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The military coup that happened on 1 February 2021 has left a lasting impact. Rallies are held all over Myanmar, 
with hundreds of thousands joining from all ranges of society. The civil disobedience movement is joined by 
health officers, teachers, civil servants, and groups of people who in previous years did not commonly join such 

movements. As the rallies have intensified, Myanmar’s ruling junta has used violence to suppress the protesters with 
increasing numbers of casualties. Economic repercussion regarding this event has started to show with the steep decrease 
of business registration and investment.1 As multiple sanctions and international condemnations have not diminished the 
hostilities in Myanmar, all eyes are now on ASEAN to lead the mission to approach Nay Pyi Taw and discuss the future of 
democratization in Myanmar. 

This commentary piece will further explore the core problem, what prompts the current crisis, and how ASEAN -a 
regional organization in which Myanmar is a member- can help manage the problem. At the end of this piece, it will propose 
strategic measures to be carried, particularly by the Indonesian government, to prevent more turmoil in Myanmar. 

Core problem
The military in Myanmar, known as Tatmadaw, has an overwhelming influence in the country. Tracing back the history of 
the Tatmadaw itself is like reading the story of military power without the presence of intervening forces. The Tatmadaw 
came to power in 1962. Since then, they kept civilian segments on the fringes by blocking all opposition parties and took 
overall business and industrial activities under their control. Economic conditions worsened, poverty and unemployment 
increased.

The militaristic government remained almost unchallenged until the “8888” uprising that occurred on 8 August 1988. 
Students and activists drove this country-wide protest against the military, but it did not end well as the military managed 
to quell the movement. Many civilians were killed, tortured, or jailed for their participation in this uprising. However, this 
uprising gave birth to the National League of Democracy which later became a major party voicing the need for democracy 
in Myanmar’s politics. The leader of the NLD, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi (who had just returned from the UK), demanded that 
the military call an election in 1990. 

The election result proved democracy was indeed what the people of Myanmar desired, as shown by the landslide 
victory of the NLD, capturing around 60% of the popular vote and 392 seats to a mere 10 for the National Unity Party 
(NUP).2 Unfortunately, the military refused to recognize the result of the election and instead placed Suu Kyi under house 
arrest. After that, Myanmar was again ruled by a military junta’s hand under General Than Shwe. 

Although the aftermath of the 1990 election was indeed a democratic setback, Myanmar’s people remained determined 
to have civilian-led government. This could be seen in the massive public support for the National election of 2015 which  
the NLD again won  by winning 77% of  the seats, 135 from 224 seats in Upper House and 255 from 440 seats in the 
Lower House.3 Barred from becoming the president due to her marriage to a foreigner, Suu Kyi was appointed as the State 
Counselor.4 In the 2020 November election, the NLD won an even bigger majority of votes, controlling  346 seats which 
exceeded the 322 seats needed to form the next government. 5 However, the military accused the NLD of vote fraud, one 
of the reasons used by the military to launch another coup, arrest the NLD leaders and politicians and thereby further 
derailing Myanmar’s difficult transition to democracy.

1 Ken Iwamoto, “Five red flags signaling Myanmar Coup’s Economic Damage,” 15 March 2021, https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Myanmar-Coup/
Five-red-flags-signaling-Myanmar-coup-s-economic-damage.
2 Inter-Parliamentary Union, “Myanmar, Parliamentary Chamber: Pyithu Hluttaw,” 27 May 1990, http://archive.ipu.org/parline-e/reports/
arc/2388_90.htm.
3 Oliver Holmes, “Final Myanmar results show Aung San Suu Kyi’s party won 77% of seats”,  the Guardian, 23 November 2015, https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/23/final-myanmar-results-show-aung-san-suu-kyis-party-won-77-of-seats; BBC, “Myanmar’s 2015 
landmark elections explained,” 3 December 2015, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-33547036.
4 Euan McKirdy, “New government role created for Myanmar’s Aung San Suu Kyi,” CNN, 7 April 2016, https://edition.cnn.com/2016/04/06/asia/
aung-san-suu-kyi-state-counsellor-role-created/index.html. 
5 “Myanmar: Aung San Suu Kyi’s party wins majority in election,” BBC, 13 November 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-54899170. 
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It is clear that the military has never been truly committed to sharing power with the democratically elected government. 
This attitude is rooted in the immense power that the military has enjoyed from its long rule in Myanmar. The military had 
crafted the 2008 Constitution, which secures power for the military regardless of the democratic transition of Myanmar. 
The 2008 Constitution is very military-centric and many of the articles are biased in favour of the military. For example, 
it ensures the civilian power has a smaller voice in the National Defense Security Council with a 6:5 ratio.6 Any effort to 
change this constitution will be very damaging to the military. However, with the growth of power gathered by the civilian 
government through the NLD winning successive elections, military insecurity has been rising. Adding to that, the NLD 
also proposed a constitutional amendment in February 2019, which will decrease the power of the military.7 

