
1 

 

Patricia W. Elliott 

University of Regina 

August 30, 2010 

Prepared for OURMedia9 

 

 

“They Just Cannot Stop Us”: Burma’s Information Revolution 

 

 

From the outside, Burma
*
 appears as a tightly controlled monolith, with little 

independent media activity.  Yet throughout nearly fifty years of censorship, the 

country‟s writers, journalists and activists have never stopped pushing the envelope of 

state control and censorship.  Ethnic media, citizen journalists, bloggers and even state-

sanctioned periodicals reveal a surprising level of diversity and dialogue beneath the 

surface.  During 1988‟s brief period of press freedom, the sudden appearance of some 

forty independent newspapers indicated a significant level of underground organization 

and readiness for people‟s media (Chadha and Kavoori 2000, 345).  Aung Zaw, founding 

editor of The Irrawaddy, remembers those heady days: 

 

I think about between August, September before military coup we had hundreds 

of publications being published.  You can just grab them, buy them on the 

streets…Even when you looked at the state-owned newspapers, like The 

Guardian or The Mirror, they all published news reports in a very accurate way.  

Even editorials were getting better, lively, more objective.  You don‟t see it for 

years, for ages... such journalism, photos, front page stories all about the uprising 

in a very objective way, not just one-sided.  I was very impressed.  But it was 

rather short-lived.  It was only about two months and gone. (interview, 2008) 

 

A return to censorship did not suppress the people‟s determination to communicate 

freely, however.  Alternative media networks have only grown since 1988, both inside 

Burma and along the borders, aided by a fluid grasp of whichever technology will work 

                                                 
*
 This paper refers to Burma, as opposed to Myanmar, out of respect for ethnic/exiled groups who object to 

the majority ethnic overtones of „Myanmar‟ and the re-naming of the country by the military junta.   
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in the moment, from cell phones to hand-delivered cassette tapes.  At significant 

historical moments, the power of people‟s communications networks is revealed as a 

force capable of facilitating nation-wide coordination of protests despite restricted access 

to mass media and telecommunications technology.  This paper will present an inside 

look at Burma‟s media landscape, as described in a series of interviews I conducted with 

underground and exiled journalists/activists for a documentary film in December 2008.  

Their perspectives provide a framework for understanding Burma‟s people not as 

homogenous victims, but as active participants in diverse, yet related, struggles for 

freedom.  

 

Historical Context 

On March 5, 1962 General Ne Win of the Burma Army held a press conference in 

Rangoon.  Before a stunned corps of journalists – still coming to grips with a lightening-

strike military coup carried out three days earlier – Ne Win announced the formation of a 

Revolutionary Council to replace the nation‟s fractious (but functioning) parliament with 

“healthy politics” (Lintner 1989, 25).  With that, he walked away from Burma‟s last free 

press conference.  But Burma‟s journalists never walked away.  They still had stories to 

tell and truths to reveal, despite increasingly challenging communications barriers placed 

between citizens. 

The region today known as Burma/Myanmar has long been home to a highly 

literate population with an established history of free expression. Traditionally, novelists, 

poets, playwrights and comedians have been held in high regard, taking an active role in 

expressing the political and social zeitgeist of the grassroots.  Added to this is the 
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everyday practice of public discussion and debate at Buddhist temples, accompanied by a 

wealth of religious journals and lectures that comment on current events and social 

issues. 

With the mid-19
th

 Century introduction of modern-day newspapers to Burma, 

many emerging local journalists found their way into the fold of anti-colonial and 

dissident discourse.  Grassroots media activity became a key driver of political reforms of 

the early 20
th

 Century, particularly the student and socialist press.  Several of Burma‟s 

independence leaders began their careers in the radical press, including Aung San, 

Burma‟s „Father of Independence,‟ who served as editor of the student newspaper Oway.  

