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Myanmar (earlier Burma), post its independence in 1948, emerged as
one of promising parliamentary democracies in Asia. However, this
parliamentary democracy collapsed within fourteen years into a
military dictatorship that, in one form or another, has dominated the
country since then. Although, this military rule has been disrupted by
three defining coups/ resistance movements (1962, 1988 and 2021), with
escalating scale and intensity.

POLITICAL HISTORY: COLONIAL
LEGACY AND INDEPENDENCE

The political fragility of Myanmar was largely engineered by the British
Colonial Rule, much before its independence. The Britishers
administered “Ministerial Burma” (the Bamar heartland) and the
“Frontier Areas” (Shan, Kachin, Chin and other ethnic-minority)
through separate systems of governance, deepening the political,

economic and cultural distance between the Bamar and the peripheral
ethnic population. This administrative structure, along with war
divisions (many ethnic minorities sided with the British against the
Burma Independence Army and Japan), created a mutual distrust
shaping internal conflict in Myanmar since then.

Aung_ San, Panglong Agreement and an Incomplete Federal
Settlement — The independence movement of Myanmar witnessed
emergence of General Aung San as the prominent leaders. He, in
February 1947 negotiated the Panglong Agreement with representatives
from the Shan, Kachin and Chin ethnicity and laid down the basic
principles for a federal and democratic wunion. Significantly,
representatives from the Karen, Karenni, Mon and Rakhine ethnicity did
not participate and some of them even boycotted the subsequent
Constituent Assembly elections. The assassination of Aung San in July
1947 created leadership void for holding federal settlement and the
Constitution of 1947 completed under Prime Minister U Nu established a
parliamentary republic with an asymmetric federal structure.

Practically, the power remained centralised in Rangoon (now Yangon)
and many ethnic leaders felt that the idea of genuine federalism had
been betrayed.
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Independence and Instantaneous Disorder — Post independence on 04
January 1948, Burma witnessed immediate internal instability with
armed actions by Communist Party of Burma, Karen National Defence

Organisation and remnants of the Chinese Nationalist (Kuomintang).
Ethnic insurgencies, entrenched in the unresolved federal issue and
communist uprising, led to internal conflict in Burma, post-
independence.

EVOLUTION OF POLITICAL
SYSTEMS IN MYANMAR SINCE 1948

Since independence, Myanmar has been governed under three
constitutions (1947, 1974 and 2008), interposed by lengths of extra-
constitutional military rule. Myanmar (then Burma), post-independence
commenced its political journey as a parliamentary republic dominated
by U Nu led Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL). However,
split in AFPFL in 1958 led to inter-factional rivalry, forcing U Nu to call
General Ne Win to restore order as head of 'Caretaker Government
prior to fresh elections. U Nu returned to power, post 1960 elections but
the power was seized by General Ne Win on 02 March 1962. Ne Win
changed parliamentary government with a Revolutionary Council.
Subsequently in 1974, a new Constitution was formulated and political
nomenclature was changed to one-party state under Burma Socialist
Programme Party (BSPP). He propagated the idea of “Burmese Way to
Socialism”, nationalisation of economy, self-imposed international
isolation and a different approach to ethnic minorities also sometimes
labelled as "Burmanisation” The period of 1988-2011, under military
rule, was named as State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC)
renamed as State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) in 1997,

The 2008 Constitution, created a hybrid system, a civilian government
with military retaining 25 % of all national and legislative seats.
Tatmadaw also has direct control on Defence, Home Affairs and Border
Affairs ministries. In addition, the constitution also provided a
constitutional mechanism allowing the Commander-in-Chief to assume
full state power during a declared state of emergency, the provision
invoked in February 2021. This led to transfer of power to State
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Administration Council (SAC) chaired by Commander-in-Chief Min
Aung Hlaing. The SAC ruled by decree and kept extending the state of
emergency. Later, Min Aung Hlaing formally stepped down as

