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The 2021 Myanmar Coup

On 1 February 2021, Myanmar’s military, the so-called Tatmadaw, overthrew the 
democratically elected government led by the National League for Democracy (NLD). 

Huge protests erupted across the country following the coup, with widespread calls for 
the return of the elected government. When the junta violently cracked down on these 
demonstrations, protesters took up arms. The opposition formed a parallel government 
and fighting force, leading to a civil conflict that has thrown an already-fragile Myanmar 
into turmoil. 2.6 million people have been displaced across the country. Hit hard by COVID, 
poverty and hunger are now pervasive as Myanmar fails to provide even basic services. 

Unable to consolidate its hold of the country, the Tatmadaw has resorted to increasingly 
extreme measures. The United Nations (UN) called the Tatmadaw’s conduct “war crimes and 
crimes against humanity” with “systematic attacks against civilians”.1 As of January 2024, 
more than 15,000 people have been reported killed in the conflict.2

    Myanmar in numbers 

Ethnic groups: 

Religions:

Source: CIA World Factbook

languages100

57 million people
TOTAL POPULATION:

Burman (Bamar) 
68%, 
Shan 9%,  
Karen 7%,  
Rakhine 4%,  
Chinese 3%,  
Indian 2%,  
Mon 2%,  
other 5%

Buddhist 88%, 
Christian 6%,  
Muslim 4%,  
Animist 0,8%,  
Hindu 0,5%

Myanmar’s fragile democratic transition

KEY DATES

    1948	 Independence

    1962	 Military coup led by General Ne Win

    1988	 Nationwide pro-democracy movement & violent crackdown 

    1989	 New military regime comes to power

    2007	 Widespread anti-government protests (Saffron Revolution)

    2008	 Military regime introduces new Constitution

    2010	 Aung San Suu Kyi released from house arrest

    2011	 Junta dissolves and establishes military-dominated parliament

    2015	 First national election

    2020	 NLD win national elections

1 Feb 2021	Military coup
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BOX 1:  Who is Aung San Suu Kyi? 

Aung San Suu Kyi is the daughter of Myanmar’s independence hero 
Aung San and has become an icon of democracy in Myanmar. 

She spent nearly 15 years under house arrest between 1989-2010 
for her resistance to the military regime. 

The first nation-wide elections in 2015 made her state counsellor, 
Myanmar’s de facto civilian leader. Her government faced 
international criticism and sanctions for the violent prosecution of 
Rohingya Muslims after 2017. However, she remained very popular 
at home.

Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, gained independence from British colonial rule in 1948. 
The newly established Union of Burma began as a parliamentary democracy. In 1962, however, 
General Ne Win overthrew the democratic government. Following a violent crackdown on pro-
democracy protests in 1988, Ne Win resigned and was replaced by different military leaders.

Anti-government protests in late 2007, known as the Saffron Revolution, led the military to 
initiate some political change through a new constitution. The document, which remains the 
foundation of Myanmar’s political system to this day, re-established civilian rule. In 2011, the 
military junta dissolved and Thein Sein, a former army bureaucrat, was appointed President. He 
remained in office until 2015, when the National League for Democracy won the first nation-
wide multi-party elections and made Aung San Suu Kyi state counsellor, the de facto civilian 
leader of Myanmar (see Box 1).

But the constitution also preserved significant powers for the Tatmadaw including reserved 
parliamentary seats for military personnel. The military thus retained significant control over 
domestic policy. So, despite these new democratic freedoms, Myanmar’s ruling NLD under 
Aung San Suu Kyi’s leadership was forced to continually balance reform efforts with the 
Tatmadaw’s political influence and demands.

Nationwide elections in 2020 brought another landslide victory for the NLD but the Tatmadaw 
refused to accept the outcome. Officials alleged voter fraud and before parliament could 
endorse the results on 1 February 2021, soldiers surrounded the parliamentary building.
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Who is running the country?

The 2021 coup was led by a group of military leaders or ‘junta’. The military government, headed 
by Commander-in-Chief General Min Aung Hlaing, named itself the State Administration 
Council. But the junta is also often referred to as the Tatmadaw. This Burmese term refers to 
‘armed forces’ in general but has become synonymous with the current military authority. 

Min Aung Hlaing has not delivered on his initial promise of "free and fair" elections. Rather, he 
has suspended democratic freedoms by declaring a state of emergency in Myanmar. To further 
entrench their grip on power, the junta also detained and charged several democratic politicians 
and activists, including Aung San Suu Kyi. Among the arrested was Australian economist 
Professor Sean Turnell, who worked as an adviser to the NLD government and was held until 
November 2022.