Understanding the 2021 Coup
In this coup, military leaders launched their action and detained several NLD members. As previously mentioned, the 
military alleged that there were voter frauds. They also charged Suu Kyi with “possessing illegal walkie-talkies, violating 
Covid-19 restrictions during last year’s election campaign and publishing information that may ‘cause fear or alarm’”.8 
However, if military coups against democratically elected governments have been common in Myanmar, what makes 
the 2021 crisis different? The answer lies in the involvement of new groups of people in the current uprising efforts. In 
the saffron revolution of 2007, Buddhist monks led the movement against the military junta. In response to the 2021 
coup there have been two important developments. First, more people have shown their support for the restoration of 
democracy in the form of civil disobedience movement. Second, digitalization is a catalyst in generating greater public 
awareness and political activism.

Unlike in earlier mass movements, since the latest military’s coup d’etat professional workers such as health workers, 
teachers, bankers, factory workers, and even civil servants have taken part in marching against the military in support 
of the uprising. Such a phenomenon is an unusual sight as those professions are vital in Myanmar’s economy. Their 
disobedience means that they are fighting for something that they feel more important than their employment status. 
Moreover, civil servants’ disobedience, whom the government pays, can be seen as an effort to show that they do not 
recognize the military take-over. In another remarkable move, the Myanmar UN Ambassador, Kyaw Moe Tun, used his 
position to request International support for Myanmar democracy.9

The second aspect relates to the effort to spread awareness of the current situation in Myanmar. Myanmar youth, 
mainly first-time voters, felt their vision of democracy was stolen by the coup. They have been turning to the internet 
and social media to create more significant pressure for the military to end the coup. This effort met with the military 
decision to block the internet and ban social media within Myanmar. The ruling government use article 77 of their 
Telecommunications law which allowed telecommunication cut in a situation of national emergency.10 However, the 
message has spread even to the international audience as the images of people doing three-finger salutes or banging pot 
and pans are flooding the social media in support of the civilian movement. 

Responding to this coup, the US and China have taken opposite stances. The US has strongly condemned the action, 
with President Biden stating “pressing for an immediate return to democracy,” not a quasi-democracy. In contrast, China 
seemed to understate the event as one of the Chinese state media called it a “major cabinet reshuffle.”11 This striking 
difference of stance can also be seen at the UN Security Council meeting. China used its veto power against a joint 

statement to condemn the military coup in Myanmar.12 

ASEAN Response
Despite pressures and calls from international and regional partners, the condition within Myanmar is getting more 
critical, with more civilians killed or detained by the military. It is unclear whether the junta will keep its promise to hold 
another election at the end of a one-year state of emergency. However, learning from the past, as long as the military 
controls all political power, the democratic aspiration is likely to be set aside even if another election is held. 

