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Min Zin is a PhD candidate in Political Science Department at University
of California, Berkeley. He is also a regular contributor to The Foreign
Policy’s Transition Blog. He serves as country analyst of Burma/ Myan-
mar for several research foundations including Freedom House. He took
part in Burma’s democracy movement in 1988 as a high school student
activist, and went into hiding in 1989 to avoid arrest by the junta. His
underground activist-cum-wriler life lasted for nine vears until he fled to
Thai-Burma border in August 1997. His writings appear in Journal of
Democracy, Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, The Foreign
Policy, The New York Times, The Irrawaddy. The Bangkok Post, Far
Eastern Economic Review, Wall Street Journal, and other publications.
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Preface

This book is a collection of articles | wrote for Foreign Policy’s Democracy
Labfrom January to June of 2012. These articles engage with a broad spectrum
of issues facing Burma as it struggles with its transition. The topics discussed
in my articles range from civil war to social movements to sectarian conflicts
to the opposition’s politics to foreign policy. | have tried my best to present
a critical point of view in each of these pieces.

In addition to my articles, the collection includes interviews | gave to
Burmese media outlets.

| wish to thankForeign Policy's Democracy Lab and its partner Legatum
institute for giving me the apportunity to publish my articles about Burma on
their influential platform. Special thank goes toChristian Caryl, my editor at
FP, for his caring, patience, sensitivity and professional suppert, which
wereindispensable for my work. [ want to express myappreciationto FP for
granting permission to publish the Burmese translation of my articles in this
volume.

| also would like to thanks the translators, proofreaders, and publisher
for putting up with my delays and their persistent effort to get this book out.

Most importantly,J want to express special thank to my wife and daughter
for their love and support. \

| dedicate this book to my late parents: my father U Myan Than, who
taught me to love knowledge, and my mom Daw Toe Toe Yee, who showed
me what courage means in life. Both passed away when | was in exile.

Min Zin
May 2%, 2015
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Burma’s moment of release

| didn’t sleep at all last night. But it was worth it. | spent the night
speaking with former friends and colleagues in Burma who were released
from prison at midnight here on the West Coast of the U.S., where | live.
(That was early in the morning local time.)

Yesterday | received a message from the family of Min Ko Naing
(shown in the picture above back in 2007). You probably haven't heard his
name unless you're Burmese. But within the country he’s widely known as
the second-most-important opposition leader, right after Aung San Suu Kyi.
As the head of the national student association back in 1988, he organized
many of the demonstrations and protests against the generals that rocked
the country that year. His name, Min Ko Naing, means “Conqueror of the
King,” so the presence of that name on many of the leaflets that called upon
people to resist had a certain symbolic resonance.

When the military cracked down, shooting thousands of unarmed
demonstrators, heiwas a prime target for arrest. His first sentence in jail,
which started in 1989, lasted for 15 years. Upon his release, he reorganized
the veterans of the 1988 student groups into a new movement and launched
a series of public campaigns calling for a national reconciliation. In 2007,
when Buddhist monks led the people to another mass protest that came to
be called the “Saffron Revolution,” he again played a major organizing role.
He landed in jail once again — this time with a sentence of 65 years. His
alleged crime was sending and receiving e-mails considered “detrimental to
national security.”

Open Minded Media Group
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What the message from his relatives told me was the news that
we've all been waiting to hear for weeks: Min Ko Naing’s family members
had been informed that the authorities were about to free him, along with a
long list of other famous prisoners. For some time the government had been
dropping hints that a major release of political prisoners was on the way.
According to the rumors, the big day was supposed to be Jan. 4, Burma’s
Independence Day. But it came and went with only an announcement of a
reduction of sentences for some of those in jail. That was a big disappointment.
People were wondering whether this meant that all of the government's recent
promises of liberalization were a hoax.

But suddenly the story took a different turn. After sending me the
message, Min Ko Naing’s relatives set off for the prison in central Burma
where he was laocked up. They took up position outside the entrance of the
jail and waited. And then, at 10 AM local time, Min Ko Naing came out, a
free man. Thousands of local people came out on to the street and greeted
him. His family took him to a house in the nearby town.

They had given me a phone number, and finally, around midnight in
California, | made the call. | was expecting to hear the voice of the man
whose number I'd been given, but it was Min Ke Naing himself who ansvisred.
I immediately recognized his voice. Back in 2004, | was the first person to

Open Minded Media Group
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interview him when he was released from jail then. Now, a few hours after he
walked out of jail, | was on the phone with him again.

