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Commentary: Nobody’s free until everybody’s free:
Fighting for a True Liberation from Myanmar

Op-ed: Sustainability in the Youth Civil Disobedience Movement:

Strengthening the role of education in Myanmar

Il Protest Photo Essay
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Note from the Editor
Obscene literature

Freedom of writing is once again under threat.
Myanmar’'s military junta is back to banning books,
including LGBTQIA+ literature and Dr. Ronan Lee’s
Myanmar’'s Rohingya Genocide: Identity, History and
Hate Speech, and abolishing publishing houses — a
textbook example of authoritarianism that aims to
diminish truth in our voices and stories.

Using literary riot as our effective defiance against the
junta, our first-ever Spring Journal highlights Myanmar
(Burmese) youths' participation and role in the Civil
Disobedience Movement, which has been a pivotal
driving force of the Spring Revolution.

From reading thought-provoking and soul-touching
poems such as ":1?9 eeéeoao", "8%3@0@

crasof:oo.%soo" 0“0 OND3UOSCEETDSENCWO
qp 613’38=§ oocm and 330?.%(\? eago%e@')(ﬁoaﬁ
e&goaeil coooe@:)mees] which was part of the
commentary series by young Myanmar’s scholars, |
hope you feel the strong commitment in the hearts of
Myanmar youths in fighting for our freedom and
democracy, but also the strength in our shared love,
humility, and communal care as we build our society
with transformative and collective justice and healing.

They call our voices obscene to silence us, but we find
strength in sharing our stories and voices. So, let it be
obscene! Let it be loud!

With love as an act of resistance,
Thu Thu
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https://www.facebook.com/BBCnewsBurmese/posts/pfbid02NXJsqA2RiptJiZJ8BL5A8kQCQcT41xcspRiKRLXsf2pnYoaq8sNFNQDkYvkckqW2l
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pQZjZHcN4DU&ab_channel=BBCNews%E1%80%99%E1%80%BC%E1%80%94%E1%80%BA%E1%80%99%E1%80%AC
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https://myanmar.un.org/en/123295-statement-un-myanmar
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-56122369
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/25/world/asia/myanmar-poets.html
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https://elevenmyanmar.com/news/govt-plans-to-grant-autonomy-to-14-universities
https://progressivevoicemyanmar.org/2020/10/26/myanmars-2020-general-elections-a-vote-with-no-confidence-for-many-ethnic-and-religious-minorities/
https://www.reuters.com/article/myanmar-election/aung-san-suu-kyis-ruling-party-claims-resounding-election-win-in-myanmar-idUSKBN27P0A4
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55892489
https://www.nytimes.com/article/myanmar-news-protests-coup.html
https://globalvoices.org/special/myanmar-spring-revolution-2021/
https://www.irrawaddy.com/in-person/interview/myanmars-revolution-against-the-junta-will-definitely-succeed.html
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https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20211210101905151
https://www.csis.or.id/publication/hanging-by-a-thread-education-in-post-coup-myanmar/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/12/myanmar-scrap-sweeping-cybersecurity-bill
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https://www.justsecurity.org/76921/beyond-the-coup-in-myanmar-dont-let-the-light-of-education-be-extinguished/
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Nobody’s free until everybody’s free: Fighting for a True Liberation from

Myanmar

February 1st 2021: 6 am sharp.

It was the first day of a Karate class | was
planning to take. | was paddling my cycle from my
place in North Okkalapa to Tha Mine(1), enjoying
the 45-minute ride, and thinking about what | will
be doing for the upcoming year. Things were
going well for me, and | was incredibly excited. |
was about to finish my BBA studies, and my
volunteering experiences with different INGOs
were going well. Breezing my bike through the
wind, | was musing on ideas of what | would say
when the internship interviewers asked me about
myself.

When | got to my Karate class, | saw my friend
arriving with her mother. For some reason, |
thought to myself, and they looked a little tense.
They told me that my friend’s father received a call
at 4 am with the news that the military had
detained Aung San Suu Kyi, then Myanmar's
State Counsellor, along with other politicians. At
first, | didn’t feel anything special except feeling a
little upset, not because | realized the impact of
this military coup, but only because | couldn't
attend the Karate class anymore as | had planned.
My friend’s mom suggested we wait and see what
happens, at least for a few days. On my way back
home, | noticed everyone was talking about the
coup, so | thought this could be a really serious

matter!

In the coming three days, | didn’'t notice any

violence in my neighborhood. People were
gathering in small groups and constantly talking
about how the military detained the politicians and
were guessing what the military's next moves
would be. Their voices were in fact low when they
were talking about what the coup meant. The
streets became quiet, which made me realize that
this was something serious. On the 4th day, small
protests started taking place on the streets. Some
people were still saying not to fall prey to the
military by protesting too quickly (i.e., the military
could arrest people for protesting).