Commander-in-Chief in March 2026, post December 2025 and January

2026 and on 10 April 2026 sworn as the President. A summary of

political systems in Myanmar, since independence, is as tabulated below

Period Political Constitutional | Dominant
System Source Political Entity
; Anti-Fascist People’s
1948-58/1960-62 | | aMENAY. 14947 Constitution | Freedom League
R poraid (AEPFL) (U Nu)
1958-1960 Military Caretaker | 1947 Constitution | General Ne  Win
Government suspended (invited by U Nu)
1962-1974 Military rule No constitution | e win/
Tatmadaw
1974-1088 Dne—part}r 1974 Constitution Burma Socialist
socialist state Sl i
Military: State Law
and Order | No constitution,
Restoration  Council | 41l new Tatmadaw (Saw
1988-2011 (SLORC) renamed = Maung, then Than
State .Peace and EDnStttuthﬂ Shwe)
Development Council | adopted in 2008
{SPDC) in 1997)
CpE R USDP then NLD. with
2011-2021 EUSF’.:;;“ R, 2008 Constitution | timited civilian
y & emocracy gwernment powers
State of
Military: State : :
2021-2025 Administration EUCTEEN s CLOR | IS EEIG SR
Council (SAC) Constitution Tatmadaw
suspended
Militarily Min Aung Hlaing
{ o 2008 Constitution | as President,
2026—present dominated civilian :
government (restored) USDP-dominated

legislature
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ELUCIDATION FOR PROLONGED &
CONTINUOUS MILITARY RULE

Myanmar's, post-independence prolonged military rule is entrenched in
Tatmadaw's perception of it being sole patron of country’s unity and
administration. Since Ne win, the institutional doctrine of being
custodian and preservatory of national unity has repeatedly over-ridden
elected governments. The Tatmadaw has been in power for long now and
fear of losing constitutional and economic privileges, by elected
governments has led military to control the country’s affairs. Ambitious
military commanders have strong personal incentive to seize and then
formalise power. The pro-democracy election results are supposed to be
threatening by the military and they fear the privileges enjoyed can be
curtailed or limit by the civilian government. The 1947 constitution did
not establish meaningful mechanism to prevent military intervention in
governance and the 2008 Constitution guaranteed military with
emergency powers, which was used to legalise the 2021 transfer or
power. Economic and social crisis were used by military as
accommodating conditions, claiming that they have been improving the
situation.

MILITARY SEIZE OF POWER &
ANTI-MILITARY REVOLUTIONS

The modern history of Myanmar is described as series of ‘seize of
power’, however, all these marks different scale and value of resistance.

The “Mother Coup” of 1962 - The seize of power by General Ne Win on

02 March 1962 was carried out by overthrowing the elected government
of President Sao Shwe Thaik and Prime Minister U Nu, without
significant resistance. Except for the students protest on 07 July 1962 in
Rangoon, no major opposition was reported. Several left-wing parties
even welcomed the takeover on account of the “Socialism” promises by
the Junta. Post this, local protests continued (U Thant funeral in 1974,
labour strikes in 1970's and Thakin Kodaw Hmaing centenary arrests in

1976), but none of these could upscale to nationwide protests.
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The is coup is termed "Mother Coup” because every subsequent seize of power
lL followed the template it established. J

The 1962 coup met little resistance as it was first in independent Myanmar.
There was no precedence of organised opposition or past military treachery.
Major political parties were ideologically approving of socialist idea of junta.
Overall, the resistance was limited entirely to students, who lacked the
strength, weapons or support for nationwide resistance.

