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Issue-1
When Political Repression Backfires

Scholars and researchers alike have long 
puzzled over whether brutal repression 
undermines mass uprisings or emboldens 
even more courage and determination of the 
popular movements, thereby undercutting 
the regime's legitimacy and precipitating the 
governmental overthrow. Conventional 
wisdom suggests that brutal repression 
weakens mass movements. However, as 
pointed out by social scientist Brian Martin, 
violent oppression could paradoxically pro-
duce backfire effects. Martin examines why 
some mass movements succeed at making 
violent repressions backfire and why others 
did not. At the same time, the author also 
studies the causes of the backfire. Similarly, 
Erica Chenoweth (2018), a renowned scholar 
of social move-ments, studied 100 nonvio-
lent anti-regime campaigns, including a 
time-series analysis of 342 events that took 
place between 1946 to 2006.
Chenoweth identifies three critical factors 

that are decisive in causing the violent 
repressions to backfire. These include 1) 
sustained campaign participation, in terms of 
both size and diversity (for instance, the 
ability to sustain over one million participants 
and use diverse forms of struggle); 2) loyalty 
shifts within the regime elites, security 
forces, and civilian administrators of the gov-
ernment mechanisms; and 3) withdrawal of 
support from the regime's powerful foreign 
patron states which provide political, eco-
nomic and diplomatic assistance. If all three 
factors are present, the probability of sup-
pression leading to a backfire is over 85 
percent. Even when there are no loyalty 
shifts among the regime elites, security 
forces, and civilian leaders, as well as the 
regime foreign patron states continue their 
support, the chances of success for a nonvi-
olent campaign is 20 percent, provided that a 
high degree of campaign participation is 
sustained (please see the diagram).

  Does it matter?

Chenoweth's (2018) study of repression-led 
backfire matters because it draws on earlier 
protests to provides insightful information on 
how the three factors mentioned above could 
be achieved. For example, the study shows 
no evidence for loyalty shift or the regime 
loyalists changing sides happened due to the 
international pressures, international 
sanctions, and the regimes' brutal oppressions 
and crackdowns. The study notes that 
defections by regime loyalists can take place 
under this condition: when the mass 
movements are sustained and become more 
tactful, and the activities of the movements 
are known to the wider public and becoming 
unconcealable (perhaps through the local 
news, including social media networks) even 

under the brutal suppression. Likewise, the 
study also suggests that continuous coverage 
of massive nonviolent campaigns on 
international media can lead powerful foreign 
patron states of the regime to withdraw their 
support. On the other hand, the study warns 
that if the foreign patron states of the regime 
do not see a robust and reliable leadership of 
the mass movement, they may be hesitant to 
withdraw their support. The study also 
highlights that if the popular campaigns are 
highly disorganized and lack a centralized 
leading body, the foreign patron states may 
not be able to identify the actors with whom 
they may deal in the future and, as a result, 
making them difficult to shift their support to 
the people.
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Figure -	 Estimated effects of Campaign Size, Regime Foreign Patron States’ 
Withdrawal of Support, and Security Force/Regime Elites Defections on 
Viability of Nonviolent campaign success (Source: Erica Chenoweth)
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Officials Defect

Where all the three conditions are met,
the mass campaign's success rate is 85 percent. 

  Is it relevant to Myanmar?

The study is very relevant to Myanmar. Over a 
million people have participated in the 2021 
mass protests- The Myanmar Spring Revolu-
tion - and the protesters have tactfully used a 
wide variety of methods. These range from the 
mass banging pots and pans to the mass 
protests on the roads and streets across the 
country. However, the movement could be 
more effective if the protesters could use more 
variations of tactics. The timely coverage by 
the international media and social media 
networks, in particular Facebook, has placed 
significant pressure on the regime supporters 
ranging from the Chinese Government to 
those who are hesitant to change sides toward 
the people. 

However, the pressing issues here include: 
how would China and ASEAN countries assess 
whether the Myanmar mass uprising has a 
centralized leading body; and what are the 
current 

relationships or what dynamics are likely to 
emerge between these countries and the 
Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw 
(CRPH), a rival parliament established by the 
protesters.

One other method widely used in the 2021 

Myanmar protests is what the protesters 
termed “social punishment,” by which individu-
als shun and penalize those allies with the 
military regime and civilian officials who do not 
join the mass Civil Disobedience Movement 
(CDM). The study does not cover whether 
previous mass campaigns have used “social 
punishment,” whether it is effective, and the 
consequences of employing this kind of pun-
ishment. This dynamic could be an important 
variable for further future research.
The key takeaway of Erica Chenoweth’s re-
search work is to make repressive actions 
backfire: the most crucial factor is to sustain a 
high level of campaign participation and use 
diverse and tactful forms of struggle. 
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