When Aung San was expelled from the University of Rangoon in 1936, the newspaper‟s 

supporters burned the Union Jack outside Government House (Kasem 1962, 227).  This 

dramatic act created a defiant picture of the beginning of the end of British rule in Burma, 

and set a precedent for the „ink-stained rebel‟ as a political force in Burma‟s democratic 

struggles.  Literary societies, publishing houses and book clubs also held key roles in 

advancing activist networks.  An example from the 1930s was the Red Dragon Publishing 

House and Book Club, founded by future prime minister U Nu (Trager 1966, 55).   Book 

clubs moved underground after the 1962 coup, but continued to function as important 

gathering points for activists.  Aung Zaw participated in secret literary discussions of the 

late 1980s:   

We invited very famous writers, journalists almost every other week for 

discussion.  It was illegal.  We were watched, but we discussed literature.  But it 

was unavoidable that you came down to discussing politics.  Burmese 

bookworms, I mean these groups I hang out with they read, inspite of the closed 

society, they read a lot of books: Shakespeare, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Kafka, 

Camus, Keats. (interview, 2008)    
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 The degree of dissident political action and grassroots communications carried out 

inside Burma on a daily basis may be surprising to outside observers.  Yet there is a clear 

historical pattern of networks of discontent bubbling beneath Burma‟s surface until 

opportune moments when their strength is revealed.  James Scott observed this 

phenomenon in the Saya San rebellion of 1929, during which seemingly placid rural 

dwellers rose up en masse against British rule, under the leadership of a charismatic ex-

monk (Scott 1990, 105).   Some eighty years after the Saya San uprising, Scott‟s notion 

of hidden versus official social transcripts remains a significant tool for understanding 

Burma‟s landscape.  Indeed, Burma is ripe with what Sao Harn Yawnghwe calls 

“everyday acts of resistance” (cited by Elliott 2006, 20).  This resistance occasionally 

erupts in mass protest, sparked by the charismatic acts of figures like Saya San, Saw 

Yanda, Aung San Suu Kyi and, more recently, members of the Buddhist clergy.  

Likewise, the media power of Burma‟s people lies hidden beneath the surface, and 

outside the boundaries, of a country destined for change.  

     

Legal Environment – Inside Burma 

On Aug. 15, 1873, King Mindon introduced 17 Articles guaranteeing a free press 

for "the benefit of the citizens to hear general news from Europe, India, China, and Siam 

for enriching their thoughts and improving their trade and communication" (Irrawaddy 

2004).   This promising start to a free press was quickly reined in by encroaching 

colonialists, who gradually brought Burma and its neighbouring „frontier territories‟ 

under British rule during the latter half of the 19
th

 Century.  Although Britain‟s heavy-

handed Vernacular Press Act, 1878 was short-lived, various fines and punishments 
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continued to be meted out to journalists in Burma under the Criminal Code‟s treason and 

sedition provisions.  Within an ostensibly free press environment, control was also 

exercised through the Official Secrets Act, 1923 and the Burma Wireless Telegraphy Act, 

1933.  From a colonial perspective, such measures were justified in the name of state 

security: 

The British have had to undergo some scathing denunciation at the hands of 

certain Burmese writers whose articles appeared, among others, in the Saithan, 

New Mandalay surn (sic), The new light of Burma and the Dagon magazine.  

Fully four years before the war, Japanese paid propaganda, bitterly attacking the 

British and Chinese, appeared frequently in the Burmese vernacular press. (Hobbs 

1947, 112-113).   

  

The colonial period officially ended in 1948, but set the pattern for continued state 

oversight of the media as a matter of national security.  The Wireless Telegraphy Act, for 

example, was simply updated by the military junta with a 1996 amendment to include fax 

machines and computer modems.  This was strengthened by the Computer Science 

Development Law, first introduced in 1996, which made the unauthorized import, 

possession and use of computers with networking capacities punishable with sentences of up 

to fifteen years (Mizzima News Agency 2008, 9).  The Television Video Act, 1996 required 

all videos to be reviewed by censors, and video parlours to be licensed.  The most all-

pervasive press muzzle, though, remains the The Printers and Publishers Registration Act, 

1962, introduced shortly after the military coup.  Under the Act, all articles, films, songs 

and books must be submitted to a Press Scrutiny Board before publication (Chowdhury 

2008, 4).  Still in force today, the boards‟ slow-moving approval process makes daily 

news coverage all but impossible (Alampay, interview, 2008). 
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In addition to media law, the Emergency Provisions Act, 1950 prescribes fines and 

up to seven years imprisonment to anyone who “causes or intends to spread false news.”  

