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Dear reader,

You might have noticed that Myanmar (formerly Burma), a country in Southeast Asia, 
has been in political turmoil for most of 2021. A coup staged by the Myanmar military on 
February 1st and the subsequent public pushback have brought the country to the brink of 
economic and humanitarian collapse over the last few months.

What’s behind this coup is a long and complicated story (summarized in Myanmar in a 
Nutshell on page 4), and the developments following the military takeover have not been 
DQ\�OHVV�FRPSOH[��:KDW�LV�FHUWDLQ��KRZHYHU��LV�WKDW�WKH�FRXSȇV�KXJHO\�QHJDWLYH�HHFWV�ZLOO�EH�
felt by the people of Myanmar and their friends and supporters for years to come.

7KH�ȴUVW�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�Real Stories Not Tales, subtitled First Reactions (February to May 2021), 
RHUHG�DQ� LQVLJKW� LQWR�WKH�ȴUVW� IRXU�PRQWKV�RI�PLOLWDU\� W\UDQQ\� LQ�0\DQPDU�WKURXJK�WKH�
H\HV�RI�QLQH�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�IURP�WKUHH�GLHUHQW�SDUWV�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\��7KLV�FROOHFWLRQ��From the 
Streets into the Underground (June to September 2021), focuses on four subsequent months 
and features young people’s stories from four more states and regions of Myanmar.

The eight stories are organized into four sections according to the location in which they 
took place (see Map of Myanmar on page 6). Each section—Kayah (Karenni) State (p. 7), Karen 
State (p. 12), Shan State (p. 17), and Sagaing Region (p. 23)—begins with a brief description of 
the area to provide context to the featured stories. Each story is also accompanied by an 
RULJLQDO�LOOXVWUDWLRQ�VSHFLȴFDOO\�GHVLJQHG�IRU�WKLV�SXEOLFDWLRQ�

While First Reactions�GRFXPHQWHG�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\ȇV�\RXWK�DV�WKH�FRXSȇV�ȴHUFHVW�
opponents, From the Streets into the Underground shows how, as a result, young people have 
EHFRPH�GLUHFWO\�WDUJHWHG�E\�WKH�VHFXULW\�IRUFHV�DQG�WKXV�IRUFHG�WR�ȴQG�DOWHUQDWLYH�ZD\V�WR�
voice their opposition. Despite the imminent dangers, the young people in this publication 
insist: “Our generation will not tolerate them [the military] anymore” (see Story of Saw 
Eh Done, p. 15). Don’t they deserve at least some of our attention and compassion?

Foreword

Note: For security reasons, the young people featured in the eight stories do not use their 
real names. Similarly, the team responsible for this publication has to remain anonymous, 
but we hope our commitment and reliability is visible throughout the pages. If you would 
like to contact us, please do so by sending an email to: realstoriesnottales@protonmail.com.

Thank you! 
The ‘Real Stories Not Tales’ Team
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Myanmar (formerly Burma) is a country in Southeast Asia that neighbors Bangladesh, 
India, China, Laos, and Thailand. The capital city of Myanmar is Nay Pyi Taw. The country is 
divided into 21 administrative divisions, some of which (Kayah (Karenni) State, Karen State, 
Shan State, and Sagaing Region) are featured in this publication (see Map of Myanmar). The 
FRXQWU\ȇV�RɝFLDO�FXUUHQF\� LV�0\DQPDU�N\DW� �00.���EXW�86�GROODUV�DUH�DOVR�XVHG� LQ�PDMRU�
cities.

Myanmar’s population of around 54 million consists of diverse ethnic, religious, and linguistic 
groups. The ethnic Bamar make up around 68% of the total population (see Story of Ko Htwe 
and Story of Zapata); the rest is made up of some hundred ethnic minorities, such as Kayah 
(Karenni) (see Story of Sotaro and Story of Gu Gu), Karen (see Story of Naw Ju Ju and Story of Saw 
Eh Done), Shan (see Story of Hnin Nu), Kachin (see Story of Mai Lay), and others. Buddhism is 
Myanmar’s dominant religion (practiced by around 88% of the population), with Christianity, 
ΖVODP��DQG�+LQGXLVP�DOVR�SUDFWLFHG�E\�VRPH�FRPPXQLWLHV��7KH�RɝFLDO�ODQJXDJH�RI�0\DQPDU�
is Burmese, and a number of ethnic languages are also spoken across the country.

Myanmar is a former British colony that gained independence in 1948. Since then, the 
FRXQWU\�KDV�EHHQ�VWUXJJOLQJ�ZLWK�FLYLO�DUPHG�FRQȵLFW�DQG�FRPPXQDO�YLROHQFH��WDNLQJ�SODFH�
mainly in its ethnic (non-Bamar) borderlands. The Myanmar military (also known as the 
7DWPDGDZ�� KDV� EHHQ� ȴJKWLQJ� WKH� FRXQWU\ȇV� HWKQLF� DUPHG� RUJDQL]DWLRQV� �($2V��� ZLWK� WKH�
former claiming to protect the country from dis-integration and the latter demanding equal 
rights and/or independence for minority groups they represent. In addition, violent clashes 
EHWZHHQ�GLHUHQW�HWKQLF�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�KDYH�DOVR�EHHQ�DQ�LVVXH��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�
the last two decades.

7KH� URRWV� RI� FRQȵLFW� LQ� 0\DQPDU� DUH� ZLGHO\� GLVFXVVHG� EXW� DUH� PRVW� RIWHQ� IUDPHG� DV�
a historical struggle of its diverse identity groups to agree on the most suitable political 
arrangement. However, the struggle has never been equal: since independence, the Bamar 
%XGGKLVW�PDMRULW\�KDV�HQMR\HG�D�SULYLOHJHG�SRVLWLRQ�LQ�SROLWLFV�DQG�VRFLHW\�DW�ODUJH��VHH�Story of 
Naw Ju Ju and Story of Ko Htwe), and the Tatmadaw has concentrated military, economic, and 
political power in its hands over many years. The Myanmar military has also been repeatedly 
accused of human rights abuses against the country’s minority civilian populations, most 
famously in the so-called ‘Rohingya genocide case’ at the International Court of Justice in 
������7R�WKLV�GD\��WKH�JHQHUDOV�KDYH�HQMR\HG�WRWDO�LPSXQLW\�IRU�WKHLU�FULPHV�

Myanmar has been isolated from the international community for most of its existence, 
but began opening up in 2011, when the military-backed government initiated a number of 
reforms and a national peace process as a part of the country’s transition to democracy (see 
Story of Gu Gu���<RXQJ�SHRSOH�JURZLQJ�XS�LQ�WKLV�WUDQVLWLRQ�HUD��Ȇ*HQHUDWLRQ�=ȇ��ZHUH�WKH�ȴUVW�
generation in Myanmar to have a taste of democratic freedoms, including regular internet 
access, which explains why they have been at the forefront of the resistance against the 
February 1st coup.

Myanmar in a Nutshell
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(YHQ�EHIRUH�WKH�FRXS��OLIH�LQ�0\DQPDU�ZDV�GLɝFXOW�IRU�PRVW��:LGHVSUHDG�FRUUXSWLRQ��ORQJ�
term mismanagement of natural resources, and illicit trade have made a few rich but kept 
PRVW� LQ� SRYHUW\�� ΖW� LV� FRPPRQ� IRU� \RXWK� DQG� HYHQ� FKLOGUHQ� WR� ȴQDQFLDOO\� VXSSRUW� WKHLU�
families, especially their younger siblings. The country’s education system has been grossly 
underfunded, which is why many young people hope to study abroad (see Story of Sotaro, 
Story of Gu Gu, Story of Naw Ju Ju, Story of Saw Eh Done, and Story of Hnin Nu). Most recently, 
WKH�&RYLG����SDQGHPLF�KDV�KDG�GHYDVWDWLQJ�VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�HHFWV�RQ�WKH�PRVW�YXOQHUDEOH�
groups in the country, such as day laborers and garment workers, and has disrupted the 
PDMRULW\�RI�IRUPDO�DQG�QRQ�IRUPDO�HGXFDWLRQ��VHH�Story of Mai Lay, Story of Hnin Nu, and Story 
of Zapata).

