
its hands were tied. This is only true to a certain extent, and there is a lot that the NLD could have
done but did not.

Charade of a peace conference

Both parties have been lukewarm towards proposals for a federal state, which ethnic groups see as a
solution to the country’s decades-long, ethnic-based civil war. Instead of substantial discussions,
ethnic representatives have been subjected to endless charades, such as the 2016 peace conference
where Suu Kyi and the generals harangued them on what was best for the country. At one point
there was a long and absurd discussion about whether ‘democratic federalism’ or ‘federal
democracy’ would be a better name for the new proposed state structure.

Another glaring failure was the inattention given to land issues, in a country that remains agrarian
and poor. A civil society colleague who has campaigned against land grabs by the military and
private sector for years claimed recently that the NLD “does the same”.

Days after last November’s elections, which saw the NLD maintain its majority, Suu Kyi threw a
reception for big businessmen. There she said publicly that the wealthy should not suffer prejudice
because of their fortunes. Favouring a neoliberal agenda is nothing new in Myanmar: it is second
nature to the generals, and now Suu Kyi.

Suu Kyi continued the peace process with much fanfare but failed to pay attention to
ethnic groups’ key demand – real autonomy.

The NLD has also taken a similar stance to the military regime on citizenship. Inhuman and brutal
treatment of those regarded as ‘illegal immigrants’ and non-citizens, notably the Rohingya, has



continued.

After the carnage of the military’s ethnic cleansing campaigns of 2016-17, which led to a backlash
from the West, Suu Kyi took the vociferous lead in dismissing all allegations. When she staunchly
defended the military’s actions at the International Court of Justice, many thought that her pact with
the generals was cemented. But it seems it did not turn out that way.

Where and when did the falling out occur? It was not one overarching event but a conglomeration.
Divergent approaches emerged, like in the armed conflict in Rakhine between the security forces
and an ethnic minority insurgent group, where the military believed it was not receiving the political
support it needed.

Although Suu Kyi continued the peace process with much fanfare, she failed to pay attention to the
key demand from ethnic groups – real, and not nominal, autonomy. She is too much of a Burman
majoritarian at heart and believed, similarly to the military, that autonomy would lead to secessionist
tendencies.

Suu Kyi also failed to engage with the National Defence and Security Council (NDSC), a top
constitutional body composed of both military and civilian members. It is supposed to meet regularly
to attend to security matters of national importance. She did not convene a single meeting in five
years, much to the chagrin of the military.

Finally, General Min Aung Hlaing’s personal ambition was also a factor. He is due to retire from the
military this year. Now he has become junta chief and head of the new cabinet and governing
council.

Tensions at fever pitch

When soldiers plan a coup, it is usually done carefully. The Myanmar junta would likely have
factored in a negative public backlash, and courted a broad range of religious leaders.

However, it may have underestimated the public mood. The majority of the Myanmar public regard
the very thought of a coup as abhorrent and the last thing people want is a return to military
dictatorship. A protest movement – led by health personnel, academics and students – has brought
tens of thousands onto the streets. Most of the protesters are young, some won’t remember the 2010
election, the first multi-party election since 1990.

In the days before the coup, there were talks between the military and the NLD. From the details
that have emerged, it appears that the military demanded a revision of the election results and
called for a special session of parliament and of the NDSC. These were rejected. By that time
tensions had risen to fever pitch.

Besides the substance of the negotiations, the mode and the process matter too. While the military
can resort to armed force, at the negotiating table generals are restricted by the constitution. At a
foundational level, politics is also the art of the compromise. It appears that these skills are missing
in the present context. Neither side can afford to stonewall everything. And it’s tragic that the public
has to continually pay for these top-level failings.

There will be public sympathy for Suu Kyi, now back in the role of underdog. However, despite her
past successes, she has regularly let the country and its people down.
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