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Exploiting Ethnic Conflicts in Attempt to Consolidate Military Control

Research Methodology

The events reported in news media and the propaganda posted on pro-
military telegram channels monitored by Nyan Lynn Thit Analytica are 
analyzed with qualitative research method. The analysis will focus on the 
actual events and the exploitation by the military on these events.
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Summary

The Three Brotherhood Alliance (3BHA) which comprises of the Myanmar 
National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), the Arakan Army (AA), and the 
Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) launched assaults on junta bases 
and outposts in northern Shan on 27 October 2023, under the Operation 
1027. It was found that the military, known to regularly ferment ethnic and 
religious conflicts in the past, accelerated disseminating hate speech and 
propaganda after Operation 1027 had contracted its controlled territories. 
Specifically, the junta and pro-military Telegram channels which promote 
its actions have intensified their dissemination of hate speech and propaganda 
materials with the intention of amplifying ethno-religious tensions in 
northern Shan and Rakhine. 

As the 3BHA swiftly neutralized and captured territories in northern Shan, 
China was portrayed by pro-military telegram channels as being behind the 
Operation 1027. Moreover, the MNDAA’s attacks were depicted as an invasion 
by a Chinese ethnic group into the territory of Shan people. Following the 
commencement of Operation 1027, narratives claiming that foreign groups 
such as the Chinese and their ethnic groups, were invading Shan territories 
and oppressing the native Shan people gained prominence in the hate 
speech and propaganda spread by the junta.  Moreover, the junta was also 
found to be actively generating hostility by exploiting the existing tensions 
among Ethnic Revolutionary Organizations (EROs), including the MNDAA, 
TNLA, Kachin Independence Army (KIA), and (Shan State Progress Party 
(SSPP)/ Shan State Army (SSA). The junta also engendered antagonism 
between ethnic groups when the AA resumed its assaults on the military, 
capturing towns in Chin and Rakhine. Subsequently, the junta fomented 
discord between the AA and Chin people in Paletwa as well as spread 
disinformation which can cause the deterioration of inter-Chin relations. 
Similarly, pro-military telegram channels exacerbated existing ethnic and 
religious tensions and conflicts by portraying differences between northern 
and southern Rakhine and exploiting tensions between the Arakanese and 
other ethnic groups, particularly the Rohingyas.In order to incite conflicts 
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between Burmans and other ethnic groups, a narrative was propagated that 
ethnic revolutionary groups’ attacks targeted Burman-Buddhist. According 
to junta propaganda, MNDAA was reported to have prohibited Burmans 
from entering Laukkaing in northern Shan, outlawing the usage of Myanmar 
currency, and destroying the property of Burmans in the town. Additionally, 
a video of a person wearing MNDAA uniform smashing a Buddhist pagoda 
with a sledgehammer was shared widely on social media. In the face of this 
adversity, the junta’s propagandists promulgated the need for Burmans to 
stay united and encouraged counter actions such as taking revenge on 
Kokang people who had settled in Burman-dominated areas. Similarly, 
disinformation claiming that the AA massacred family members of the junta 
soldiers fleeing from a sinking military vessel was also spread. Concurrently, 
military supporters called for the campaign “to boycott Rakhine monti and 
other Arakanese delicacies”, deliberately sowing the seed for Burman-
Arakanese ethnic conflict. Ethnic Revolutionary Organizations were depicted 
as exploiting Burman-dominated People’s Defense Forces (PDFs) and bent 
on destroying Buddhism due to their hatred for it. According to military 
propaganda, Burman-Buddhists were urged to knit together against their 
enemies as they were the primary target of Ethnic Revolutionary Organizations. 
Moreover, Buddhism-based propaganda campaign was initiated to preserve 
the nation, religion, and sovereignty. The loss of military outposts and 
territories due to the advancement of revolutionary forces was portrayed 
as having adverse effects on national security. By highlighting ultra-Burmese 
nationalism and centralization ideology, the military was portrayed as an 
institution dedicated to protecting the nation, religion, and sovereignty, 
appealing the populace to support its actions. Meanwhile, Ethnic 
Revolutionary Organizations were depicted as furthering their own interests 
rather than those of the nation. This portrayal denigrated the actions of 
Ethnic Revolutionary Organizations and entrenched the military’s grip on 
power. 
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1. Discords Occurred among Ethnic 
Revolutionary Organizations in Northern 
Shan