7KLV�\HDUȇV�FRXS�LV�QRW�WKH�ȴUVW�LQ�0\DQPDUȇV�KLVWRU\ȃWKH�SUHYLRXV�WZR�WRRN�SODFH�LQ������
and 1988 (see Story of Hnin Nu�ȃEXW�LW�LV�WKH�ȴUVW�WLPH�WKH�7DWPDGDZ�MXVWLȴHG�WKH�WDNHRYHU�
with allegations of election fraud. Most analysts agree, however, that the military felt 
threatened by the sweeping electoral victory of the National League for Democracy (NLD) 
party, led by Aung San Suu Kyi, and simply aimed to cement its power once again. Aung 
San Suu Kyi is widely revered in Myanmar, especially among the Bamar Buddhists, but also 
criticized for not addressing the grievances of the country’s minorities (see Story of Gu Gu). 
)RU�WKH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRPPXQLW\��VKH�LV�D�FRQWURYHUVLDO�ȴJXUH��D�GHPRFUDF\�LFRQ�DQG�1REHO�
3HDFH�3UL]H�ZLQQHU�WKDW�GLG�QRW�IXOȴOO�H[SHFWDWLRQV�

The February 1st coup has been met with mass resistance—the ‘Spring Revolution’—all over 
the country. An integral part of the revolution has been the Civil Disobedience Movement 
(CDM), spearheaded by healthcare workers and civil servants not willing to serve under 
military leadership (see Story of Saw Eh Done, Story of Mai Lay, and Story of Hnin Nu���2Q�WRS�
RI�WKDW��D�JRYHUQPHQW�LQ�H[LOH�FDOOHG�WKH�1DWLRQDO�8QLW\�*RYHUQPHQW��18*��KDV�EHHQ�IRUPHG�
by representatives of the NLD, ethnic groups, and other pro-democracy actors. Its aim is to 
overthrow the military regime and ultimately build a federal democratic union of Myanmar 
(see Story of Gu Gu and Story of Ko Htwe).  

The resistance movement has been met with brutal and systematic crackdowns by the 
Tatmadaw. As of September 29th, 1,146 people have been reported killed, 8,573 arrested, and 
������UHPDLQ�LQ�GHWHQWLRQ��7RUWXUH��DUELWUDU\�DUUHVWV��DQG�H[WUDMXGLFLDO�NLOOLQJV�KDYH�WXUQHG�
the initially non-violent protest strategies into armed resistance, often with support of the 
EDWWOH�KDUGHQHG�($2V��VHH�Story of Sotaro, Story of Naw Ju Ju, and Story of Saw Eh Done���2Q�WRS�
RI�WKDW��IROORZLQJ�WKH�DQQRXQFHPHQW�RI�WKH�18*�RQ�0D\��WK��PDQ\�FRPPXQLWLHV�DFURVV�WKH�
country have established their own People’s Defense Forces (PDFs) to protect themselves 
IURP�DV�ZHOO�DV�WR�DFWLYHO\�ȴJKW�DJDLQVW�WKH�VHFXULW\�IRUFHV��VHH�Story of Sotaro). Many young 
people have witnessed those around them getting arrested (see Story of Gu Gu and Story 
of Naw Ju Ju) or die (see Story of Zapata). Internal displacement is widespread (see Story of 
Sotaro), and many areas report shortages of basic necessities.
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Kayah (Karenni) State

Kayah State (also known as Karenni State) is situated in the eastern part of Myanmar, along 
the Thai border (see Map of Myanmar). The capital city of Kayah (Karenni) State is Loikaw, 
which has around 50,000 inhabitants. While the Karenni people (comprised of a number 
RI�VXE�HWKQLF�JURXSV�VXFK�DV�.D\DK��.D\DZ��DQG�RWKHUV��DUH�WKH�PDMRULW\�HWKQLF�JURXS�LQ�
WKH�VWDWH��WKH\�PDNH�XS�OHVV�WKDQ����RI�0\DQPDUȇV�WRWDO�SRSXODWLRQ��2WKHU�HWKQLF�JURXSV�
UHVLGLQJ�LQ�WKH�VWDWH�LQFOXGH�%DPDU��6KDQ��ΖQWKD��3D�2��DQG�.DUHQ��%XGGKLVP�DQG�&KULVWLDQLW\�
are almost equally prominent in Kayah (Karenni) State, with Islam, Hinduism, and animism 
practiced as well.

Kayah (Karenni) State is Myanmar’s smallest state and is among the country’s least developed 
VWDWHV��DOWKRXJK�LW�KDV�VLJQLȴFDQW�QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFHV��HVSHFLDOO\�WHDN���7KHUH�DUH�D�QXPEHU�RI�
HWKQLF�DUPHG�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��($2V��DFWLYH�LQ�WKH�VWDWH��WKH�PRVW�SURPLQHQW�EHLQJ�WKH�.DUHQQL�
National Progressive Party (KNPP; see Story of Sotaro) with its armed wing, the Karenni Army 
�.$���7KH�.$�KDG�EHHQ�ȴJKWLQJ�IRU�DQ�LQGHSHQGHQW�.D\DK��.DUHQQL��6WDWH�IURP������XQWLO�LW�
VLJQHG�D�FHDVHȴUH�ZLWK�WKH�0\DQPDU�JRYHUQPHQW�LQ������

Peaceful anti-coup protests were staged in Kayah (Karenni) State shortly after February 
1st, and continued for months despite the intensifying crackdowns (see Story of Sotaro and 
Story of Gu Gu). At the end of May, the Karenni People’s Defence Force (KPDF) and Karenni 
Nationalities Defence Force (KNDF) were formed by locals trying to defend themselves in 
the face of escalating violence (see Story of Gu Gu���7KH�WZR�JURXSV�MRLQHG�IRUFHV�ZLWK�WKH�.$��
and began clashing with the military and security forces. The latter’s employment of heavy 
DUWLOOHU\�DQG�HYHQ�DLU�VWULNHV�UHVXOWHG�LQ�VLJQLȴFDQW�SRUWLRQV�RI�D�WRZQ�FDOOHG�'HPRVR�EHLQJ�
destroyed (see Story of Sotaro).

6LQFH� WKHQ��PDQ\�FLYLOLDQV�KDYH�KDG� WR�ȵHH� WKHLU�KRPHV�DQG� WDNH� UHIXJH� LQ�PRQDVWHULHV��
FKXUFKHV�DQG�HYHQ� LQ� WKH� MXQJOH� LQ�RUGHU� WR�VXUYLYH� �VHH Story of Gu Gu). Supporting and 
GHOLYHULQJ�DLG�WR�WKH�LQWHUQDOO\�GLVSODFHG��Ζ'3V��KDV�EHHQ�H[WUHPHO\�GLɝFXOW��VLQFH�WKH�VHFXULW\�
forces have been blocking the roads and arresting volunteers as well as humanitarian and 
healthcare workers (see Story of Sotaro). Estimates vary, but between one third to up to a 
half of the state’s total population (ca. 100,000 people) has been displaced since the coup.
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Story of Sotaro

Sotaro is a university student interested in peace and community development. 
He was interviewed on July 2nd.   

“Before the coup, I worked on a farm. My plans for the future were to get a scholarship and study 
abroad. I wanted to study agriculture so I could help my community develop in a sustainable 
ZD\��7KHUH�DUH�D�ORW�RI�IDUPHUV�LQ�.D\DK��.DUHQQL��6WDWH�WKDW�JURZ�PDQ\�GLHUHQW�NLQGV�RI�FURSV��
8QIRUWXQDWHO\��ȴHOGV�DQG�SODQWDWLRQV�KDYH�QRZ�EHHQ�DEDQGRQHG�EHFDXVH� WKHUH� LV� WRR�PXFK�
insecurity. This is a serious problem for our future: how will we survive if we do not have any 
plantations, crops, or food? 