Later on, everyone realized the coup was not
temporary, so we were all on the streets voicing
our dissent against the military takeover of our
country and trying to gain international attention
on the issue. Here and there, we saw some letters
and statements from foreign embassies, the UN,
saying they were sorry and were also against the
military regime.

But who would have thought those were just all
empty words and gestures?

Now, people in Myanmar had only one thing to do
before the dictator started killing the peaceful
protestors by shooting them right in the head; to
march on the streets.

04| (JE)


https://www.state.gov/g7-foreign-ministers-statement-on-burma/
https://myanmar.un.org/en/123295-statement-un-myanmar
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My social media newsfeed was filled with people

mourning Mya Thwe Thwe Khaing(2)'s death.Until
this moment, | still didn’t fully understand how
badly the military coup would affect my future,
including my education, except knowing that | felt
dissident against it. Just like many youths and
those who paid for our revolution with their lives
did, | used to write my name, my blood type, and
my phone number on my hand. So many of us are
ready to die instead of staying under the
dictatorship. You can say this was the peak of the
revolution.

With time, many civilians and, more importantly,
the youth took up arms for democracy. | witnessed
many brave deaths, although I still was not able to
figure out why everything was happening. It was,
and it still is, a distinctive nightmare for the people
of Myanmar. Thousands of questions still remain
to this day. How could it happen? What is the
outcome of those deaths? Do people really need
to die? Why is no one in power giving a damn
about this?

The lack of support for Myanmar youth is not new
but has been present even prior to the coup. State
oppression affects different populations based on
gender, class, religion, and more. For instance,

my grandparents were so worried about my
mother being raped on her way to school that she
ended up not finishing school. Meanwhile, her
brothers had a chance to finish their schooling. In
addition to this gendered struggle for access to
education in Myanmar, socioeconomic status
creates a class divide in who gets access to what
kind of education. Even after the coup now, well-
to-do parents still might be able to make way for
their child's dreams by sending them to foreign for
studies. During my school years, out of fear that |
was not getting proper education from the
corrupted education system and with the belief
that | would get a better education elsewhere, my
parents saved up money to send me to private
after-school classes(3). During my time in public
school, teachers discriminated against me by
saying, “We didn't give you good grades because
you didn’t solve the math problems our way” (i.e., |
learned a different way of calculating math in my
private tuition classes.) Education in Myanmar
was and has been barely a system to conform the
youth to certain ideologies and practices that the
state aspires to impose.

Upon graduating from high school, youths are
forced to pursue a professional career mandated

by the government based on high school exam
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marks. |, for one, was so stressed out from being
forced to pursue a career only by the
government’s mandate(4). Regardless of its
independence from the British in 1948, Myanmar
couldn't breathe free air because eras of one
military regime after another had crippled our
dreams. For the twelve years, | was in school, we
weren't taught to question things critically because
the teachers would get mad if we asked them
anything out of the syllabus or anything. We have
been learning English since elementary school,
but no sixteen-year-old is confident enough to
make small talk in English. During my first year at
the university, | was also shocked to learn that all |
needed to do to complete an assignment was to
buy a book with answers and copy/paste the
answers. This corrupted education, or what we
call “teaching parrots how to speak(5)” is the
legacy of the previous military regimes.

However, during the previous democratic
government, we began to see a glimpse of the
light of the change in education. With the stage of
the coup, even that light is gone. Let alone fixing
the education system, my brothers can no longer
play football on the streets due to the fear that
they would get arrested for being in a gathering.
Still, there are thousands of urban middle-class
privileged youth who are still able to access
education even under the current military
dictatorship or those who have joined international
schools, or adults who can still pursue the careers
they want. | wonder how the youth with no class
privilege to access education outside of Myanmar
under the previous dictatorship faced a situation
like this, and still can impact the country’s future.
Now, children as young as eight or ten are forced
to join the workforce, and the revolution as they
need more to survive than to go to school.

Right now, Myanmar youth are in no way at the
stage of thinking anything else rather than
surviving. “Let's say we win this battle somehow,
is there any guarantee that the dictatorship won't
repeat ever again?” | asked a friend of mine, a
fellow youth in Myanmar.