Sentences may be lengthened with additional charges under the Burma Penal Code, section 

109, which also allows up to seven years imprisonment for anyone who "spreads false 

information injurious to the state," as well as the Official Secrets Act, which at times has 

been liberally interpreted to forbid the sharing of documents of any kind, secret or not 

(Liddell 1997, 6-8).  These acts are frequently invoked not only against journalists, but also 

against their sources.  In this environment, there is little separation between the notion of 

journalist, activist and citizen: all share a dangerous stake in the common cause of exercising 

the right to communicate.  

 

Legal Environment – Outside Burma  

 Due to the severe restraints on freedom of expression inside Burma, many media 

activists work in exile from offices in neighbouring Thailand, Bangladesh and India.  

Burma News International counts eleven exiled news agencies among its members, but 

this represents just a fraction of the hundreds of small newspapers, websites and 

community radios operating along the borders, publishing and broadcasting in ethnic 

languages, as well as Burmese and English.  Here media activists are subject not only to 

the host country‟s publishing and broadcast laws, but also to myriad laws concerning 

immigration and state security, many of them punitive in nature.  Under pressure from 

Burma, which has trade ties with surrounding countries, state security forces regularly 

raid exiled news offices on the pretext of searching for arms and drugs.  An example is a 

raid on the Karen Information Centre in Mae Sot, Thailand, on February 4, 2010 (Kya 
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Kaw 2010, Mizzima News).  A great variety of laws and regulations can be called on to 

harass and intimidate exiles.  In 2007, Indian officials sealed the headquarters of Mizzima 

News, citing them for operating a “commercial activities” in a residential zone (Mizzima 

News 2007).  For stateless people, such occurrences are disconcerting to say the least; the 

implied message is that they are causing trouble for the host government and can be 

deported at any moment.  Most have temporary residency permits, and a few have 

UNHCR recognition as refugees, but there is no guarantee their papers will be respected 

by local authorities.  The Burma Journalists Association meets annually to discuss the 

sustainability of exiled media organizations, and in 2006 established the Burmese 

Journalist Protection Committee to intervene on behalf of these stateless media producers 

(Khun Sam 2006, Irrawaddy News). 

 

Ethnicity 

 In any discussion of media in Burma, it is important to recognize the role of 

ethnicity.  Burma is one of the most culturally diverse countries in Asia, home to all of 

the world‟s major religions and 135 recognized ethnic groups (plus numerous sub-

groups).  Major Indigenous peoples include Tai, Kachin, Karen, P‟ao, Rakhine and Chin, 

to name a few; additionally there are generations-old Chinese and Indian populations.  In 

several states, non-Burmese form the majority.  The ideas of diversity, plurality of voice, 

and decentralized power have always been at the crux of Burma‟s struggle for freedom.  

Indeed, it was the threat of greater constitutional powers for ethnic states, and decreased 

powers for a central army, that prompted General Ne Win to move against the elected 

parliament in 1962 (Yawnghwe 1987, 120). 
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To place the military view in context, the Burma Army was formed out of the 

Burma Independence Army, a fifth column for Japan during World War II.  Schooled 

abroad by Japanese officers, the BIA leaders came to value racial purity and national 

unity above all, a philosophy carried forward to the present day under the slogan „One 

Blood, Once Voice, One Command‟ (Allen 1984, 21).  Essentially, today‟s political 

struggle is a choice between „One Voice‟ and „Many Voices.‟  Indeed, the idea of cultural 

diversity is central to the ideals and practices of oppositional media.  Most dissident 

media groups publish newspapers and audio cassettes in local languages, for distribution 

inside Burma, along with English-language websites for global and inter-cultural 

communication.  There is a resistance to Burmese as a hegemonic language of 

communication, and as a hegemonic term for people from Burma.  Under these 

circumstances, ethnic-language broadcasting and publishing plays as large a role as does 

Burmese-language media.  Grassroots media producers occupy an important space in the 

movement to retain ethnic languages and cultures.  Their work reflects a collective ideal 

of Burma‟s democratic future as a nation founded by diverse cultures that enjoy mutual 

autonomy, peace and equality.   