It was a surreal moment. It was hard to believe that it had finally
come. As we spoke, a crowd of ordinary people and media, thousands
altogether, were gathering outside the house he was sitting in, desperate to
hear what he had to say.

His first concern, he told me, is to make sure that the rest of Burma'’s
political prisoners are freed. This morning’s release involved hundreds of
them, including some of the most important leaders of ethnic resistance
groups and some of the Buddhist monks of the Saffron Revolution, But there
are still dozens in jail.

He also stressed the need to end the government’s continuing war
against the Kachin ethnic group in the north of the country. This, he said, is
crucial if President Thein Sein really wants fo demonstrate his commitment to
changing the oldways. Finally, he said that government needs to show that its
“sc-called reforms,” as he called them, really benefit the general public.
Freeing prisoners is important for its own sake, he said. But we shouldn’t
give the government a pass just because it does that. We should expect
more.

The conversation lasted 20 minutes. He closed by telling me that
he had to go speak to the assembled crowd. You could hear the people’s
excitement in the background. As | hung up, | couldn't entirely suppress a
feeling of guilt. Many of the people | demonstrated with back in 1988, like
Min Ko Naing, have spent decades of their lives injail. I've lived a different life
in exile, trying to gain skills that might one day come in handy back at
home. What I've always said is that | would be ready to go back once all of
Burma’s political prisoners are released. After yesterday’s events, I'm
seriously thinking about whether it's time to head home.

Min Ko Naing was only the first of the ex-prisoner | spoke with last
night. Many other conversations followed, and somehow | never quite
managed to get to sleep. I'm looking forward to many more sleepless nights
in the weeks ahead,
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Burma: Movement on Sanctions

On Monday (Jan. 16), U.S. Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell,

on a visit to Burma, met for the first time with opposition leader Aung San
Suu Kyi.

McConnell, the Senate’s leading Republican, called it “an emotional
moment,” and said that both of them had probably thought “that we were
never going to meet.” “It's an incredible day," he continued.

McConnell, who has long been one of the biggest supporters of
Burmese democracy movement, also welcomed president Obama’s decision
to restore full diplomatic relations with Burma last week. (That, of course,
was in reaction to the Burmese government’s release of hundreds of political
prisoners and its conclusion of a cease-fire agreement with the Karen ethnic
rebel group.) The Senator said that he is also convinced that Burmese
President Thein Sein is “a genuine reformer” after meeting with him in the
capital of Naypyidaw. McConnell also hinted that sanctions on Burma could
be eased or lifted following the April by-election, which Aung San Suu Kyi
(known to the Burmese as "Daw Suu”) and her supporters are going to
contest.

McConnell laid out three criteria for the removal of sanctions. First,
the government should accept the presence of international observers at the
April by-elections. Second, it should stop fighting with the country’s ethnic
minorities. And third, it should end its murky relationship with North Korea.

More importantly, the Senator said he would take advice from Daw
Suu on the sanction issue. Many U.S. lawmakers share McConnell's
optimism.

This is pretty remarkable stuff. McConnell is the architect of
sanctions against the Burmese junta. The Burmese military and some foreign
experts have tended to see him as a hardliner, a staunch advocate of tot.gh

measures against Burma’'s rulers.
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Other countries are already forging ahead. Australia eased travel
restrictions against Burmese officials in early January. Norway has decided
to lift trade and investment sanctions. Some members of the European Union
are considering whether to start lifting sanctions against Burma as early as
February to encourage the reform process.

Now some of my own sources in Washington tell me that it's possible
there could be a gradual lifting of some elements of the wide-ranging American
sanctions against Burma, which include an arms embargo, bans on imporis
and investment, a ban on visas for senior government officials, and financial
sanctions against regime leaders and their cronies.

The first thing to go would be a removal of the visa ban against
officials. It would allow U.S. lawmakers to invite members of the Burmese
parliament to the U.S. to provide them with exposure to democratic
institutions. Then, depending on the results of the April-by election, President
Obama can decide whether he wants to renew the investment ban, which
runs out in May. Obama could also lift the 2007 presidential executive order
that imposed financial sanctions against the regime’s officials for their
crackdowns against Buddhist monks and protestors in the same yzar.

Open Minded Media Group




www.burmeseclassic.com

Wave or Eddy? : Analysis of Burma's Transition 15

Aside from this, though, other changes in the sanction regime, such
as the arms embargo, are not likely to take place soon. Meanwhile, most of
the major sanctions against Burma require congressional action, since they
were passed into law by the Congress.

Some lawmakers are skeptical. lleana Ros-Lehtinen, the Republican
chair of the powerful House Foreign Affairs Committee, has criticized U.S.
concessions to the Burmese regime as premature. As a result, it's entirely
possible that some of the sanctions could continue right up until the next
general election in Burma in 2015.