My whole life has changed since the coup. In February I was involved in peaceful demonstrations 
LQ�/RLNDZ�DQG�ZHQW�RXW�ZLWK�GLHUHQW�JURXSV�RI�SURWHVWHUV�HYHU\�GD\��%XW�ZKHQ�WKLQJV�WXUQHG�
violent, I switched from protesting to supplying medicine for IDPs. In Kayah (Karenni) State 
WKHUH�DUH�PRUH�WKDQ���������Ζ'3V�ZKR�KDYH�ȵHG�WKHLU�WRZQV�DQG�YLOODJHV�GXH�WR�WKH�FODVKHV�
between the KPDF and the Tatmadaw. Some take shelter in monasteries and churches, but 
most are staying in IDP camps. 

“This is a serious problem for our future: 
how will we survive if we do not have 
any plantations, crops, or food?” 
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Basically, what my friends and I do is collect money, buy necessary medicine, and send it to 
the IDP camps. We have a friend who works for a charity, so we use her network to send the 
supplies. However, it is very dangerous to go to the IDP camps because there are checkpoints 
RQ�WKH�ZD\��7KH�PLOLWDU\�FKHFNV�DOO�FDUV�DQG�Ζ'V��ΖI�WKH\�ȴQG�UHOLHI�VXSSOLHV��WKH\�GRQȇW�OHW�XV�SDVV��
or worse—they sometimes burn or destroy the supplies. There are only a few organizations 
that manage to get through the checkpoints, but it is dangerous even for them. Sometimes it 
works, sometimes it doesn’t. Volunteers and charity workers have been arrested and killed. 
$QRWKHU�RSWLRQ�LV�WR�JR�WKURXJK�DOWHUQDWLYH�URXWHV��EXW�WKDW�MXVW�WDNHV�WRR�ORQJ��

:KHQ�SHRSOH� ȵHH� WKHLU� WRZQV� DQG� YLOODJHV� EHFDXVH� RI� DUPHG� FODVKHV� DQG�YLROHQFH�� WKH\� GR�
not have time to take much with them—they have to run for their lives. Now, they are without 
shelter, outside, during the monsoon season. In the camps, many children have diarrhea, 
PDODULD��GHQJXH��6RPH�VXHU�IURP�K\SHUWHQVLRQ��7KH�ZDWHU�WKH\�GULQN�LV�ȴOWK\��7KH\�GR�QRW�KDYH�
enough nutritious food. Some international non-governmental organizations and other groups 
have started sending help, providing provisions and temporary protection. But it is not enough, 
and the situation remains highly critical. Also, transportation between Kayah (Karenni) State 
and other areas has been shut down by the military, so we all have to survive with whatever is 
available in our state.

7KHUH�KDYH�EHHQ�QR�VLJQLȴFDQW�FODVKHV�LQ�/RLNDZ�VR�IDU��EXW�SHRSOH�DUH�VFDUHG�EHFDXVH�RI�ZKDW�
has happened in other towns like Demoso, which has been burnt to ashes. There are a lot of 
arrests at night, mainly of the leaders of the non-violent movement that have been in hiding. 
Many young people between the ages of 18 and 27 have left the city to take part in combat 
WUDLQLQJV�ZLWK�WKH�.133��7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�GLHUHQW�DUPHG�JURXSV�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��EXW�ZKDW�WKH\�DOO�
have in common is that they are against the Tatmadaw.  

I feel bad because of the situation. We used to have much more freedom and travel around 
easily; now there are military checkpoints everywhere. I feel unsafe—we all do. Sometimes it 
all becomes overwhelming for me, and I feel so down that I cannot move or talk, I feel very 
constrained. When I need to take some time for myself, I read books, listen to music, and talk to 
my family, primarily my mum. With the Covid-19 situation getting worse, I am grateful we can 
go to the countryside and be in the nature if we need fresh air. I can imagine that people living 
in big cities like Mandalay or Yangon don’t have that option, which must be quite challenging.  

My hopes for Myanmar are to get—at long last—the real federal democracy we have been 
ZLVKLQJ�IRU�VR�ORQJ��7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�GLHUHQW�JURXSV�LQ�RXU�FRXQWU\�DQG�WKH\�DOO�QHHG�5($/�5($/�
REAL democracy as well as self-determination. It‘s about time.”

ʫ�ñÕ�ČõĆõļ²İŘ�ËñÕËăĴ�²ĆĆ�Ë²İĴ�²čÑ�E"Ĵʓ�Eê�ļñÕŘ�ţčÑ�
relief supplies, they don’t let us pass, or worse—
they sometimes burn or destroy the supplies.” 

9



Gu Gu is a researcher. She was interviewed on July 9th. 

Story of Gu Gu

“Before the coup, I was in Loikaw working for a youth organization. The coup was a big blow for 
me. I couldn’t believe that something like that could happen in the 21st century. First, we protested 
peacefully, but when the military didn’t listen to our voices, our protest turned into a riot. We 
had no choice. After repeated clashes with the security forces and a number of students getting 
DUUHVWHG��Ζ�KDG�WR�ȵHH�LQWR�WKH�MXQJOH��$FWXDOO\��Ζ�KDG�NLQG�RI�H[SHFWHG�WKDW�ZKHQ�Ζ�MRLQHG�WKH�ULRW��
Since the peaceful way was no longer possible, the path of armed resistance was chosen.

ΖW�FRVWV�D�ORW�WR�PDNH�D�UHYROXWLRQ��$Q\WKLQJ�FDQ�KDSSHQ�DQ\WLPH��:KHQ�Ζ�ȵHG�LQWR�WKH�MXQJOH��Ζ�
was very traumatized. Everything hurt. I was very weak. I was always sad and worried that I would 
not be able to get through this. At that time, the most encouraging thing was the support of the 
people: donations, food. When we needed to go down to the villages, the people would guard us 
and guide us. Seeing them welcome us with a smile was motivating like nothing else. It felt like 
we were one.

“Since the peaceful way was no longer possible, 
the path of armed resistance was chosen.” 
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I used to have many hopes and dreams for Myanmar. I was preparing to study abroad and take 
SDUW� LQ� WKH�FRXQWU\ȇV� UHIRUPV�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW��%XW�QRZ�� LQVWHDG�RI�VLWWLQJ� LQ�P\�RɝFH�� Ζ�DP�
VXUYLYLQJ�LQ�WKH�MXQJOH��ΖQVWHDG�RI�XVLQJ�P\�KDQGV�WR�ZRUN�RQ�WKH�FRPSXWHU��Ζ�DP�KROGLQJ�DUPV��
Ζ�KDYH�WR�ȵHH�IURP�RQH�SODFH�WR�DQRWKHU�ZLWKRXW�D�SHUPDQHQW�DGGUHVV��(YHU\WKLQJ�KDV�FKDQJHG��
DQG� Ζ� KDWH� WKDW� LWȇV� KDSSHQLQJ�� /HDYLQJ�P\� IDPLO\� DQG� OLYLQJ� LQ� WKH� MXQJOH�ZLWKRXW� LQWHUQHW� LV�
horrible. I am worried about them. When I return home, I feel like a stranger. And there is no 
safety: police cars and military trucks are parked at every corner. I am mentally and physically 
exhausted.