1088 Uprising and Coup - The mishandled governance of Ne Win for 26 years
(1062-1088) led to reduction of status from Myanmar as ‘Rice Bowl of Asia’ to
‘Least Developed Country' in 1987 by United Nations. The economic collapse

and political repression set the stage for a nationwide pro-democracy
movement in 1988, commonly known as "8888 Uprising”, by students, monks,

civil servants and common citizens demanding political reform and economic
relief. In March 1988, killing of a student Phone Maw by security forces,
triggered the protests that peaked by 08 August 1988, leading to resignation of
Ne Win on 18 September 1988. However, with his consent, Saw Maung led a
coup, crushing the uprising and killings thousands of protesters. Notably,
8888 uprising had reverse sequence wherein a popular uprising led to coup.
The new junta allowed conduct of multi-party elections in May 1990, resulting
in huge victory of National League of Democracy (NLD), however, the junta
refused to honour the result, arresting winning MPs and driving many into
exile. The 1988 movement's most durable legacy was not regime change but the
moral and legal weight of the annulled 1990 election result, which became a

tool of international pressure for the next two decades.

“8888" was an uprising but could not translate into a revolution. The
accumulated economic failure and suppression under socialist rule for 26
years provided societal platform for a mass movement in 1988. The movement
remained uncoordinated into three different channels, democratic politics,
subversive urban activism and minor, isolated armed struggle, with no
overarching movement. The relevant ethnic armed organisations were lured
by the junta intelligence chief Khin Nyunt by offering them ceasefires and

r business concessions. The uprising led to international recognition of 1990 ‘”
elections but could not eventually translate into revolution for transfer of
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Saffron Revolution of 2007 - A further, intermediate landmark came in
August-September 2007, when a sudden, steep rise in fuel prices sparked
L protests that were soon joined and led by Buddhist monks, giving the

i

movement its name. Though the security forces' crackdown was again lethal
and the protests did not topple the SPDC, the Saffron Revolution renewed
international attention on Myanmar and fed into the pressures that
contributed to the junta's subsequent, controlled opening under the 2008
Constitution.

In August - September 2007, the Saffron Revolution in Myanmar, became the
framework of one of the most significant political uprisings. The uprising was
named Saffron Revolution due to distinctive robes worn by the Buddhist
monks. The instant decrease in fuel subsidy on 15 August affected basic
transportation and food costs, leading to demonstrations. The security forces
used brutal force on protests leading to outrage by the All-Burma Monks
Alliance (ABMA) demanded an official apology, lower cost of living and the
release of political prisoners like Daw Aung San Suu Kyi. The junta ignored
these demands and then the monks invoked Pattani Kujjana (a sacred religious
boycott refusing alms from military officials), which debarred the military
leadership from the spiritual fabric of Buddhist society. In response to the
growing threat to junta, they initiated brutal suppression, imposed curfews
and shut down internet and cellular access. Although junta overran the protest
by brutal force, it severely impacts the junta's claim of legitimacy leading to
diplomatic isolation and economic sanctions from the UN, United States and
European Union. The uprising exposed the fragility of military rule forcing the
junta to accelerate its ‘roadmap to democracy’, that eventually led to the
drafting of the Constitution of 2008 and the partial democratic transition,
post-2010.

MILITARY TRANSFER OF POWER OF 2021
AND THE SPRING REVOLUTION

The NLD achieved landslide victory in November 2020 elections. However, the
military claimed that this victory was an outcome of fraudulent elections.
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Resultantly, on o1 February 2021, before the new parliament could convene the ']
Tatmadaw {as per article 40 (c), 417 & 418 of the Constitution of Myanmar
D, 2008} under Commander-in-Chief Senior General Min Aung Hlaing detamed
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% possible way forward for Myanmar can be as shared below.

Suu Kyi, President Win Myint and other elected officials and declared one year
emergency. Min Aung formed State Administration Council (SAC) and took

L control of power. The military action saw strong counter-reaction from the
Bamar and ethnic population alike and subsequently transformed into an
armed struggle led by the ousted NLD and EAGs along with locally formed
Peoples Defence Forces (PDFs) and Community Defence Forces (CDFs). This
immediate response and nationwide uprising came to be known as the Spring
Revolution, which begun with creative and nonviolent defiance in the form of
Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM), paralyzing junta governance ability.
Spring Revolution underwent a thoughtful transformation from peaceful
demonstrations into a full-scale armed resistance. With the joining of Ethnic
Armed Organizations (EAOs), the movement turned into revolution with and
intent to overthrow and establish a democratic system.