Shan

Muse
Kutkai

Namkhan



1.1 Discords Arisen among Ethnic Revolutionary 
Organizations in Muse
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1.2 Discords Ensued among Ethnic Revolutionary 
Organizations in Kutkai
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1.3. Discords Emanated between Ta’ang and Shan 
Revolutionary Organizations in Namkhan
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1.4 Exploitation by the Junta

By utilizing disputes among Ethnic Revolutionary Organizations, pro-military 
Telegram channels attempted to disseminate the junta’s existing propaganda 
and generate ethnic conflicts. Tensions between the SSPP and the TNLA 
were exploited to portray the TNLA as an invader to Shan region and the 
military as protector of the region. According to the narrative created by 
the junta’s propagandists, Shan people are more inclined to support Burmans 
due to existing ethnic tensions between Shan people and Ta’ang people. 
Additionally, they stressed that the military plays an important role in 
repelling Ta’ang’s invasion. Pro-military Telegram channels also disseminate 
information which could intensify the hostility between ethnic groups, such 
as “TNLA is oppressing and murdering Shan people”, “TNLA is deliberately 
fueling a war to destroy Hsipaw which is the seat of Shan Sawbwas, while 
Shan youth would retaliate by burning down Ta’ang regions such as Namhsan 
and Manton”.  Simultaneously, Shan Revolutionary Organizations were 
portrayed as “incapable of defending their territories and kinsmen”, 
deliberately instilling in Shan people to retaliate against Ta’ang people. 

Similarly, the MNDAA’s military activities were also portrayed as the invasion 
of the Chinese and their ethnic groups into Myanmar’s Shan region. In this 
propaganda, Kokang were painted as China-backed outsiders while Shan 
people were portrayed as natives to the region. The junta’s loss of territories 
in northern Shan was exaggerated with the defeat being framed as if a 
foreign power were conquering Myanmar’s territories and threatening the 
country’s national security. 

Pro-military Telegram channels argued that “Ethnic Armed Revolutionary 
Forces prioritized ethno-nationalism over federalism and democracy, and 
the war they triggered was merely to advance their own interest”, thereby 
denigrating the actions of Ethnic Revolutionary Organizations. They also 
ventured to inflame ethnic tensions by arguing that an ethnic armed 
revolutionary group discouraged other ethnic people from settling in a city 
they occupied by practicing a heavy-handed policy. Furthermore, the group 
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was also said to be eroding other ethnic groups’ cultures, values, and 
identities. Pro-military Telegram channels praised the military for governing 
all ethnic groups without any discrimination and pointed out that areas not 
under the control of the military were more prone to ethnic conflicts due 
to the existence of armed groups. However, military supporters ignored the 
fact that for decades, the military has denied ethnic groups’ right to self-
determination and forbidden them from managing their own affairs and 
shaping their own destiny, in order to preserve their power and balance.
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2. Discords in Paletwa Township, Chin

In November 2023, armed conflicts in Western Myanmar resumed when the 
AA began its assault on military bases in Paletwa, Chin. After declaring that 
Paletwa was now free of junta forces on 14 January 2024, friction emerged 
between the AA, on one hand, and Chin Revolutionary Organizations and 
Chin ethnic groups, on the other. Frictions were also observed between 
various Chin groups. 