In any event, McConnell will be meeting Daw Suu several more
times to coordinate the process. One can only hope that he'll with meet
other stakeholders in the country, including representatives of the ethnic
minorities and the leaders of the 88 Generation Student Group.

*
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Burma: The war that won’t stop

As | write this, Burmese government troops are still staging attacks
on the Kachin ethnic rebel group — even as the two sides have been trying to
conduct negotiations in the Chinese city of Ruili, just over the border. The
new Burmese president Thein Sein, an ex-general, has publicly ordered the
army to stop its offensive twice (once in mid-December, and more recently
last week). But the army has kept fighting.

Khin Yi, the minister of immigration and population in the government,
was recently forced to confess that the president's orders had not “reached
the grassroots level.”

In 1994, the Burmese army and the Kachin Independence Army
(KIA) agreed on a ceasefire. It held for 16 years. Then, in June 2010, the
ceasefire broke down. The war that has gone on since then has caused over
60,000 peopie o flee the fighting.

The KIA, which has 10,000 armed troops (see photo above) and
operates in northeastern Burma along the border with China, questions the
government's sincerity. Yesterday | managed to call Gen. Sumlut Gun Maw,
the vice chief of staff of the KIA and one of its most influential leaders, who
spoke to me from his headquarters in the city of Laiza. “The new government
tells the international community that it is all for peace, peace, and peace,”
the general said. “But right now there are still 48,000 soldiers, or 120
battalions, attacking us and trying to encircle us.”

Since 2009, the Burmese military has pressured no less than 17
armed ethnic groups to lay down their arms and accept a new status as
“border guard forces” under the military’s direct control. But some of the hig
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rebel groups— including the: KIA's political wing, the Kachin Independence
Organizatiom (KIO) — refused to give in to the junta.

Aften the military succeeded im cracking down on the Kakang ethnic
group's bases along the China-Burma border in mid-2009, the generals were
emboldened andilaunched a major offensive against the Kachin in 2010.
Gun Maw told me: that the: Kachin regard the ceasefire offers they're now
getting from the:govermment as awarmed-up version of an earlier truce deal
that existed before: the borden guand plan. The new govermment, which came
into power last yearn, abandoned that plan after it met with massive resistance
from the: ethnic armies. Gum Maw says that the government is merely
attempting to undo the damage it did to the ethnic groups in 2009-2011. He
beiieve§ the generals simply wami to hold the minaority groups at bay for a
time as theytry to improve: their interational image.

Im early Januany;. the: Burmese: government reached a preliminary
ceasefire agreement wittyanother big ethmic rebel force, the Karen National
Uniom, whichis basediimsoutheasterm Burma: near the border with Thailand.
The Burmese: government! is: clearly desperate: to give the impression that
the countryis at peacebefore it assumes the chairmanship of the Association
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of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and hosts the group’s summitin 2014,
The government is also well aware that ending the violence in the ethnic
areas is one of the conditions the U.S. administration has set for removing
i1s sanctions against Burma. And when the head of the Burmese military
visited Beijing recently, the Chinese also pressured him to find a solution to
Ihe continuing instability along the border between the two countries. The
Chinese have not been happy with the flow of refugees over the border. They
are also worried about the potential disruptions of Chinese economic and
strategic interests, including the Sino-Burma gaé and oil pipelines that pass
through the Kachin state.

The talks between the KIO and the government ended Thursday
without a ceasefire being reached.

“The major hurdle in the way of a ceasefire deal was that the Burmese
negatiating team did not have a mandate to promise the withdrawal of troops,”
said Gun Maw. He told me that an enormous number of Burmese troops
have pushed into the Kachin region since the start of the offensive in 2010.
I'he Kachin see little point in negotiating unless the government is prepared
lo reduce that presence.

A brief statement jointly issued by both sides said that negotiations
will continue. Still, the general told me, “Kachin resentment against the
Hurma military is very high because they have committed many abuses
ngainst the local population.” He said that many Kachin villagers are criticizing
their political leaders for entering talks with the Burmese army.

Given the geopolitical pressures and the incentives offered by the
West, it seems likely that both sides will eventually be forced to come to
larms. But a lasting peace will never take hold unless the government can
lind a way to respect Ihe autonomy of the ethnic groups in this multi-ethnic
country. And the cycle of conflict will drag on and on.
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Who's to blame for Burma’s
economic misery

Last week the International Monetary Fund (IMF) released a
statement saying that Burma has a chance to become “the next economic
frontier in Asia.” But the IMF went on to note that the country can realize its
potential only “if it can turn its rich natural resources, young labor force, and
proximity to some of the most dynamic economies in the world" to its
advantage.