Myanmar’s ousted parliamentarians, along with some protest leaders and ethnic minority groups 
have established a parallel government in exile. This National Unity Government (NUG) aims to 
unite opposition to the junta. International actors like the European Parliament have recognized 
the NUG as Myanmar’s legitimate government. In September 2021, the NUG declared a defensive 
war against the Tatmadaw. Attacks are led by the People’s Defence Force, the armed division of 
the NUG. 

Other ethnic armed organisations (EAOs) have also mounted resistance to the junta. Myanmar 
has been racked by conflict between the military and ethnic groups fighting for greater 
self-determination and autonomy since long before coup. The country is highly ethnically 
diverse with more than one hundred officially recognized ethnic groups. But many of these 
minority groups, such as Rohingya Muslims have faced systemic discrimination and abuse by 
the Tatmadaw (see Box 2). These groups therefore desire greater self-determination. These 
divisions have fuelled lengthy armed conflicts between insurgents like the Karen National 
Liberation Army or the Kachin Independence Army and the military throughout the country’s 
independent history. 

BOX 2:  Who are the Rohingya?

The Rohingya are a majority-Muslim ethnic group living in Myanmar’s 
Rakhine state. Despite living in the country since centuries, the 
Rohingya are effectively stateless. They are not considered one 
of Myanmar’s 135 official ethnic groups and have been denied 
citizenship. Due to ongoing violence and persecution, hundreds 
of thousands of Rohingya have fled to neighbouring countries 
throughout the past decades. Their largest exodus began in August 
2017 after the military launched a violent campaign in Rakhine, 
forcing more than 742,000 people to seek refuge in Bangladesh.3

The 2021 coup abruptly ended negotiations for a peace accord between the central 
government and armed ethnic organizations. Some ethnic fighters have joined hands with the 
NUG to fight the Tatmadaw. But they are unlikely to accept the NUG’s vision for a return to 
the leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi without significant guarantees concerning federalism and 
minority rights.4

Other ethnic armed organisations are fighting the junta independently of the NUG. Indeed, 
the military suffered the biggest territorial losses at the hands of these groups. In November 
2023, three anti-junta EAOs significantly pushed back the Burmese military in the country’s 
northern areas. The so-called Three Brotherhood Alliance successfully secured strategic 
positions in Shan state, which carries most of the overland trade with China. Some analysts 
even predict that the coordinated campaign sustained by EAOs may well shift the balance of 
power in Myanmar sufficiently to topple the junta.
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Great power involvement

Conflict dynamics in Myanmar are further complicated by the involvement of other powers. 
While international sanctions have isolated the regime, the junta is backed by powerful allies. 
Both China and Russia have provided weapons worth US$260 million and US$400 million 
respectively to the regime since the coup.5 At the same time, China has also supported many 
of Myanmar’s ethnic armed groups. Much of the fighting is along Myanmar’s border with China, 
potentially disrupting cross-border trade but also oil and gas pipelines that China depends 
on. Ethnic armed groups have also supported China’s efforts to crackdown on scams and 
trafficking along its the border. Beijing thus wields its influence to create greater stability – 
irrespective of the side of the conflict.

In contrast, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which admitted Myanmar in 
1997, has had little leverage in resolving the crisis. Shortly after the coup, the junta agreed a 
joint framework called the Five-Point Consensus to peacefully resolve the crisis (see Box 3). 
Yet the Tatmadaw has disregarded the agreement, starkly demonstrating the powerlessness of 
the regional subgrouping in the face of internal divisions.

BOX 3:  What is the Five-Point Consensus?

Shortly after the 2021 coup, the Association of Southeast Asian Nation 
(ASEAN) convened a special summit to discuss the political crisis 
in Myanmar. At the meeting, junta leader Min Aung Hlaing agreed 
to a five-point proposal to resolve the crisis in Myanmar. The five 
points included 

an immediate cessation of violence in Myanmar, 
constructive dialogue among all parties, 
the appointment of a special ASEAN envoy to facilitate dialogue, 
the provision of humanitarian assistance, and 
a visit by the envoy to Myanmar. 

The junta disregards the agreement. But for ASEAN it remains the 
central framework guiding the grouping’s approach to Myanmar.
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PARTIES TO THE CONFLICT

Tatmadaw The military of Myanmar

National Unity 
Government

A parallel government of former members of the National League for 
Democracy (NLD) government and representatives of some ethnic 
minority parties

People’s Defence Force Armed units commanded by the National Unity Government (NUG) and 
its allies

Ethnic armed  
organisations (EAOs)

Ethnic insurgent groups fighting for greater self-determination

Three Brotherhood 
Alliance

Alliance of three EAOs: the Arakan Army, the Myanmar National 
Democratic Alliance Army, and the Ta’ang National Liberation Army
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Further reading:

	↗ The history of Myanmar’s armed ethnic resistance 
movement

	↗ The Rohingya crisis
	↗ Who is Aung San Suu Kyi?
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