
 

 

The Little Burmese Tea Shop 

A “Political Menu” 
“Tea plays a very important part in the social life of 

Burma. A pot of green tea refilled again and again, 

is the hub of many an animated circle of 

conversation.   

There are also pickled tea leaves, soaked in good oil 

and served with such garnishes as sesame seeds, 

dried shrimps, roasted beans, peanuts and crisp 

fried garlic. 

It is indispensable as a traditional offering of 

hospitality, either as a conclusion to a meal or as a 

savoury snack between meals. Friends’ gathering at 

teashops is so popular a pastime the expression 

"teashop sitting" is practically a verb in its own 

right. It is in teashops that people exchange news 

and, when it is not too dangerous an occupation, 

discuss politics. In fact there is an expression 

"green tea circle" which implies an informal 

discussion group."  

Letter from Burma No 21  

By Aung San Suu Kyi 

The Fighting Peacock flag of Burma’s students. 

“A fighting peacock wins or dies, it never gives up”. 

 

The dramatic events of 1988, in which an estimated 
10,000 peaceful protesters were brutally murdered by 
the military regime, are said to have originated in a 
"fracas in a tea shop". Tea shops, traditionally the hub 
of political life in Burma, were then subject to the 
blanket censorship unilaterally imposed by the regime 
in all walks of Burmese daily life.   

By recreating our very own Little Burmese Tea Shop, 
we hope that you will be able to catch a glimpse of 
traditional Burmese Culture that was threatened under 

military rule. While sampling Burmese tea and snacks, 
take a moment to ‘use your liberty to promote theirs’ 
and increase your awareness of oppression through 
reading our “political menu. 

Burmese Green Tea 
 In keeping with tradition, this is: 

 (Donations are always welcome) 

~A Brief History~ 
Burma, once "the rice bowl of Asia", has been devastated by 55 years of military rule. Since the 1962 military coup there has 

been a total disregard for human rights, education, health; gross economic incompetence, and rule by fear and violence.  

 In 1988, as the economy crashed and political resistance grew, a new movement of students and workers emerged, 

culminating in mass demonstrations on 8th August 1988. Violent repression by the junta resulted in some 10,000 non-

violent protestors being killed.  

 To everyone’s surprise the junta allowed elections in 1990, when Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s party - the National League 

for Democracy - won over 80% of the vote. But the military response was simply to ignore the result. Daw Aung San Suu 

Kyi spent 15 years under house arrest, and many of her NLD colleagues were imprisoned.  

 Fuel price hikes sparked popular protest in September 2007, Buddhist monks became prominent in these protests which 

shifted to demands for regime change. Monks became the targets of the regime’s brutal repression - many Monasteries 

were destroyed by the junta.  

 In May 2008 Cyclone Nargis inundated the Irrawaddy Delta region of Burma, the unofficial death toll was 140,000 people. 

The regime denied the severity of the disaster, and obstructed aid - domestic and international - from reaching the victims. 

Two weeks after the cyclone, victims were evicted from shelters to make way for polling stations on the 2008 Constitution.  

 Since 1996 the military had been re-writing the constitution, excluding the NLD and ignoring ethnic interests. Ethnic 

groups have been calling for a Federal solution since the Panglong Agreement of 1947 with General Aung San. The 2008 

Constitution gives the military 25% of seats in Parliament (and over 75% are required to change the constitution). It 

prohibits Daw Aung San Suu Kyi from becoming President. It allows the military unlimited unregulated budgets, places 

the military above the law, legalizes military coups, and gives the military control over the Home Affairs Ministry (which 

controls the police and appoints the regional administration) as well as the Border Affairs and Defence Ministries. 

 The NLD boycotted the 2010 elections after election laws meant that they would have to expel Aung San Suu Kyi and 

leading NLD members. Not content with 25% of seats reserved for the military, the junta’s USDP party massively rigged 

the elections, to win 76%. Aung San Suu Kyi’s sentence expired 1 week after the election. In April 2012 her NLD party 

won 43 out of 45 seats in a by-election and she became leader of the opposition in Parliament with just 7% of seats. 

 In March 2011, the Burma military broke a 22 year long ceasefire with the Shan State Army North and then in June 2011 

they broke a 17 year long ceasefire with the Kachin creating over 100,000 refugees. Major attacks continue in 2017. 

 In June and October 2012 conflict between Rohingya Muslim and Rakhine Buddhist communities was provoked in 

Rakhine State, displacing 140,000 mainly Rohingya refugees. Anti-Muslim violence spread to other parts of Burma in 

2013 inflamed by a nationalist “969” extremist campaign spreading false conspiracy theories about Muslims in Burma. 

 International aid charities were attacked by Rakhine mobs in 2014 and aid to Rohingya remains very restricted.  



 

 

 In 2014 Burma broke promises to allow self-identification of ethnicity in an internationally funded census. Rohingya 

refusing to register as “Bengalis” were excluded from the census and face continuing intimidation by authorities.  

 In 2015 thousands of Rohingya and Bangladeshi’s were stranded at sea, after Thailand found mass graves from trafficking. 

 In October 2016, the killing of 9 border officers and 4 soldiers, by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army, a small new 

Rohingya militia led to massive “clearing operations” by the Burma military. UN investigators have described it as 

“Devastating cruelty” :“ mass gang-rape, killings – including babies and young children, brutal beatings, disappearances 

and other serious human rights violations by Myanmar’s security forces.”. 75,000 more Rohingya fled to Bangladesh. 