It has been more than six months now since the coup. More people have been arrested. Some 
girls have been threatened with rape. We have lost more than 60 members, but the military has 
lost hundreds. At some point there was a big disagreement between two rioting groups in Loikaw. 
7KH�ȴUVW�JURXS�ZDV�PRVWO\�PDGH�XS�RI�1DWLRQDO�/HDJXH�IRU�'HPRFUDF\��1/'��VXSSRUWHUV��DQG�LWV�
VORJDQ�ZDV�Ȇ2YHUWKURZ�WKH�PLOLWDU\�GLFWDWRUVKLSȇ��7KH�VHFRQG�JURXS�ZDV�OHG�E\�.DUHQQL�\RXWKV��
and its slogan ‘Resist all dictators’ called for a boycott of any kind of dictatorship that ignores the 
FRXQWU\ȇV�HWKQLF�YRLFHV��ZKHWKHU�LWȇV�PLOLWDU\��RU�FLYLOLDQ�OHG��$FWXDOO\��WKH�ȴUVW�JURXS�GLG�QRW�UHDOO\�
understand the second group’s slogan, and the tension between them soon escalated. In the 
HQG��WKH�WZR�VLGHV�ZHUH�DEOH�WR�QHJRWLDWH�DQG�MRLQ�IRUFHV���

If I survive the revolution, I would like to participate in the rebuilding of my country. I do not think 
the previously held peace process can continue any longer; it wasn’t really bringing any results, 
VR�ZH�MXVW�KDYH�WR�WU\�VRPHWKLQJ�QHZ��$V�ORQJ�DV�WKH�PLOLWDU\�KROGV�SROLWLFDO�SRZHU�LQ�0\DQPDU��
we will have to live under oppression and in poverty. But the biggest goal now is to eradicate all 
dictators.

In the future, I want to see Myanmar as a federal country, not dominated by a single ethnic 
group. The current political situation highlights ethnic issues, because ethnic people have been 
H[SHULHQFLQJ�VLPLODU�FRQȵLFWV�IRU�PDQ\�GHFDGHV�\HW�WKH\�NHSW�EHLQJ�LJQRUHG��ΖW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WKH\�
ȴQDOO\�JHW�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�H[SUHVV�WKHLU�IHHOLQJV�DQG�YLVLRQV�IRU�0\DQPDU��Ζ�ZDQW�WKH�1DWLRQDO�
8QLW\�*RYHUQPHQW� �18*��WR�EXLOG�D�FRXQWU\�ZKHUH�UHVHDUFKHUV�FDQ�ZRUN� IUHHO\�DQG� WKXV�KHOS�
nation-building. There is a quote from a teacher that I really like and hold on to: ‘Revolution 
without people’s support will never succeed.”

“As long as the military holds political power 
in Myanmar, we will have to live under 
oppression and in poverty. But the biggest 
goal now is to eradicate all dictators.” 
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Karen State

Karen State (also known as Kayin State) is located in the southeast of Myanmar, sharing a long 
and infamously porous international border with Thailand (see Map of Myanmar). The capital 
city of Karen State is Hpa-An, which has a population of around 400,000 inhabitants. The state 
LV�QDPHG�DIWHU�WKH�PDMRULW\�HWKQLF�JURXS�OLYLQJ�WKHUH��WKH�.DUHQ��ZKR�PDNH�XS�DURXQG����RI�WKH�
FRXQWU\ȇV�WRWDO�SRSXODWLRQ��7KH�.DUHQ�DUH�QRW�D�KRPRJHQRXV�JURXS��WKH\�VSHDN�GLHUHQW�GLDOHFWV��
DQG�SUDFWLFH�GLHUHQW�UHOLJLRQV��0DQ\�RI�WKHP�UHVLGH�LQ�RWKHU�VWDWHV�DQG�UHJLRQV�RI�0\DQPDU��VHH�
Story of Naw Ju Ju). Buddhism is the most commonly practiced religion in Karen State (around 85% 
of the population), with Christianity, animism, and Islam also present.  

7KH�PDLQ�HWKQLF�DUPHG�RUJDQL]DWLRQ� �($2��RSHUDWLQJ� LQ� WKH�DUHD� LV� WKH�.DUHQ�1DWLRQDO�8QLRQ�
�.18��DQG�LWV�DUPHG�ZLQJ��WKH�.DUHQ�1DWLRQDO�/LEHUDWLRQ�$UP\��.1/$���7KH�.18�.1/$�ZDQW�WR�
achieve equal rights and self-determination of the Karen people, and have more recently been 
DGYRFDWLQJ�IRU�WKH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�D�IHGHUDO�V\VWHP�LQ�0\DQPDU��6LQFH�WKH�.1/$ȇV�FRQȵLFW�ZLWK�
WKH�7DWPDGDZ�KDV�EHHQ�DOPRVW�XQLQWHUUXSWHG�VLQFH�������GHVSLWH�D������FHDVHȴUH�DJUHHPHQW���
LW�LV�RIWHQ�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�ȊWKH�ZRUOGȇV�ORQJHVW�UXQQLQJ�FLYLO�ZDU�ȋ�2YHU�WKH�\HDUV��WKH�FRQȵLFW�KDV�OHG�
to massive displacement: between 2006 and 2017, over 100,000 refugees from Myanmar were 
resettled to third countries from refugee camps on the Thai-Myanmar border, and around 90,000 
refugees were still living there before the coup.  

7KH�.18�KDV�SOD\HG� DQ� LPSRUWDQW� UROH� LQ� WKH� DQWL�FRXS� UHVLVWDQFH�� ERWK� LQ� WHUPV�RI� SROLWLFDO�
DQG� DUPHG�HQJDJHPHQW�� ΖW�ZDV� DPRQJ� WKH�ȴUVW� ($2V� WR� FRQGHPQ�WKH�PLOLWDU\� WDNHRYHU�� DQG�
ODWHU� EHJDQ� RSHQO\� FROODERUDWLQJ� ZLWK� WKH� VKDGRZ�1DWLRQDO� 8QLW\� *RYHUQPHQW� �18*��� $W� WKH�
VDPH�WLPH��WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�RHULQJ�VDQFWXDU\�WR�DFWLYLVWV�DQG�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LQ�WKH�&LYLO�
'LVREHGLHQFH�0RYHPHQW� �&'0��ȵHHLQJ�PLOLWDU\� FUDFNGRZQV� LQ� FLWLHV� OLNH� <DQJRQ� �VHH�Story of 
Naw Ju Ju), and organizing military training in areas under its control (see Story of Naw Ju Ju and 
Story of Saw Eh Done). This has resulted in intensifying armed clashes between the KNLA and the 
Tatmadaw (including local militia allied with the Tatmadaw), which in turn has led to even further 
displacement in Karen State.
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“I used to work in IT in Yangon. After the coup, my boss informed me we had to stop running 
our programs. In a way, it gave me the freedom I needed to participate in the demonstrations 
against the military takeover. As a Karen from the Ayeyarwady Region, I found a group of fellow 
.DUHQV�DQG�MRLQHG�WKHP��$�FRXSOH�RI�ZHHNV�ODWHU��ZH�GHFLGHG�WR�MRLQ�SURWHVWV�LQ�RXU�KRPH�UHJLRQ��

Not too long after that, the military arrested two of our friends, and we were starting to worry 
DERXW�RXU�VHFXULW\��6R��ZKHQ�D�FORVH�IULHQG�RI�PLQH�DVNHG�PH�LI�Ζ�ZDQWHG�WR�MRLQ�WKH�.18��LW�GLGQȇW�
WDNH�PH�ORQJ�WR�DFFHSW��$FWXDOO\��LW�ZDVQȇW�PXFK�RI�D�KDUG�GHFLVLRQ��Ζ�MXVW�WKRXJKW�WR�P\VHOI��ΖI�Ζ�
FDQȇW�FRQWLQXH�P\�HGXFDWLRQ�RU�MRLQ�WKH�VWUHHW�GHPRQVWUDWLRQV��Ζ�PLJKW�DV�ZHOO�JHW�LQYROYHG�LQ�D�
GLHUHQW�ZD\���

I did have a plan for my future: I wanted to perfect my English, go abroad, and study ecology 
and tourism in order to create new opportunities for development in Myanmar. But after the 
coup, I couldn’t imagine that future anymore. So I left home, took a trip that would change my 
OLIH�IRUHYHU��DQG�MRLQHG�WKH�.18�

Naw Ju Ju works for a youth organization. She was interviewed on July 11th. 