Inaword, it's up to the government.

Contrary ta what you might think from the headlines, it's not western
sanctions that are causing Burma’s economic woes. It's government policy.
The Burmese govemment's Industry Minister, attending the World Economic
Forum in Davos last week, admitted as much when he responded to a
journalist who asked whether the country has done enough to get U.S.
sanctions lifted: “We have a lot of things to reform and lots of things have to
change: laws, regulations and institutions, not only in the political sector
but also in the economic sectors. But sanctions are up to them.”

In 2004, the well-known U.S. economist Jeffrey Sachs wrote that
sanctions against Burma had “systematically weakened the economy by
limiting trade, investment and foreign aid.” It's an argument that many critics
of sanctions have made.

The media love to use terms like “pariah,” "isolated,” and “closed”
whenever they describe Burma and the effects of sanctions on the country.
If the term “pariah” denotes a country that utterly disregards international
norms and behavior, and correspondingly meets with unrelenting censure
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from the international community, then that's a pretty good fit for Burma. But
when the word is used in a way that's supposed to characterize the country’s
overall economic position (invariably in combination with words like “closed”
and “isolated”), then it doesn't describe the situation at all.

According to the Economist Intelligence Unit, in 2010 Burma’s
exports and imports stood at $8.7 billion and $4.9 billion respectively. That’s
higher than the data for some of the comparable members of the Association
of Southeast Asia Nations (ASEAN), such as Cambodia and Laos.
Meanwhile, many experts caution that the official figures for Burma’s exports
fall far short of the real numbers because they don’t cover the value of timber,
gems, narcotics, rice, and other products smuggled to neighboring countries.

As far as foreign direct investment (FDI) is concerned, Burma reached
a record high in 2010-11 of almost $20 billion. That's more than the figure in
the same year for Southeast Asia’s latest investment darling, Vietnam.

These facts suggest that Burma's exposure to trade and FDI is
higher today than ever before, and even higher than that of some comparable
ASEAN countries. In this light it becomes extremely hard to argue that
sanctions have deprived Burma of FDI and trade, much less that Burma is
“isolated” or “closed.” (This also offers an eloquent commentary on how
ineffective the sanctions regime has actually been.)

Of course, sanctions do have negative effects on the economy (for
instance, job losses in garment industry after the 2003 sanctions imposed
by the U.S.), and there are many spillovers to other sectors, ranging from
education to the growth of civil society. But the government cannot use
sanctions as an excuse for its mismanagement and kleptocratic corruption.
Given this extent 6f economic involvement with the outside world, Burma
should boast a good growth rate and corresponding improvements in the
lives of its citizens. But the socioeconomic indicators tell a different story.
Forinstance, since 1988 Burma's GDF has grown at an annual average rate
of 2.9 percent, the lowest in the Greater Mekong Subregion. The 2010 UNDP
Human Development Index ranked Burma 132 out of 169 countries. The
country is the lowest in Southeast Asia (Lacs and Cambodia ranked 122
and 124 respectively). What's wrong with this picture?
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The problems are twofold. First, the regime has tailored trade
liberalization policy-to benefit the natural resource extraction sector. The
FDI that has come into the country has also focused on natural resource

extraction and hydropower. Agriculture and manufacturing received a mere
one percent of FDI because of the many problems that plague these sectors,

including poor infrastructure, unfavorable exchange rates, electricity
shortages, the lack of skilled workers, and so on and so forth. Since the
natural resource extraclion sector is capital intensive, most of the benefits
go to those who own the capiial. And that means the military conglomerates,
which control almost all the capilal in a society that is starved of private
capital. As result, the disinbution of income is highly uneven. The military
takes the biggest share and most of the population never sees any benefit.
Second, the regime does not re-invest that revenue in education, health
care, ar necessary infrastruciure. Instead, for example, it has plowed money
into building the wasteful new capital Naypyidaw al a cost of about 1 te 2
percent of GDP, according (o the IMF. By the government’s own ofiicial
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statistics, it allocated 23.6 percent ($2 billion) of the 2011 budget to military
spending, while the country spends a mere 1.3 percent on health ($110
million) and 4.13 percent ($349 million) on education. Some experts estimate
that actual military spending amounts to as much as 60 percent of the
overall budget. No wonder the country is mired in poverty.

The IMF's statement calls on the Burmese government to use
revenues from natural resources “to build human capital and infrastracture.”
The Fund describes these as the “key priorities to alleviate poverty and
reduce bottlenecks to industrialization.”