Chin

Paletwa
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2.1 Exploitation by the Junta

By capitalizing on tensions between the AA and Arakanese, on one hand, 
and Chin people, on the other, as well as on inter-Chin tensions, pro-military 
Telegram channels amplify existing ethnic tensions. Various accounts were 
concocted in which Chin people and their region suffered from oppression 
and exploitation by the AA. These accounts included anecdotes of Chin 
youth in Paletwa fleeing their homes due to the AA’s mandatory conscription 
of young people into its ranks, and Chin Defense Force’s (CDF) retaliatory 
response to this action was portrayed as the primary catalyst in rendering 
Paletwa into a battlefield. The AA was portrayed as responsible not only for 
bringing open warfare to Chin region but also for sowing division among 
various Chin groups and turning them against each other. Additionally, pro-
military Telegram channels mentioned that Paletwa was suffering from 
warfare more than Rakhine due to the AA’s military operation which intended 
to further Arakanese interests. Phrases such as “Paletwa is being used as a 
proxy battlefield”, “Chin people were killed and wounded while Arakanese 
are reaping profit” were employed not only to describe the conflict in 
Paletwa but also to turn one group against the other by comparing two 
ethnic groups. Chin revolutionary forces were blamed “for their inability to 
defend their own land”. This criticism also aimed to elicit their retaliatory 
reaction to the AA. Meanwhile, the AA was portrayed as also bent on “putting 
Mindat and Kanpetlet under its control and expanding its dominion within 
Chin region”. Moreover, these channels also intentionally disseminated 
rumors, stating that AA forced Khumi women to marry incapacitated AA 
combatants. 
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3. Discords between the Arakan Army and 
Rohingyas	

Rakhine

Kyaukpyu

Thandwe

Sittwe

Buthidaung
Maungdaw



20

Exploiting Ethnic Conflicts in Attempt to Consolidate Military Control



21

Exploiting Ethnic Conflicts in Attempt to Consolidate Military Control

3.1 Exploitation by the Junta

When analyzing the way pro-military Telegram channels’ portrayal of AA, 
these channels at first narrated the AA who prioritized Rohingyas’ interests 
over that of Arakanese in November 2023 when fighting resumed in Rakhine. 
For the next two months, these channels continued to accuse the AA of erasing 
Arakanese from their own land, handing the Arakanese land to Rohingyas, 
organizing Muslim militias, and attempting mix Arakanese with Rohingyas 
when the armed confrontation in Rakhine was gaining momentum. Bangladesh 
was identified as the primary supporter of the AA. On the other hand, the AA 
was also accused of letting young Arakanese men die in battles with junta 
forces. Subsequently, the AA forced Rohingyas to marry Arakanese women. 
Additionally, it was mentioned that the AA took control of northern Rakhine 
to protect and settle Rohingyas who were referred as invaders from religious 
and ethnic perspectives. However, starting from March, the narrative changed 
from “Muslim-backed AA furthering the interests of Muslims” to “Muslims 
suffering under AA’s oppression”. In March, around 100 Muslim youth under 
the military who were conscripted died in Ahngumaw battle. In response, 
pro-military Telegram channels denied that any Muslim had fallen during the 
battle, claiming that AA was afraid of Muslims siding with the military. On 19 
March 2024, the junta reportedly coerced Rohingyas in Buthidaung to organize 
anti-AA demonstrations. Meanwhile, pro-military Telegram channels 
exaggerated by framing it as “peace-loving Bengalis criticizing the actions of 
terrorists AA”. They also reported on anti-AA demonstrations held by Muslims 
in Sittwe on 21 March 2024 and the junta forces escorted these demonstrations. 
Moreover, destruction of Rohingyas’ lives and properties committed by the 
junta was repeatedly portrayed as if the AA was the culprit behind them. In 
April 2024, the narrative changed from “the AA promoting Rohingyas” to “the 
AA oppressing Muslims”. Moreover, phrases such as “AA is committing genocide 
on Bengalis”, “AA is targeting Bengalis” began to gain prominence. 