Story of Naw Ju Ju
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I’ve been where I am now for four months. In the beginning, I was doing a lot of investigations 
and assessments. I talked to soldiers, visited communities, and conducted some minor research 
on the ground. After some time, the leaders of the KNLA asked me to attend a training on 
VHFXULW\�DQG�PLOLWDU\�WHFKQLTXHV��Ζ�DP�QRW�OHDUQLQJ�KRZ�WR�ȴJKW��EXW�DERXW�GHIHQVH�VWUDWHJLHV�
and tactics. To be completely honest, I am not that interested in the training itself. But I want to 
help my people and help this revolution succeed, so I’ve decided to do my best. 

My family is worried about me, always asking me when I’m coming back—but they understand 
P\�GHFLVLRQ�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��Ζ�GR�RIWHQ�IHHO�KRPHVLFN��EXW�Ζ�FDQȇW�JR�KRPH�ULJKW�QRZ��GHȴQLWHO\�
not before the end of the year. Yesterday a friend of mine went back to Yangon and was arrested 
on the way.

Ζ�DP�VWD\LQJ�ZLWK�VRPH�.DUHQ�DQG�5DNKLQH�FRPUDGHV�LQ�D�FDPS�LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�WKH�MXQJOH��:H�
OLYH�LQ�VPDOO�ZRRGHQ�KXWV��:H�VWXG\�IURP�0RQGD\�WR�6DWXUGD\��6XQGD\�LV�RXU�GD\�R��:H�WDNH�
turns cooking and cleaning the campsite. We collect rainwater to drink, but if there isn’t enough 
we use river water. We also bathe and wash up in the river. We use solar panels for electricity. 
The air is sweltering, and mosquitoes bite us all the time.

I feel as if I have lost my way. I can’t imagine what the future will look like; I don’t know when 
the situation will become stable again, when we will be able to get our lives back. At the same 
time, I believe that after all the challenges, we have a bright future ahead of us. What helps me 
LQ�WKHVH�GLɝFXOW�WLPHV�LV�WR�WDON�ZLWK�P\�IULHQGV�DQG�H[FKDQJH�LGHDV�RQ�KRZ�ZH�FRXOG�ZLQ��Ζ�OHW�
my mind wonder about what I will do when things get better. I have a small monkey that I got 
ZKHQ�Ζ�ZDV�YLVLWLQJ�D�YLOODJH��+HU�QDPH�LV�6RȴD��DQG�VKH�GLVWUDFWV�PH�LQ�D�JRRG�ZD\�

Ζ�EHOLHYH�WKDW�LI�DOO�($2V�FDPH�WRJHWKHU��WKH\�FRXOG�GHIHDW�WKH�0\DQPDU�PLOLWDU\��ΖW�ZRXOG�QRW�
EH�DQ�HDV\�ȴJKW��DQG�RQ�WRS�RI�WKDW��($2V�KDYH�WKHLU�RZQ��LQWHUQDO�VWUXJJOHV��PDLQO\�LQ�WHUPV�
of leadership. The question of federalism and independence is very present too: what are 
ZH�ȴJKWLQJ� IRU�H[DFWO\"�6RPH�GRQȇW�EHOLHYH� LQ� IHGHUDOLVP�DQ\PRUH��%XW�RQH� WKLQJ� LV� FHUWDLQ��
everybody is determined to defeat the military.

Before the coup, Burmanization was already a real problem in Myanmar, with all other ethnic 
JURXSV�EHLQJ�QHJOHFWHG��Ζ�KRSH�RQFH�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�LPSURYHV��WKH�PDMRULW\�%DPDU�ZLOO�XQGHUVWDQG�
RXU�VXHULQJ�EHWWHU��DQG�ZLOO�EH�ZLOOLQJ�WR�PDNH�UHDO�FKDQJHV�DQG�JLYH�XV�PRUH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��
We need human rights for all; we need mutual understanding.”

“So I left home, took a trip that would change 
my life forever, and joined the KNU.”

“My family is worried about me, always asking 
me when I’m coming back—but they understand 
my decision at the same time.”
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Story of Saw Eh Done

Saw Eh Done is an active citizen passionate about community development in 
Karen State. He was interviewed on July 14th. 

“Before the coup, I was working for a local organization in Karen State. We focused on 
VWUHQJWKHQLQJ� FLYLO� VRFLHW\� DQG� SURYLGHG� GLHUHQW� NLQGV� RI� WUDLQLQJV� DQG� VXSSRUW� IRU� WKH�
community. When the coup happened, we decided to temporarily suspend our activities. Three 
months later, when the situation in the country didn’t improve, we had to close down, and so I 
have been unemployed since then.  

It’s been terrible. We have lost everything because of the coup: our hope, our human rights. 
Sometimes it feels like we don’t even own the fresh air around us. There is a mountain in my 
area I used to hike, but now there are soldiers stationed at the top to watch out for protesters 
through their binoculars.
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ΖQVWHDG�RI�ZRUNLQJ��Ζ�DP�VXSSRUWLQJ�WKH�UHYROXWLRQ�E\�IXQGUDLVLQJ�IRU�PLOLWDU\�WUDLQLQJV�LQ�.18�
controlled areas. I serve as a contact person for people who want to take part in these trainings, 
DQG� Ζ�DP�DOVR�UHVSRQVLEOH� IRU�DUUDQJLQJ� WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ� WR� WKH� WUDLQLQJ�VLWHV��2Q�ZHHNHQGV�� Ζ�
attend an English language course. Two of my siblings are participating in the CDM, and my 
mum died in April because she couldn’t receive the necessary treatment in time, since the 
responsible doctor was a part of the CDM too. If she had gotten the treatment she needed, she 
would still be alive.

In some ways, Karen State is quite similar to other states and regions in Myanmar, since people 
KHUH�DUH�DOVR�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�WKH�&'0�DQG�RQOLQH�DFWLYLVP��+RZHYHU��ZKDWȇV�GLHUHQW�LV�SHRSOH�
GRQȇW�UHDOO\�WKLQN�WKDW�GHPRQVWUDWLRQV�DUH�YHU\�HHFWLYH��VR�WKH\�DUH�RQO\�RUJDQL]HG�UDUHO\�DQG�
PRVWO\�LQ�WKH�ELJJHU�WRZQV��ΖQVWHDG��PRVW�SHRSOH�DUH�PRYLQJ�WR�.18�FRQWUROOHG�DUHDV�WR�OHDUQ�
how to shoot or prepare explosives. I think non-violence is only one form of protest, and we 
have been practicing it for a long time, but still, the military remains so cruel; they don’t even 
follow their own rules or the international law as to how soldiers or the police should behave. 
6R�Ζ�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKLV�WLPH�� LW� LV�EHWWHU�WR�XVH�ZHDSRQV�DJDLQVW�WKHP��2XU�JHQHUDWLRQ�ZLOO�QRW�
tolerate them anymore.

I try to will myself to be stronger, to stay patient. Every morning when I wake up, I am faced 
ZLWK�D�VWUHDP�RI�EDG�QHZV�RI�WKH�PLOLWDU\�NLOOLQJ�LQQRFHQW�SHRSOH��ΖWȇV�GLɝFXOW��:KDW�KHOSV�PH�LV�
chatting or meeting with my friends, and I also meditate and go to the monastery during a full 
moon. I had been planning to apply for a scholarship to study abroad, but now I want to invest 
as much of myself as possible into the revolution, so the situation in the country gets better and 
ZH�ȴQDOO\�JHW�GHPRFUDF\���

My wish for Myanmar is to stay strong, patient, and hopeful. It is true that we are facing many 
GLɝFXOWLHV�QRZ��EXW�ZKR�NQRZV��PD\EH�WKH�PLOLWDU\�LV�LQ�HYHQ�D�ZRUVH�VLWXDWLRQ�WKDQ�XV�ȋ

“We have lost everything because of the coup: our 
hope, our human rights. Sometimes it feels like 
we don’t even own the fresh air around us.”