 

Gender 

 While Burma‟s media activists have theorized a great deal about ethnic equity, 

discussion of gender equity appears to play a lesser role, from my observation.  While 

women work on the front lines of newsgathering and dissemination, in interviews at six 

exiled media organizations, I encountered just one woman holding a managing editor 

position.  Where women are involved, it is often through special effort.  Naw Chamu, 
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editor of Burma Issues, came across a journalism training notice that specifically stated 

women were strongly encouraged to apply.  This caused her to reflect on the fact that 

“there are very few women who work in the media in our [Karen] community,” leading 

to her decision to take the course (interview, 2008).  In my encounters with the exiled 

community over the years, one group that struck me as maintaining strong female 

leadership in media production was the Migrant Assistance Program, based in Chiang 

Mai.  In speaking with volunteers, I learned MAP specifically strives for gender parity on 

its media teams.  This involves recruiting and training women volunteers into positions 

that might be more quickly and simply filled by men, if no extra effort were made.  The 

status of women in media production reflects their role in the wider democratic 

movement – it cannot be taken for granted.  Organizations such as the Women‟s League 

of Burma and the Shan Women‟s Action Network have had to work hard over the years 

to ensure women‟s voices are present at the decision-making tables of popular 

movements.  This appears to be no different in the world of dissident media.                                    

 

Current Situation 

Despite terrifying legal constraints, journalists and media activists inside Burma 

continue to do their work.   In addition to state media organs, Burma has an estimated 

300 to 400 privately published journals (Alampay, interview, 2008).  The censorship 

boards scan each page for politically suspect content, as well as hidden messages and 

codes, especially in poetry.  Still, editors find ways to place important information in the 

public realm.  For example, although censors object to graphs illustrating inflation, some 

publications simply print commodity price lists week after week, allowing readers to 
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draw their own comparisons (Alampay, interview 2008).  Roby Alampay, Executive 

Director of the Southeast Asian Press Alliance (SEAPA), observes: 

They are very creative. They do see censorship as a cat and mouse game where 

they will always be one step ahead of the censors.  They push the envelope. 

(interview, 2008) 

 

Beyond pushing the envelope of legally sanctioned media, the people‟s determination to 

produce and consume independent media reaches even into Burma‟s notorious prisons.  

Blogger Zinn Lin, jailed in the early 1990s, describes how prisoners listened to BBC and 

VOA broadcasts on a smuggled-in radio, taking notes that were circulated among inmates 

in weekly news bulletin.  As well, various cell blocks regularly produced their own 

magazines.     

Only a single, handwritten copy of each issue was produced and circulated among 

political prisoners, with great care and at even greater risk to those who 

contributed their energies.  I myself was on the editorial staff of Cellblock No 3. 

We managed to bring out a monthly magazine named "The Tidal Wave" and 

another commemorating the 50th birthday of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, called "The 

Democracy Mothers' Day Magazine.”  In every issue, [imprisoned editor] U Win 

Tin contributed articles on current political questions as well as the contemporary 

history of Burmese political science.  Everybody in the cells was eager to read his 

articles. (Zinn Lin 2001) 

 

This style of underground journalism comes from experience.  In essence, the whole 

country is a prison, and similar tactics are employed throughout the land at great risk.  

Leaflets and posters are popular methods for spreading news.  Distribution tactics include 

tossing leaflets from speeding bus windows, or gluing them to the walls of public 

washrooms (Aung Zaw, interview 2008).  In the aftermath of the 2007 Saffron 

Revolution, street demonstrations were replaced by clandestine poster and leaflet 

campaigns that have continued to pop up sporadically throughout the country.  During 

one campaign, stray dogs appeared in Rangoon streets with pictures of military regime 
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leader Gen. Than Shwe strung around their necks (Alternative ASEAN Network on 

Burma, nd; AltSEAN 2008). 