	 Moreover, the AA was also accused of involvement in narcotic 
trafficking and this narrative could also be found in the junta's media. pro-
military Telegram channels referred Tun Myat Naing as “the opium king”.
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4. Framing Burman-Buddhist Events to 
Escalate Tensions

4.1 Ethnic and Religious Tensions in Laukkaing, 
Northern Shan

Shan

Laukkaing
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4.2 Exploitation by the Junta

Following the onset of Operation 1027, pro-military Telegram channels 
portrayed the MNDAA’s combat activities as “an invasion by Chinese 
descendants who cannot speak Burmese or do not use Myanmar currency”. 
Additionally, this invasion was framed as the territorial reclamation of 
Chinese people in accordance with their ancient Chinese map. The channels 
incited Chinese-Myanmar conflicts by urging Myanmar people to be wary 
of this invasion and to protect their territories. Ultranationalists who support 
the military held protest events, urging China not to be involved in the 
northern Shan conflicts. In these events, Burmese-nationalist symbols such 
as Burmese language, Myanmar flag, and Buddhism were used extensively. 
The MNDAA were also accused of discrimination and oppression targeting 
Burmans. The channels also triggered Chinese-Myanmar conflicts by claiming 
that only Chinese and other ethnic people were accepted in Kokang while 
Burmans were not welcomed; only Chinese Yuan is recognized as the sole 
currency; and that Chinese is forcibly used as the conducting language in 
schools”. These claims were also depicted as the destruction of cultures 
and values of native people, employing the distinction between Chinese 
and Burmans as well as native and non-natives. 

After the video of an individual in MNDAA uniforms smashing a pagoda with 
sledgehammer went viral on social media, pro-military Telegram channels 
perpetuated ethnic and religious tensions by spreading the video. During 
January 2024, pro-military ultranationalists condemned the MNDAA 
throughout the country. They also disseminated hate speeches delivered 
by ultranationalists, Naymingyi Sayardaw from Pa-O region and U Wasawa 
from Sagaing’s Kanbalu, who leads militias. Pro-military Telegram channels 
claimed that “more than 200,000 monks had already enlisted to receive 
military training” to compel young people to accept military conscription. 
Furthermore, Ethnic Revolutionary Organizations were depicted as heretics 
and threats to Buddhism. They also highlighted the allegations that the 
MNDAA’s leaders ordered to wipe out Burmese cultures and Buddhism in 
their controlled areas. The disunity of Burmans fueled the MNDAA’s actions 
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against Burmans, and in future, Burmans would be expelled from their own 
country; the Shwedagon Pagoda would be destroyed. Meanwhile, the military 
junta and Burmans were described as neutral to ethnic minorities. In 
contrast, the MNDAA was portrayed as an organization actively undermining 
the interests of Burmans and Buddhism.  

Pro-military Telegram channels reported that Kokang people were furious 
of the MNDAA’s action against pagoda in Laukkaing, fearing that Burmans 
would inflict retribution upon them. They also reported that “Kokang people 
from Mandalay, Mogoke, and Pyinoolwin condemned the destruction of 
Buddhist pagodas”. Kokang people who didn’t participate in the 
condemnation were accused as complicit in defaming Buddhism. They also 
asked for the expulsion and murder of Kokang people who lived in Burman-
dominated areas. They claimed that “the destruction of Burman residence 
in Laukkaing didn’t go down well with Burmans,” and they are preparing 
to take retributive actions on Kokang people residing in Mandalay, Mogoke, 
and Yangon. 

The ethnic revolutionary forces’ attacks against the military were distorted 
and framed in ethno-religious terms, implying that the forces were mere 
rebels furthering their own interests. Moreover, Burmans and other ethnic 
groups were set against each other by stating that Burman PDF were being 
exploited by ethnic dictators and Ethnic Revolutionary Organizations were 
turning Burmans against Burmans. The military who had oppressed ethnic 
minorities for decades was portrayed as the benevolent institution protecting 
the union and governing all ethnic groups without privileging one group 
over another. Employing the existing military propaganda, the capture of 
territories by ethnic revolutionary forces was portrayed as not just the loss 
for the military but the loss of all Myanmar citizens and a threat to the 
sovereignty of the nation. 
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4.3. Tensions between Burmans and 
Arakaneses in Kyauktaw, Rakhine. 