“I think non-violence is only one form of protest, 
and we have been practicing it for a long time.” 
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Shan State is located in eastern Myanmar, sharing borders with China, Laos, and Thailand 
(see Map of Myanmar). Since it is the country’s largest administrative division, it is further 
divided into Shan (North), Shan (South), and Shan (East). The capital city of Shan State is 
7DXQJJ\L��ZKLFK�KDV�DURXQG���������SHRSOH�LQKDELWDQWV��7KH�PDMRULW\�HWKQLF�JURXS�LQ�WKH�
VWDWH�DUH�WKH�6KDQ��ZKR�PDNH�XS�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�����RI�0\DQPDUȇV�WRWDO�SRSXODWLRQ��2WKHU�
HWKQLF�JURXSV�LQ�WKH�VWDWH�LQFOXGH�3D�2��ΖQWKD��/DKX��/LVX��.DFKLQ��VHH�Story of Mai Lay), and 
others. Most people in Shan State are Buddhists, but Christian, animist, Muslim, and Hindu 
communities are also present.

The political situation in Shan State was already quite complicated before the coup: there 
DUH�PXOWLSOH�HWKQLF�DUPHG�RUJDQL]DWLRQV� �($2V��DQG�PLOLWLD�JURXSV�RSHUDWLQJ� LQ� WKH�DUHD��
with some of them actively involved in the state’s infamous opium production (the state is 
RQH�RI�WKH�ZRUOGȇV�PDLQ�SURGXFHUV���7KHVH�($2V�DQG�PLOLWLD�ZRXOG�QRW�RQO\�HQJDJH�LQ�FODVKHV�
with the Tatmadaw, but often also among themselves (see Story of Hnin Nu). Many areas of 
6KDQ�6WDWH�KDG�WKXV�EHHQ�DHFWHG�E\�SURWUDFWHG�FRQȵLFW��VHH�Story of Mai Lay and Story of 
Hnin Nu��DQG�UHSHDWHG�GLVSODFHPHQW��2Q�WRS�RI�DOO�WKDW��&KLQD�KDV�VLJQLȴFDQW�LQȵXHQFH�LQ�WKH�
region and vested interests in both legal and illegal trades and businesses.

8QIRUWXQDWHO\�� WHUULWRULDO�GLVSXWHV�DQG�DUPHG�FODVKHV�DPRQJ�WKH�($2V�RSHUDWLQJ� LQ�6KDQ�
State have not been disrupted by the military takeover on February 1st. Civilians complain of 
brutal campaigns of forced conscription, and at least around 30,000 have become internally 
displaced since. At the same time, and similar to other areas of Myanmar, anti-coup 
GHPRQVWUDWLRQV�KDYH�EHHQ�VWDJHG�LQ�PDMRU�FLWLHV�RI�6KDQ�6WDWH��ZLWK�VRPH�\RXWK�WUDYHOLQJ�
from their remote villages to attend them (see Story of Hnin Nu). Moreover, as most of the 
JRYHUQPHQW�VWD�LQ�6KDQ�6WDWH�FRPH�IURP�PLQRULW\�HWKQLF�EDFNJURXQGV��PDQ\�RI�WKHP�DUH�
participating in the Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM; see Story of Mai Lay). A number of 
local People’s Defence Forces (PDFs) have been formed in the state too.

Shan State
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Story of Mai Lay

Mai Lay is a community school leader. He was interviewed on July 14th. 

“I was working at a community school in northern Shan State when the coup happened. 
Before that, I studied in Yangon, did some volunteering, and also worked as a teacher and civic 
HGXFDWLRQ�WUDLQHU��Ζ�XVHG�WR�FROODERUDWH�ZLWK�GLHUHQW�QHWZRUNV�DQG�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�
provide training to the teachers at our school. Even during the Covid-19 pandemic last year, 
we were able to run a three-month-long training for the teachers and regular schooling for the 
students until August 2020, when the government announced the closure of all schools in the 
country.
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I felt depressed when the coup happened. It was as if all of our plans were ruined in that 
one moment. My personal goal was to continue my postgraduate degree, but now I have no 
idea when I will be able to. Because of the coup, our generation is facing a terrible and chaotic 
period. The military has basically destroyed our education, since they have forced us to stop. I 
don’t want the next generation to experience anything like this, which is why I want to teach as 
much as I can. I know from my own experience that I have been able to accomplish more—both 
personally and for my community— because of my education.

7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�GLHUHQW�.DFKLQ�WULEHV�OLYLQJ�LQ�WKLV�DUHD��DQG�WKH�UHJLRQ�LV�DGPLQLVWHUHG�WKURXJK�
a Kachin traditional ruling system, according to which people mostly obey their leaders, and 
since they didn’t protest, there haven’t been that many protests here. But the CDM has been 
quite strong because most of the teachers at government schools are from ethnic minorities. 
$FWXDOO\�� WKLV� LV� D� FRQȵLFW�DHFWHG� UHJLRQ��ZLWK�ERWK� WKH�0\DQPDU�PLOLWDU\� DQG�D�QXPEHU�RI�
armed groups present, some only for business purposes. I would say that around 90% of the 
area here is controlled by one armed group or another.

In the past few months, I had been planning to open a school for children from villages around 
here, but since the number of Covid-19 cases was on the rise, we had to create a kind of a home-
schooling environment for the children instead. There are only a few children here now, basically 
those that could not go back to their remote villages. Since the parents of these children could 
not provide any education for them even if the children could go back home, they’ve asked us 
to keep the children here so they can keep learning. So, my daily duty is teaching these children. 
%XW� Ζ�GRQȇW�ZDQW� WR� WDON�PXFK�DERXW�P\�GLɝFXOWLHV� LQ� WKH� FXUUHQW� VLWXDWLRQ��EHFDXVH� Ζ� NQRZ�
everyone has their hardships.

$V�D�SHDFH�EXLOGHU��Ζ�KDYH�GLVFXVVLRQV�ZLWK�PDQ\�GLHUHQW�NLQGV�RI�SHRSOH��IURP�GLHUHQW�HWKQLF�
EDFNJURXQGV��3HUVRQDOO\��Ζ�ZDQW�IHGHUDOLVP��$QG�Ζ�ZDQW�WKH�PDMRULW\�%DPDU�SHRSOH�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�
the situation of minority ethnic people in Myanmar, and to change their perspectives in this 
regard. There would be a lot of improvement in the country if the ethnic people could fully and 
freely practice their traditions and cultures. Education plays an important role in the federalism 
discussion. We also need strong civil society organizations in Myanmar. If we succeed in 
establishing federal democracy, we will become a model for the whole ASEAN community.”

“I know from my own experience that I have been 
able to accomplish more—both personally and for 
my community—because of my education.” 

“There would be a lot of improvement in the 
country if the ethnic people could fully and 
freely practice their traditions and cultures.”
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Story of Hnin Nu

Hnin Nu is a women’s trainer for a local organization. She was 
interviewed on August 20th. 
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“I work for a local organization, and my responsibility is to organize long-term and short-term 
trainings for women, mostly in politics. Because of Covid-19, the trainings were moved online. 
7KH�ZRPHQ�ZKR�DWWHQG�WKHVH�WUDLQLQJV�RIWHQ�OLYH�LQ�FRQȵLFW�DHFWHG�DUHDV��VR�OHDUQLQJ�RQOLQH�
was quite challenging for them. After the coup, however, even the online trainings had to be 
cancelled.  