He replied,

“No, you don’t need arms to promote fascism.
Let’'s say we win tomorrow, and NUG(6) forms a
new government. But it will do nothing to address
class struggle or the question of federalizing the
country. Then it is very easy
for a new force to appear again. Even if, through
pure luck, we defeat the military, the NUG has no
plan to revolutionize society. They will make a few
laws promoting equality, they will urge people to
be moral citizens, and then they will ignore the
fundamental problems. This will lead to a second
military-like organization, more unrest, and a
political disaster. | mean, that was what happened
in the 1950-1960 era as well. U Nu(7) and other
politicians tried to appeal to Burmese culture and
Buddhism instead of tackling the problems that
their government was facing. They tried to
negotiate with the fascists like Ne Win(8), while
brutally opposing any challenges from the left. The
88 generation (9) was struggling for the nation, but
they defined the the nation as the property of the
Bamar Buddhist people. That is why you have
public figures like Min Ko Naing(10) and Min Htin
Ko Ko Gyi(11) saying that Rohingyas don't exist.
So they failed to build alliances, and they failed to
bring minorities into their movement. And every
movement that doesn't do that will fail as well.” |
have come to believe that if we want to make a
change for the future of Myanmar youth, we can'’t
only focus on one thing, i.e., winning the
revolution. But we also have to think about class,
race, gender, disability, body shaming, and so on.
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A true liberation fights not just for one oppressor but for all those intersecting systemic oppressions. A
Liberation movement that fights for only one oppressor is simply an attempt to usurp power from a more
dominant group. To truly lead to liberation for all, we should apply intersectional analysis at every point of
the struggle, including education, and make sure that no group is left behind or marginalized for the “greater
good.” To paraphrase Fannie Lou Hamer’s quote, how can all of us be free when one of us is still in chains?

- VK
Young Myanmar’s Scholars
Commentary Series

1. Located on the insein road, 7.2 km away from my place.
2. First civilian who got shot in the head and died.

3. The head teachers in public schools would offer after-school classes only to give out the answers to the exam questions.

4. When the coup happened, | was studying Philosophy for my undergrad through distance-education because | didn’t get high enough
marks to enter the most desired professions like Medicine and Engineering. Myanmar higher education doesn’t value majors in
humanities and social sciences like Philosophy and therefore there are hardly any career prospects for those who study those majors as
well.

5. It means students are supposed to remember everything whether they understand it or not to get good marks on exams.

6. The National Unity Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar (abbreviated NUG ) is a Burmese government in exile formed
by the Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH), a group of elected lawmakers and members of parliament ousted in the
2021 Myanmar coup d état. It includes representatives of the National League for Democracy (the deposed ruling party of former state
counselor (Aung San Suu Kyi), ethnic minority insurgent groups, and various minor parties.

7. Nu, commonly known as U Nu also known by the honorific name Thakin Nu, was a leading Burmese statesman and nationalist
politician. He was the first Prime Minister of Burma under the provisions of the 1947 Constitution of the Union of Burma, from 4 January
1948 to 12 June 1956, again from 28 February 1957 to 28 October 1958, and finally from 4 April 1960 to 2 March 1962.

8. Ne Win was a Burmese politician and military commander who served as Prime Minister of Burma from 1958 to 1960 and 1962 to
1974, and also President of Burma from 1962 to 1981. Ne Win was Burma's military dictator during the Socialist Burma period of 1962 to
1988.

9. There was a 88 Generation Student Movements, a Burmese pro-democracy movement known for their activism against the country's
military junta. Many of its members were imprisoned by the Burmese government on charges of "illegally using electronic media" and
"forming an illegal organization".

10. He is a leading democracy activist and dissident from Myanmar. He has spent most of the years since 1988 imprisoned by the state
for his opposition activities. The New York Times has described him as Burma's "most influential opposition figure after Aung San Su Kyi.
11. He is a Burmese politician and leading democracy activist. For his protests against the military government, he spent over 17 years in
prison on multiple occasions between 1989 and 2012. He was considered a prisoner of conscience by Amnesty International. BBC News
describes him as a key member of the 8888 Generation movement. He is one of the country's most prominent activists, second only to
Min Ko Naing.
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Sustainability in the Youth Civil Disobedience Movement:
Strengthening the role of education in Myanmar

My colleagues and | were working painstakingly

to complete our Master's thesis dissertation. | was
nervous and excited about what lay ahead, more
importantly, what | had to offer to my university
and community. Dr. Myo Thein Gyi, the former
Minister of Education, revealed that 14

universities, including Yangon University and
Mandalay University, were to be granted
decentralized education  opportunities and
autonomy. Faculty and students at my university

were exhilarated and anxious to help organize our
university charter draft and make amendments in collaboration with all relevant stakeholders. Along with
these notable and impactful reforms, students, faculty, and alumni felt motivated to be part of the initiatives
and contribute back to our alma mater upon graduation. With this hope to witness better reforms and
continue nurturing democracy and its values, we cast our second-ever democratic vote. To be sure, the right
to vote was still tenuous among marginalized religious and ethnic communities characterized by systemic
racism and exclusion from the political setting. As we expected, the National League for Democracy (NLD)
won a second term in a landslide victory. However, everything came to a grinding halt when the military
staged a coup d’état on 1st February 2021. The coup shattered the dreams of 54 million people, and the
author was among them. The regime imposed a year-long emergency and shut down the internet across the
country. With a strong desire to restore hope, dreams, and democracy after the February 2021 coup
perpetrated by Min Aung Hlaing, the general of Myanmar's notorious military, the Tatmadaw, civil servants,
students, and youth leaders across the country participated in the nation's extensive and on-going anti-coup
movement. As a result, youth participants in the Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM) created the
momentum to sustain the Spring Revolution.