6 Joe Kumbun, “Myanmar’s Fundamental Problem: the 2008 Constitution,” Asia Times, 18 February 2021, https://asiatimes.com/2021/02/
myanmars-fundamental-problem-the-2008-constitution/.
7 Nyi Nyi Kyaw, “Democracy First, Federalism Next? The Constitutional Reform Process in Myanmar,” 8 November 2019, https://www.iseas.edu.
sg/images/pdf/ISEAS_Perspective_2019_93.pdf. 
8 Alice Cuddy, “Myanmar Coup: what is happening and why?”, BBC, 15 March 2021, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55902070. 
9 “Myanmar coup: UN ambassador fired after anti-army speech,” BBC, 28 February 2021, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-56222987. 
10 “Myanmar Coup: Facebook, Instagram pace immediate ban on military,” BBC, 25 February 2021, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
asia-56191657. 
11 See “Remarks by President Biden on the Administration’s Response to the Coup in Burma,” White House Briefing Room, 10 February 
2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/02/10/remarks-by-president-biden-on-the-administrations-
response-to-the-coup-in-burma/; “Major Cabinet Reshuffle announced in Myanmar,” Xinhuanet, 2 February 2021, http://www.xinhuanet.com/
english/2021-02/02/c_139713877.htm.
12 “Myanmar coup: China blocks UN condemnation as protest grows,” BBC, 3 February 2021, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55913947.  
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In this case, ASEAN can again play an important role in offering assistance to a troubled member-state. Although the 
principle of non-interference is still firmly adhered to in ASEAN as a source of mutual trust among its members, ASEAN 
must not trap itself with that principle to the extent of allowing member states to violate universal values contained in 
the ASEAN Charter with impunity. Besides the principle of non-interference in the domestic affairs of member-states, 
the ASEAN Charter also contains respect for the principles of democracy and human rights. At the same time, since the 
introduction of the doctrine of the “Responsibility to Protect” (R2P), the international community is now enjoined to 
take collective action against gross violations of human rights.  It should be noted that the UN Security Council almost 
enforced R2P in the case of Cyclone Nargis in 2008. At that time, Myanmar’s military government’s reluctance to accept 
humanitarian assistance put the life of their citizens at risk. International pressure increased with Bernard Kouchner, 
then Foreign Minister of France, calling for the R2P to be invoked.13 In order to bridge the international intention to help 
victims of the cyclone and the junta’s government’s distrust, the regional organization was able to persuade Yangon to 
accept international humanitarian assistance by orchestrating an ASEAN-led mechanism called ASEAN Humanitarian 
Task Force for the Victims of Cyclone Nargis.14 

Relating to the latest to coup, ASEAN should be particularly concerned with the excessive force being used by the 
military against their own people. If the violence continues unabated there is a danger of prolonged conflicts and 
instability in Myanmar, which could also invite external interventions, thereby undermining regional peace and stability 
as a whole. There are concerns that Myanmar could become like Syria. Therefore, ASEAN must pay greater attention 
to the important universal values contained in the ASEAN Charter, one of which is respect for and protection of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms. 

Under the chairmanship of Brunei, ASEAN has been fast enough to reach a consensus among the member-states, 
including from the representatives of Myanmar, to produce the ASEAN Chairman’s Statement on the Developments 
in the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. ASEAN needs to continue remind the current regime in Myanmar to keep 
their commitment to the statement. The military regime must be constantly reminded to refrain from using violence to 
suppress peaceful demonstrations, release political prisoners and restore democracy in Myanmar within the shortest 
possible time.

One crucial role that ASEAN should have able to play in this context is that ASEAN could channel the voice of Myanmar’s 
people as a form of respect and protection to their human rights. However, the existing mechanisms in ASEAN prevented 
ASEAN from playing this role due to the limited mandate given to the ASEAN intergovernmental Commission on Human 
Rights (AICHR). Therefore, it is the high time for ASEAN to review the mandate of AICHR so that further issues regarding 
the protection of human rights in ASEAN can be handled properly. 

What Indonesia Can Do
So far, Indonesia’s response to the Myanmar 2021 Coup has been quite strong.  President Joko Widodo through the 
state’s official channel clearly stated that “Indonesia urges that the use of violence in Myanmar be stopped immediately 
so there will be no more victims”. He also called for the immediate holding of a reconciliation dialogue in Myanmar.15 

At this point, it is very important to keep the communication channels open with both the military and the 
representatives of the people of Myanmar. This two-pronged approach is necessary for three reasons. First, to obtain 
and verify the information on the actual condition in Myanmar, as the military might not share the detail about the human 
rights violations that happen throughout the coup. Second, to ensure that the civilian movement in Myanmar is not 
alienated and left alone to fend for itself. Third, the increasing number of anti-coup protesters shows that the coup is not 
only the concerns of the NLD functionaries, but of the wider population. After over five decades of military oppression 
the majority of the Myanmar people wish to live in freedom without fear, including the minorities who have long suffered 
from even more violence and discriminations.