Aung San Suu Kyi is not cooperating with further UN investigations in fear of Arakan nationalists. Kofi Annan chairs a 

commission advising her on improving conditions in Arakan but it won’t investigate the human rights abuses. 

 In April 2013 the EU lifted the last of its trade sanctions, apart from the arms embargo in support of political reforms, 

whilst ignoring its own benchmarks and the increased military offensive against Shan and Kachin ethnic nationalities. 

 In March 2015 students peacefully protesting to improve education, were very violently arrested by the authorities. 

 In October 2015, President Thein Sein rushed a Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement to help his own election prospects, but 

the Burma military’s refusal to allow 3 ethnic national armies to sign the agreement led to the majority of other major 

ethnic armies not signing it in solidarity with those still under attack. This caused a split between those who signed and 

did not sign. Many Karen were unhappy at their leader signing the agreement. It currently complicates talks in 2016. 

 In November 2015, the NLD won a landslide of 86% of seats in a full election, giving them a supermajority in Parliament 

that outweighed the 25% reserved military and other elected seats, allowing the NLD to choose the President. 

 The NLD took office in April 2016. The 2008 Constitution still barred Aung San Suu Kyi from Presidency. U Htin Kyaw 

a widely respected former political prisoner and trusted advisor of Aung San Suu Kyi became President. A new Prime 

Minister like role, called a State Counsellor was created for Aung San Suu Kyi, despite strong objections from the military. 

 In January 2017, U Ko Ni a prominent Burmese lawyer and Muslim, who was a major advisor to Aung San Suu Kyi on 

the constitution and the creation of the State Counsellor role, was assassinated at Yangon airport.  

 On taking office Aung San Suu Kyi immediately facilitated the release of all the students that were arrested March 2015, 

but existing laws means the police (still under military control) arrest more worker and student activists.. Initial reforms of 

these laws by the NLD do not meet international standards. Article 66 (D) is now  frequently used by 3rd parties to arrest 

people critical of the military, nationalist monks or even Aung San Suu Kyi and does not allow bail.  
 Aung San Suu Kyi is now holding “21

st
 Century Panglong Conferences” every 6 months, with ethnic nationalities to 

further peace talks and political discussion of a federal system, that ethnic nationalities have long called for, and her father 

General Aung San promised in the Panglong Agreement of 1947. The sincerity of Burma’s military in peace talks, 

remains in grave doubt as it has attacked Shan, Kachin, Arakan, Kokang and Palaung ethnic nationalities in 2017, killing 

and torturing civilians and causing even more refugees. Major attacks often seem aimed at sabotaging peace talks.  
 What’s improved in Burma ? 

There has been a significant improvement in freedom of the press and political discussion in central Burma. Even once 
banned exiled media can now be published in Burma. People are no longer afraid to discuss politics. Burma now has a 
democratically elected Parliament. The new legitimacy of Parliament is respected by both ethnic national armies and also 
activists, giving them hope for the future. Existing laws, the police and a bureaucracy, still under the military controlled 
Home Affairs ministry remain a threat to activists’ and the press’s freedom in practice. Workers are beginning to demand 
better labour conditions, farmers are demanding that the military returns confiscated land. The international community 

now has more opportunity for engagement and investment. Conditions for the majority Burman 
ethnic group have improved. The state Buddhist authority has now banned the main nationalist 
“monk” organisation but it reformed under a new name and will form a political party. 

What's wrong in Burma? 
Ethnic states make up 60% of Burma’s land and 40% of its people. Many have claimed autonomy 
but this has been denied. They are rich in natural resources, but the Burma military wants them. 
The military has been particularly oppressive towards ethnic minority groups, creating "free fire 
zones" in minority areas and forcibly relocating and stealing land from hundreds of thousands of 
farmers and villagers. Over 3,700 villages have been destroyed and displaced in Eastern Burma. 
There have been massive refugee crises on Thai, Bangladesh and now Chinese borders. Attacks on 

ethnic minorities increased under the previous Thein Sein government. Villagers are subjected to forced labour, beatings, 
torture, rape and murder where the Burma military is active. Military spending has seriously deprived education and 
healthcare. The military cynically exploited nationalist monks spreading fear against a Muslim Rohingya minority, to try to 
win votes in the 2015 election. Amnesty International has described Burma as a country where torture is an institution. As 
of end May 2017 there were 40 known political prisoners with a further 198 activists facing trial, but hundreds more 
activists and ethnic minorities are arrested in Arakan, Kachin and Shan states, with exact numbers remaining unknown.

                     What you can do                                     
 Come to the Speakers Forum at Glastonbury to learn more about Burma.  

 Write our postcards for the release of political prisoners and sign our “Support  Peace & Justice in Burma” petition  

 Host your own Burmese Tea Party. Further info at our website: (www.thelittleburmeseteashop.wordpress.com) 

 Burma Campaign UK (www.burmacampaign.org.uk) have a No Prisoner Left Behind campaign with a monthly prisoner. 

 Donate to charities helping ethnic people: Health & Hope  (www.healthandhope.org) primary healthcare, education, 
development for the poor in and around Chin State. Free Burma Rangers (www.freeburmarangers.org) back pack 
emergency medical aid and humanitarian relief in Burma and recently Iraq.  

http://www.thelittleburmeseteashop.wordpress.com/
http://www.burmacampaign.org.uk/
http://www.healthandhope.org/
http://www.freeburmarangers.org/