In essence, digital technology has provided a global poster-board for challenging 

the regime in the international sphere.  In the opening days of the Saffron Revolution, net 

cafés and office computers were conduits for distributing pictures and stories to exiled 

media groups and bloggers on the outside (Zarni, interview, 2008).  Inside the country, 

dissident monks coordinated activities between cities by relaying messages through 

cleverly networked cell phone trees (anonymous, 2007).  After the military cracked down 

on Internet use, rented cell phones – which are difficult to trace – took over as an 

important tool for transmitting pictures and reports across borders, and remain so to this 

day.  Unorganized citizen journalists work in concert with underground stringers for 

exiled media agencies, ensuring the junta‟s abuse of power cannot remain hidden from 

the light of day.   

 

Future Prospects 

 There is perhaps no greater summary of the future of media in Burma than the 

words of Sein Win, managing editor of the Mizzima News Agency‟s Thailand bureau: 

Technology you cannot stop…It will keep flowing. They can stop [us] only for 

two or three days. But there are different options we can do…They just cannot 

stop us. Because of our commitment. (interview 2008). 

 

On July 27, 2008, several exiled media websites, including Mizzima.com, were the 

targets of a Distributed Denial of Service (DDoS) attack.  Within a few hours, the 

webmaster for Mizzima.com, working with a handful of volunteer IT specialists, was 

able to restore the site.  Then on October 8, 2008, a sophisticated cross-site scripting 
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(XXS) attack was launched from servers primarily located in Russia, where the Burma 

Army reportedly sends its IT specialists for training (Mizzima 2008, 72-73).  All the files 

on Mizzima.com were erased, replaced by an expletive-laden taunt against human rights 

activists.  By now, webmaster Ko Sai had already weathered one hack attack, and had 

developed a stringent backup system.  Once again, the site was restored and operating 

within hours.   As a result of the attacks, much was learned, including the importance of 

building a network among webmasters at the various exiled media sites.  Ko Sai 

summarizes: 

We also have to some kind of thanks to the hackers of our site because 

it…warned us that we have to do more things.  We have to prepare well. And we 

have to protect our website. (interview, 2008)       

 

 Dissident media adjusts to each setback, aided by today‟s panoply of media tools.  

For example, on September 26 and 27, 2007, the junta managed to shut down the 

Burma‟s entire Internet.  After that, the Internet came under greater scrutiny and control, 

and citizens could no longer easily stroll into a net café to file reports.   This was a wake-

up call for media activists in terms of strategy.  Mizzima began exploring satellite TV as 

an alternative to web-based TV, which relied on slow and vulnerable Internet 

connections.  Because of the popularity of international sports events, satellite dishes are 

ubiquitous throughout Burma.  In 2008, the Oslo-based Democratic Voice of Burma, 

began providing Mizzima ten minutes of satellite time daily.  The Mizzima TV broadcasts 

are an additional tool for helping information emanating from Burma flow back into the 

country on a wider scale (Sein Win, interview, 2008).           

 Meanwhile, exiled media activists await a return to Burma once freedom of 

expression is achieved inside the country.  They do not see themselves as separate from 
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the pro-democracy movement, although they reserve the right to critique the movement‟s 

leadership and policies.  “Burma as a democracy is a whole package.  Press freedom is 

one of the elements,” explains Aung Zaw (interview, 2008).  They will arrive armed with 

years of experience in a variety of media models, from community-based volunteer radio 

to more mainstream-style professional news organizations.  Journalists inside Burma are 

also waiting for change.  Based on his experience in 1988, Aung Zaw predicts that 

propagandistic newspapers operating inside Burma “could change within a few seconds,” 

because press freedom is well understood by Burma‟s people, even though they have 

been unable to practice it in recent decades (interview, 2008).  As was glimpsed in 1988 

and 2007, a great variety of media can be expected to flourish overnight.  But what kind 

of media will be allowed to take root?  Doubtless, there will be international support 

offered from the U.S., Britain, and other western donors to promote a mainstream, free 

enterprise media model.  Non-profit models – which most exiled media groups are today 

– may be pressured to conform to market dictates and to abandon their activist, grassroots 

style.  It is therefore highly important that volunteer grassroots media practitioners 

around the globe actively seek out solidarity with Burma‟s struggling alternative and 

activist media, so that the media landscape may remain as multidimensional tomorrow as 

it is today.                             
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