 

Rakhine

Kyauktaw
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4.4 Exploitation by the Junta

Capitalizing on this incident, pro-military Telegram channels framed the 
clash between the junta and the AA as an ethnic conflict between Burmans 
and Arakanese. They also accused the AA of massacring Burmans to stir 
ethnic conflict, by concealing the fact that AA had rescued junta soldiers’ 
families. They repeatedly put forward the narrative that “Arakanese had 
violently murdered Burmans because of their hatred for Burmans” to 
exacerbate animosity toward Arakanese among the populace. Moreover, an 
attempt was made to sow division between Arakanese from southern and 
northern parts of Rakhine. Prominent military supporter Bullet Hla Swe 
expressed his aversion for Arakanese by saying that he did not want to eat 
Rakhine monti or even see an Arakanese anymore. Anti-Arakanese posters 
were shown up in Yangon and Mandalay, and their contents were distributed 
online by pro-military Telegram channels. In addition, the military was 
praised for aiding Arakanese during Arakanese-Rohingya conflict and in the 
aftermath of Cyclone Mocha, while the AA was denounced for not displaying 
any gratitude for such assistance.   
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5. Conclusion 

Ethnic and religious conflicts have been plaguing Myanmar for decades and 
the junta constantly monitor ethnic and religious tensions in order to exploit 
them in advancing their interests and consolidating their centralized control. 
Spring revolution forces4 should develop concrete policies and comprehensive 
roadmaps to avoid committing ethnicity-based oppressions, to reduce 
animosity between ethnic groups, and to prevent ethnic conflicts and 
violation of human rights norms. Even if precautionary measures were in 
place, an individual from an ethnic group or an organization could violate 
human rights norms. In this scenario, relevant stakeholders should coordinate 
on conducting unbiased investigations and apprehending the culprit. 
However, it should be noted that portraying an individual's wrongdoing as 
the misdeed of the whole ethnic group could lead to ethnic conflicts. 
Similarly, collaborators with the military junta – whether they do so due to 
coercion or voluntarily – should not be depicted as representatives of their 
whole ethnic group. Moreover, leaders of revolutionary forces should keep 
in mind that what they post or write on social media could be interpreted 
as rules of engagement by their subordinates. Instead of expressing an 
individual view on social media, a response should be made only after 
holding inter-group negotiations and forming a consensus on what to do.

After losing a significant amount of territory, the junta denigrated actions 
of revolutionary forces and highlighted their role in national politics in a 
positive light. In addition to tensions existing between Burmans and other 
ethnic groups, ethnic groups around the country also occasionally disagree, 
collide, and clash with one another. The best way to solve this kind of issue 
is by holding frequent transparent dialogues among stakeholders, taking 
an extensive amount of time. Incitement could not only inflame the existing 
animosities but also amplify the conflict. It cannot be concluded that a 
centralized political system imposed by the military could lessen ethnic 
conflicts, subsequently stabilizing the country. 
4 Spring revolution forces include those who has taken part in the revolution since before the 2021 military 
coup and continue to do so after the coup, organizations and individuals participating in various sectors in the 
Spring revolution.
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Leading revolutionary forces should be noted that there are few places in 
Myanmar where an ethnic group resides alone, recognizing the heterogenous 
composition of ethnic groups. Subsequently, revolutionary forces must 
acknowledge that disagreements could arise from individuals who differ in 
ethnicity, religion and belief. In addressing these disagreements, it is essential 
to provide every individual and group with equal opportunities to express 
their beliefs, needs, and policies. Concerned revolutionary groups should 
strive to strengthen all-inclusive dialogues. 

Revolutionary forces should bear in mind that deviation from revolutionary 
norms must be prevented at all costs. The peaceful coexistence between 
different ethnicities and religions, a key goal of the revolution can only be 
achieved through freedom of expressions and transparent negotiations 
among different stakeholders.
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