For instance, Dr. Tayzar San, a medical doctor
and a librarian, and his colleagues converged in
front of the University of Medicine, Mandalay
(UMM), urging the public to join the resistance
movement and a peaceful demonstration against
the military coup three days after the coup. To this
day, this defiance has triggered a wave of
nationwide protests and massive civilian
involvement, led mainly by the youths of

Myanmar. Mass anti-regime demonstrations
Photo: Tayzar San and his pro-democracy colleagues

protesting in front of UMM three days after coup, Source from
and Naypyitaw in just a few days. Reuters/Stringer

began in major cities such as Yangon, Mandalay,
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Medical and healthcare professionals accelerated
the Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM) along
with teachers, engineers, lawyers, and other civil
servants. Every day, people in Myanmar led these
widespread protests, big or small, urging civil
servants from local administration offices to banks
and to various government sectors to join the Civil
Disobedience Movement. As part of the CDM,
many of us decided against submitting our
dissertations and refused to graduate under this
regime. What's more, we were deeply moved and
motivated after learning that our supervisor and
even the chair of the board of examiners
participated in the movement and stood up for
education justice for our nation. Unfortunately, the
coup has aggravated the significant disruptions
that occurred in what was already challenging
academic year for students and faculty due to the
Covid-19 pandemic. The anxiety of returning to
the military education system impacts everyone
involved in education, despite opposition to
reopening and politicizing education. This author
was both distressed and overwhelmed upon
receiving a call from our department, urging me to
complete my thesis and being told | would be
offered the Master of Science (MSc) degree and a
faculty position in return. Such unethical practices
and abuse of power in the academic setting have
jeopardized the livelihood of academic
professionals and caused disruptions in the
education system in Myanmar.

Despite the political turmoil and the collapsed
education system, the CDM has creatively evolved
into a structure that provides sustainable and
transformative approaches to both participants
and the Spring Revolution. For instance, in the
education sector, interim education programs
(IEPs), also known as alternative education, were
developed to provide learning opportunities for the
youths in Myanmar.

The CDM's sustainability significantly depends on
the functionality of the IEPs and the financial
sustainability and security of the faculty,
administrative staff, and students. Unfortunately,
challenges, including  intermittent  internet
shutdown and inaccessibility to technical
resources, remain hindrances for communities in
rural settings. Since most students only have
access to mobile phones for internet access, and
only a fraction of people have access to the
internet and remote learning platforms. Another
challenge reported by HRW includes a recently
introduced cybersecurity bill that risks long-term
damage to attempts to strengthen the interim
university system and link academics and
students in and outside the country. This proposed
law mandates that internet service providers shall
store a variety of user data for up to three years
"at a facility designated by" the military junta's
unnamed cybersecurity ministry. This data
includes the user's name, IP address, phone
number, ID card number, and physical address. In
order to mitigate these challenges and promote
the strength of the IEPs, the international
communities, including foreign governments and
education and human rights agencies, must
amplify the importance of supporting academic

freedom through IEPs and cross-border channels.

To the world, our atrocity might have been just
another coup d'état in an unknown country. Still,
for youths in Myanmar, it was an evocative déja vu
of our long history of atrocious poalitical violence
and an assault on our future and dreams. As
much as the coup has disrupted our livelihoods
and filled our lives with constant heartaches and
despair, from what our ancestors and the Spring
Revolution have shown, we can continue to hope
for a better future by finding collective strength
and resilience in our community.
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After all, our unequivocal commitment to the CDM remains consistent in our hearts as we still strive to build
a decentralized education system that brings quality education for us and many generations.
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Protest

Three-finger salute has become the symbol of defiance
against authoritarianism, initially started by Thai pro-
democracy activists. It has also been widely used by
Myanmar people as part of the resistance.
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University of Yangon Students' Union (UYSU)'’s Protest on
February 6, 2021

Buddhist monks participating in protest in support of the
students' union’s march
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Student scouting safety for UYSU's march while participating
in the protest
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Youths demonstrating in a spiderman costume with a sign
replacing "Far From Home" with "Far From Democracy"
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People displaying peaceful defiance against armed police
forces who were guarding the soldiers in the building

- Frank
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