There are at least four approaches that Indonesia can employ to manage the conflict in Myanmar, namely through 
bilateralism, minilateralism within ASEAN, through the ASEAN platform, and by engaging ASEAN’s dialogue partners to 
support all of the regional initiatives.

Firstly, as one of the countries that has undergone a democratic transition from military to civilian rule, Indonesia can 
share its experience with Myanmar through both elites and people to people approach at the bilateral level.  Indonesia 
can use its old and current military links to establish communications with the Tatmadaw, while at the same time different 
segments of Indonesian public sector and civil society can also show support and solidarity for the people of Myanmar.

13 “France seeks approval for direct aid to Myanmar,” Reuters, 12 May 2008,  https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSL11267706. 
14 A Humanitarian Call: ASEAN Response to Cyclone Nargis, Jakarta: ASEAN Secretariat: July 2010, https://www.asean.org/storage/
images/2012/publications/A%20Humanitarian%20Call%20The%20ASEAN%20Response%20to%20Cyclone%20Nargis.pdf, page 18.
15 Sekretariat Presiden, “Pernyataan Presiden RI terkait Situasi Myanmar, Istana Kepresidenan Bogor,” 19 March 2021, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=rh9wNxX2a5Q. 
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Secondly, Indonesia can also work with a few other like-minded ASEAN member states to end the violence in Myanmar. 
The meeting of the Indonesian and Thailand Foreign Ministers with the Myanmar regime’s representative at the Don 
Mueang Airport of Bangkok is an excellent example of a minilateral approach. During that meeting the Indonesian foreign 
minister expressed support for the people of Myanmar and asked the Tatmadaw to exercise restraint in dealing with the 
civilian protesters.16 

A minilateral approach can also be carried at the people-to-people level, such as the decision of the four representatives 
of ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on the Human Rights (AICHR), including from Indonesia, to make a statement 
condemning the violence and supporting the civilian demonstrators in Myanmar.  Given the differences among ASEAN 
member-states concerning the issue of human rights, a minilateral approach among the AICHR representatives in 
responding to the current human rights crisis in Myanmar is better than no response at all.  Nevertheless, the latest crisis 
in Myanmar again reveals the inadequacy of the AICHR and the need to have a truly independent regional human rights 
commission. 

On the ASEAN platform, Indonesia needs to highlight the importance of ASEAN Unity and Centrality in responding 
to the political crisis in Myanmar, which is a test for ASEAN’s relevance in the region. Indonesia must strive to mobilize 
the support of all the ASEAN members to act in unity. Indonesia’s effort to call for a special ASEAN Summit to be held in 
Jakarta to discuss the Myanmar crisis, if it can be realized, will be a significant follow up the ASEAN Chairman’s Statement 
mentioned earlier. It is to be hoped that the summit will produce meaningful agreements that can end the violence and 
restore democracy in Myanmar.

Lastly, Indonesia and ASEAN need to engage and secure the support of the dialogue partners so that the latter’s 
action would not directly or indirectly undermine ASEAN centrality on this issue. It is equally important that Myanmar 
does not become a new battle ground in the geopolitical rivalry between China and the United States which would not 
only exacerbate the internal conflicts in Myanmar but also destabilize the ASEAN region as a whole. Ending military 
domination, restoring democracy and improving human rights in Myanmar will be a long–term and complex process in 
which the people of Myanmar will need the support of ASEAN and the wider international community, particularly the 
ASEAN dialogue partners.

16 “Retno Marsudi Meets Myanmar Foreign Minister; Asserts Indonesia’s Stand,” Tempo, 19 March 2021, https://en.tempo.co/read/1436242/
retno-marsudi-meets-myanmar-foreign-minister-asserts-indonesias-stand.