2ULJLQDOO\�� Ζ� FRPH�IURP�D�VPDOO�DQG�UHPRWH�YLOODJH�ORFDWHG� LQ�D�FRQȵLFW�]RQH�ZKHUH�GLHUHQW�
armed groups are present; the villagers distinguish them by the language or dialect they speak. 
Having armed groups in our region is both good and bad. If there were none, we—the minority 
HWKQLF�SHRSOHȃZRXOG�EH�EXOOLHG�E\�WKH�PDMRULW\�%DPDU�SHRSOH��%XW�VLQFH�WKH\�DUH�KHUH��FLYLOLDQV�
have to give food and money to them. Local people have very limited knowledge of politics. The 
ROGHU�JHQHUDWLRQV�DUH�XQHGXFDWHG��DQG�ZH�VXHU�WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�WKDW��

2Q�WKH�GD\�RI�WKH�FRXS��Ζ�ZDV�LQ�P\�YLOODJH�WR�YLVLW�P\�PRWKHU��DQG�LW�VHHPHG�OLNH�MXVW�DQRWKHU�
ordinary day. Even the impacts of the coup have been quite unnoticeable, apart from some 
participating in the CDM. Local teachers were afraid of getting arrested, but teachers from 
central Myanmar participated in the movement. 

$V�IRU�PH��Ζ�ZHQW�WR�D�WRZQ�QRW�WKDW�IDU�IURP�P\�YLOODJH�WR�MRLQ�WKH�SURWHVWV��6LQFH�Ζ�GLGQȇW�JURZ�XS�
in that area, I had to build relationships with the local youths. It is a small town, and everybody 
knows everybody, which meant that we were often alerted before the police came to arrest us. 
2QH�QLJKW��ZH�UHFHLYHG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�WKDW�RQH�RI�RXU�SURWHVW�OHDGHUV�ZDV�DERXW�WR�EH�DUUHVWHG��
and we managed to help them escape before the police came. Since then, we were no longer 
allowed to protest. Another night, my friend was invited to meet the township general and was 
warned not to participate in the protests again. My friend signed a document to agree to that, 
and after that, there were no more protests.

)RU� ΖQWHUQDWLRQDO�:RPHQȇV�'D\�� Ζ�ZHQW� WR�DQRWKHU� WRZQ�WR� MRLQ� WKH�SURWHVWV�ZLWK�D�ZRPHQȇV�
organization. I will never forget that day in my life. As the protests were getting bigger and 
bigger, we began hearing gun shots. At one point, my friends and I ran to hide in a small shop. 
The owner was quite good-natured and allowed us to hide in there. After about 45 minutes, we 
thought there was no more police around and went out, but when we got on our motorbikes 
the police started chasing us. Luckily, we managed to get away. To make sure I went unnoticed, 
I went into a beauty salon, pretending I was a customer getting a hair wash. It worked! I couldn’t 
MRLQ�WKH�SURWHVWV�WKH�IROORZLQJ�GD\��EHFDXVH�Ζ�ZDV�IHHOLQJ�VLFN��DQG�Ζ�IRXQG�RXW�DIWHUZDUGV�WKDW�
four people had died on that day. So our group decided to organize ‘protests without people’ 
from then on.

“As I did not take part in the 1988 
demonstrations, I feel like now my time to 
participate in the revolution has come.” 
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“I think even political researchers on Myanmar are not 
able to guess what the future holds for our country.”

In general, I am really interested in politics. As I did not take part in the 1988 demonstrations, I 
feel like now my time to participate in the revolution has come. However, I am quite upset with 
WKH�OHDGHUV�RI�WKH�($2V�LQ�P\�DUHD��(YHQ�WKRXJK�RXU�FRPPRQ�HQHP\�LV�WKH�PLOLWDU\�GLFWDWRU��WKH\�
NHHS�RQ�ȴJKWLQJ�HDFK�RWKHU��7KDW�LV�ZK\�Ζ�WULHG�FRRSHUDWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�RI�GLHUHQW�
ethnic youth groups in the region to send letters to those organizations, asking them to stop 
the civil war between them. We encouraged them to solve their problems in political ways, but 
no armed group listened to us, no one cared. I am quite depressed about this situation. We, the 
HWKQLF�SHRSOH��KDYH�EHFRPH�GLVXQLWHG�EHFDXVH�ZH�KDYH�GLHUHQW�SROLWLFDO�EHOLHIV�

There is not much to say about my daily life at the moment. There are only two people in my 
family: me and my mother. She is still in my home village whereas I am studying in Thailand. 
I have been here for about three months, and it is a great opportunity for me. What keeps 
me going in the current situation is the organization I work for. We are trying to increase 
women’s participation in politics. At the moment, we are focusing on supporting women in 
Kayah (Karenni) State.

When it comes to my mental health, I have to say I am depressed and upset. I feel like I haven’t 
done anything for my country, that I haven’t been able to help our youth enough. I feel sad 
hearing the news about Covid-19 cases in my area. And I also feel like we—minority ethnic 
SHRSOHȃVXHU�WZLFH�DV�PXFK��FRPSDUHG�WR�WKH�%DPDU�PDMRULW\��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��ORRNLQJ�DW�P\�
OLIH�IURP�D�SRVLWLYH�SHUVSHFWLYH��Ζ�FDQ�VHH�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�ȴQDOO\�UHPRYH�PLOLWDU\�GLFWDWRUVKLS�
from politics, to achieve ethnic rights, federal democracy, and gender equality.

I feel kind of lost when I think about my future. I want to continue my studies; I want to get 
a scholarship to study in a western country or even here in Thailand. I want to develop my 
knowledge and skills as much as possible. After we beat the military, we will need a lot of human 
resources for nation building. Later in life, I would like to work in the humanitarian sector. 

I think even political researchers on Myanmar are not able to guess what the future holds for 
our country. Me, I want federal democracy. Do I have to wait seven or seventy years for that? It 
LV�TXLWH�GLɝFXOW�WR�SUHGLFW�ZKDW�ZLOO�KDSSHQ�WRPRUURZ�ȋ
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Sagaing Region is located in the north-western part of Myanmar, bordering India (see Map of 
Myanmar). The capital city of Sagaing Region is Monywa, which has around 370,000 inhabitants. 
%DPDU�DUH�WKH�PDMRULW\�HWKQLF�JURXS�OLYLQJ�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��ZKLOH�6KDQ��&KLQ��DQG�1DJD�DUH�VRPH�
of the other ethnicities present. Buddhists make up around 90% of the total population, which 
LV�UHȵHFWHG�LQ�WKH�VLJQLȴFDQW�SUHVHQFH�RI�PRQNV�DQG�PRQDVWHULHV��&KULVWLDQ��0XVOLP��DQG�+LQGX�
communities are present in the region as well.

6DJDLQJ�5HJLRQ�KDG�EHHQ�UHODWLYHO\�FRQȵLFW�IUHH�EHIRUH�D�VL]HDEOH�UHVLVWDQFH�PRYHPHQW�HPHUJHG�
in the coup’s aftermath. Daily non-violent protests have continued taking place across the 
region despite the increasingly brutal crackdowns by the security forces (see Story of Zapata). 
2YHU� WLPH�� WKH� UHJLRQ�KDV� DOVR� EHFRPH� WKH� FHQWUH� RI� DUPHG� UHVLVWDQFH�� HVSHFLDOO\� DIWHU� WKH�
VKDGRZ�1DWLRQDO�8QLW\�*RYHUQPHQW��18*��DQQRXQFHG�WKH�IRUPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�3HRSOHȇV�'HIHQFH�
Force (PDF) in early May. A number of local PDFs have been established in the region since, and 
HQJDJHG�LQ�ȴHUFH�ȴJKWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�7DWPDGDZ�

The tension in the region remains high, as loss of lives and displacement have become a part of a 
new daily reality. In July, evidence of massacres in Kani Township emerged, making headlines in 
both domestic and international media. At least 40 people, including one child, were reportedly 
killed there by the security forces. While the number of displaced civilians in the region is 
estimated at around 18,000, the presence of humanitarian personnel and availability of aid 
remain limited. Despite daily bombings, people living in the region’s cities and towns try to live 
as normal a life as possible, focusing on their work and daily survival (see Story of Ko Htwe and 
Story of Zapata).

Sagaing Region
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Story of Ko Htwe

Ko Htwe is a community teacher. He was interviewed on July 18th.
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“I moved to the town I live in now for work. I was running English classes for children here, 
and spent most of my time teaching. My family still lives in my home township, and my 
plan was to move back there after two years of work and start a community education and 
development center. I had already bought a plot of land for that. But now, nothing is certain. I 
have no idea what is going to happen to me. 