IMPLICATIONS FOR MYANMAR

Myanmar has presently a fractured rule with junta, Steering Committee for
the Emergence of a Federal Democratic Union (SCEF) and various EAOs are

competing to expand their territorial control.

Economically, the progress in Myanmar has been substantially reversed. With
high inflation, an interrupted banking system and CDM, the basic public
infrastructure like healthcare and education has severely degraded.

Most importantly, the conflict has left deep generational scar. A large number
of youths, witnessing the Spring Revolution, are spending years in armed
resistance and displacement thereby deepening the belief of junta being non-
negotiable. This belief has counterbalance by new generation of military
officers who are part of ongoing conflict. This mutual entrenchment is likely
to shape future political realities for decades, in Myanmar.

WAY AHEAD

In the present scenario, no single stakeholder (junta, SCEF or EAOs) appears to
be achieving decisive control in the entire country in next few years. The
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lL Status Quo with Varying Territorial Conirol - As per the present landscape

in Myanmar, fragmentation is likely to continue and ‘transition’ is likely to be

i

restricted to junta stronghold areas. The three important and relevant EAOs
(Arakan Army, Kachin Independence Army and Karen/ Kayah Armed groups)
will further attempt to consolidate their positions with institutionalising
territorial governance. The newly formed government, although has
highlighted its efforts for ‘transition’ by preparing a roadmap, indulging in
peace talks/ ceasefire with armed groups and diplomatic outreach, however,
the excluding few areas in Chin State and Northern Shan State, the
government is yet to receive any major success, neither militarily nor
diplomatic. The implies prolonged, medium intensity conflicts with
opportunistic escalation and varying area of control based on gains/ losses
made by stakeholders.

Since 2025, China has brokered a few localised ceasefires, allowing the
Myanmar military to retake some areas in Northern Shan. This exemplifies a
possible outline of fragmented and externally mediated truces with individual
armed groups rather than a comprehensive nationwide peace process. This is
likely to be symbolic in nature to cover the transactional, individual group
deals rather than practical political dialogue.

Settings for a Genuine Resolution - A path from ongoing conflict to long-
term solution needs de-escalation of conflicts, allowing humanitarian re-
settlement, inclusive political dialogues not mere symbolic meetings and
accountability mechanisms. The final resolution can only be through
mutually agreed/ negotiated federal system, which is long pending since
Panglong Agreement.

The Path of Federal Democracy - The lastly political settlement in Myanmar
congregate on federal form of governance. In a scenario, where above
favourable situations are attained, the idea of "Federal Democracy” with more
representation to ethnic groups and creating sense of belongingness, is most
durable solution for the Myanmar. However, the stakeholders are divided on

%thls idea of federal system, even anti-junta force/resistance forces have g
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divergent views. Some of the EAOs advocate more centralised federal
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system, while others favour de-facto model wherein EAOs administering J‘
their area of control. EAOs as MNDAA and Pa-O National Liberation
Organization are pushing for new ethnic autonomous states carved from
existing regions, which is further adding complexity to future negotiation.

CONCLUSION

The post-independence political history of Myanmar has repeated
military rule and stronger resistance each time, than before. The 1962
coup faced almost no major opposition, 1988 uprising forced ousting of
Ne Win but could not prevent new dictatorship from consolidating and
the Spring Revolution post February 2021 is more coordinated and
nationwide revolution leading to loss of territory for Tatmadaw.

The future for Myanmar is dependent on creating a favourable
environment for durable goal of a genuine resolution, a “Democratic
Federalism”. And if that favourable setting is not achieved then a Status
Quo with varying controls and medium intensity of conflict is likely to
continue.
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