Actually, I had to stop my classes already before the coup, during the second wave of Covid-19. 
:KHQ�WKH�FRXS�KDSSHQHG��Ζ�MXVW�FRXOGQȇW�EHOLHYH�LW��Ζ�IHOW�HPSW\��$IWHU�D�ZKLOH��H[SORVLRQV�EHFDPH�
quite frequent in my area, so I had to stop teaching again. I had no internet access for about 
three months, but luckily now I can at least continue my online studies. Right now, the number 
of positive cases is increasing every day, and I simply do not feel safe anymore since the coup 
took place, so I am basically staying at home and not going out much. I guess I have become a 
bit sensitive.

In this area, demonstrations against the coup took place in villages as well as towns. There were 
JXHULOOD�VWULNHV�RQ�PRWRUELNHV��:H�RIWHQ�KHDUG�JXQVKRWV�FRPLQJ�IURP�GLHUHQW�DUHDV��7KHUH�
ZHUH�DOVR�GHPRQVWUDWLRQV�E\�PDUNHW�VHOOHUV��RUJDQL]HG�E\�WKHLU�OHDGHU��Ζ�P\VHOI�MRLQHG�D�JURXS�
RI�ȴYH�OHG�E\�D�IRUPHU�FODVVPDWH�RI�PLQH��:H�ZHQW�DURXQG�WKH�WRZQ�DQG�SOD\HG�GHPRQVWUDWLRQ�
music. All shops and markets were closed at that time. 

I come from a Bamar family. What really helped my understanding of Myanmar politics was 
VWXG\LQJ�ZLWK�SHRSOH� IURP�GLHUHQW�HWKQLFLWLHV��$W� WKDW� WLPH�� Ζ� IHOW� OLNH�D�SROLWLFDO� UHVHDUFKHU��
and I came to understand that what I thought I had known about minority ethnic people was 
TXLWH�GLHUHQW�IURP�ZKDW�Ζ�OHDUQHG�IURP�P\�PLQRULW\�HWKQLF�IULHQGV�LQ�FODVV��1RZ��Ζ�EHOLHYH�Ζ�FDQ�
WKLQN�LQ�D�PRUH�EDODQFHG�ZD\��Ζ�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�HWKQLF�SHRSOH�KDYH�EHHQ�ȴJKWLQJ�IRU�WKHLU�ULJKWV�
and peace for over seven decades, while the military has been bullying them in their regions, 
never giving them equal opportunities. Since the military coup, we, the Bamar, have also been 
H[SHULHQFLQJ�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�DEXVHV�DQG�WKH�DEVHQFH�RI�UXOH�RI�ODZ�ȴUVW�KDQG��

To take care of my mental health, I spend time reading, helping with household chores, planting, 
meditating, and singing. Sometimes, I talk with my friends. Actually, I am very disappointed with 
the current situation, so I try to drown myself in my studies. 

)RU�WKH�IXWXUH�RI�0\DQPDU��Ζ�H[SHFW�WKH�EHVW��Ζ�DP�ORRNLQJ�IRUZDUG�WR�WKH�18*�WDNLQJ�SRZHU��
and the military government disappearing. I would like to participate in building a federal 
democracy in our country.”

“But now, nothing is certain. I have no idea 
about what is going to happen to me.” 

“What really helped my understanding of 
Myanmar politics was studying together 
with people from different ethnicities.” 
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Story of Zapata

Zapata is a social worker. She was interviewed on August 17th.

“Before the coup, I was busy teaching and developing learning materials for children. I used to 
send regular donations for children in Shan, Kayah (Karenni), and Karen State, and medicines 
WR�SRRU�FRPPXQLWLHV�LQ�P\�KRPH�6DJDLQJ�5HJLRQ��Ζ�HQMR\HG�P\�OLIH�DV�DQ�LQGHSHQGHQW�VRFLDO�
worker. After the coup, my life became chaotic. Like many others, I felt depressed and lost.

6KRUWO\�DIWHU�WKH�FRXS��Ζ�MRLQHG�D�JURXS�RI�\RXQJ�SURWHVWHUV��:H�RUJDQL]HG�RXUVHOYHV��DQG�Ζ�ZDV�
LQ�FKDUJH�RI�UHFUXLWLQJ�RWKHU�\RXWKV�WR�MRLQ�WKH�PRYHPHQW��6RPH�GD\V�ODWHU��WKH�PLOLWDU\�EHJDQ�
XVLQJ�YLROHQFH��DQG�ZH�KDG�WKH�GUHDGIXO�H[SHULHQFH�RI�UXQQLQJ�XQGHU�JXQ�ȴUH��2QH�GD\��Ζ�ZDV�LQ�
the front line with the defense group. We were standing behind sandbags and could hear the 
military shooting at us. At some point we started running, and a person behind me got shot.
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“One day, I was in the front line with the defense 
group. We were standing behind sandbags and could 
hear the military shooting at us. At some point we 
started running, and a person behind me got shot.” 

“Afghanistan is a good example of why we 
should not rely on other people or nations to 
build our country. That is why we—the people 
of Myanmar—need to help each other.” 

After that, I stopped participating in protests, but I was still involved in the resistance against the 
FRXS�LQ�RWKHU�ZD\V��VXFK�DV�FROOHFWLQJ�PRQH\�DQG�VXSSRUWLQJ�SHRSOH�MRLQLQJ�FRPEDW�WUDLQLQJ�LQ�
WKH�MXQJOH��$FWXDOO\��Ζ�ZDQWHG�WR�JR�WR�WKH�MXQJOH�WRR��EXW�Ζ�KDYH�DVWKPD��VR�Ζ�GHFLGHG�WR�VWD\��
The police announced the names of those who had participated in the demonstrations through 
a loudspeaker, so I had to be very careful. Soldiers were patrolling around, and some “dalan” 
(informer) spying on us gave the information to the police. Because of the dalan, some people 
in our group were arrested.  

At the moment, I am living with my family and teaching children, although I do not have as many 
students as I had before the coup. Still, my students are the only thing that keeps me going. 
Because of Covid-19, I have to teach online, although I prefer face-to-face classes much more, 
so I can really show warmth to the children. At the same time, I have noticed that I am pretty 
sensitive these days, and I get mad easily, even at my family. The change is quite apparent. I got 
married last year, and so the beginning of our life together is quite tough: Covid, coup, and now 
‘Covid-coup’.

:KHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�P\�IXWXUH��Ζ�GRQȇW�KDYH�D�VSHFLȴF�SODQ��Ζ�ZDV�SUHWW\�EXV\�EHIRUH�WKH�FRXS��DQG�
had no time to think ahead. The education system in our country has been poor for decades, 
so I would like to work on improving it. I wish to travel around the country with a backpack, 
DQG�WHDFK�FKLOGUHQ�LQ�GLHUHQW�DUHDV��6RPHWLPHV�Ζ�UHJUHW�QRW�KDYLQJ�VWD\HG�LQ�WKH�8�6��ZLWK�P\�
‘adoptive’ American grandparents. I met them years ago while teaching in a monastic school 
here in Sagaing, and they invited me to stay with them. I visited for a couple of months but 
decided in the end I wanted to come back to Myanmar, to get involved in helping children here. 
/LIH�LQ�WKH�8�6��LV�VR�GLHUHQW�IURP�0\DQPDU��

When I think about the future of Myanmar, at least I feel like our situation is not as bad as in 
$IJKDQLVWDQ��VLQFH�Ζ�GRQȇW�QHHG�WR�ȵHH�WKH�FRXQWU\�ZLWK�DOO�P\�EHORQJLQJV�DV�Ζ�VDZ�RQ�WKH�QHZV�
yesterday. Afghanistan is a good example of why we should not rely on other people or nations 
to build our country. That is why we—the people of Myanmar—need to help each other.” 
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