Burma'’s third session of Parliament, which opened last Thursday in
Naypyidaw, is now set to discuss the budget for the 2012/2013 fiscal year.
This will be a litmus test for the new pseudo-civilian government. We will
soon see whetherit_.
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Burma’s rebels: Women demand
a say

Generally speaking, women have not exactly been conspicuous
among the leaders of the ethnic minorities that are at odds with the Burmese
central government. But that may be changing.

In late January, a group representing the Karen, ane of the higgest
ethnic groups in Burma, issued a statement calling for women to be given a
bigger role in the peace talks between Karen rebels and the government.

“Our concerns must be brought to the negotiating table, and the
abuses we have suffered must be redressed and prevented once and for all,”
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Naw Zipporah Sein, who is the General Secretary of the Karen National
Union (KNU), told me on the phone. She was speaking from a town on the
Thai border. (The photo above shows a Karen girl in a refugee camp in
Thailand.)

Before she was elected to that post in 2008 she served the head of
the Karen Women Organization (KWO). It was under her leadership that the
KWO published a widely noted 2004 report entitled “Shattering Silences,”
which decumented 125 cases of the systematized rape and sexual abuse
of women allegedly committed by Burmese military troops in Karen State
over a twenty-year period. Today, despite her unprecedented leadership
position in the KNU, Zipporah Sein told me that she's still unhappy with the
status of Karen women. To the injury of malireatment on the battlefield by
government troops comes the insult of inadequate representation in the ruling
circles of the rebel leadership.

The KNU, one of the most powerful rebel groups in Burma, has
been fighting for ethnic autonomy since 1948. The government recently
announced that it had concluded a cease-fire deal with them. A few days
ago, however, it was none other than Zipporah Sein who called that agreement
into question. The New York Times quoted her as saying that “[we] still need
1o discuss the conditions.”

Efforts to stop the fighting drag on. As the latest in a series of fragile
ceasefire deals, the Mon ethnic group, which operates along the Thai-Burma
border, announced last Wednesday that it reached “a preliminary ceasefire
agreement” with Burma's pseudo-civilian government.

Similar agreements have been struck recently between the
government and other ethnic rebel armies, including the Shan State Army-
(South), the United Wa State Army, and at least seven other armed groups.
I'he one major exception is the continuing war between the Kachin and
government troops.

Unfortunately, the participation of ethnic women in these confiict
resolution processes is disturbingly low. ltis a tragedy that the people who
have suffered the most from these conflicts are those who seem to have the
|east say in the process of their “resolution.”
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At least a dozen reports over the past decade — many of them
produced by the women’s groups associated with the ethnic minorities —
have accused the Burmese military regime of systematically allowing
government troops to commit rape with impunity in order to terrorize and
subjugate the ethnic populations.

Since March 2010, when the current president Thein Sein took office |
in Burma, the Women’s League of Burma, which brings together
representatives of the major ethnic women organizations, has documented
81 rape cases in Shan and Kachin States. The League repeated its
allegations in a letter it sent to U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton last
Navember, just before she made her historic visit to Burma.

According to a report by the Kachin Women’s Association of |
Thailand(KWAT), some women were gang-raped by Burmese military troops
in front of their families as the military regime waged harsh offensives against
Kachin rebels starting in 2010. According to Shirley Seng, the KWAT
spokeswoman, although the Kachin rebels and the Burmese government
are holding talks, the abuse of women goes on. “Since 2010, large numbers
of Burmese troops have entered the Kachin villages,” Ms. Seng told me.
“Wherever they are stationed, they abuse our women and girls.”

UN Security Council resolutions have specifically called for women
to be involved in the peace process because that means that talks will |
address the issues that directly affect women.

On Sunday, the UN’s Special Rapporteur on the situation of human
rights in Burma, Tomas Qjea Quintana, ended a fact-finding visit in the country
by calling on the Burmese government to acknowledge its past human rights
violations — and those committed against women in particular. The
government, he said, will have to acknowledge its responsibility for the
“violations that people have suffered” in order to “ensure national reconciliation
and to prevent future violations from occurring.”

Considering what they've gone through, it seems only right that
women should not only have the chance to shape the conflict resolutios
process but also the nation-building effort that is yet toc come — assuraing

that all goes well, of course.
*
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Burma: How to end a civil war

On Sunday, President Thein Sein gave a speech on the occasion of
the 65th anniversary of Burma’s Union Day. There are several reasons why
this speech is worth noting. The president said that his government is holding
talks with armed groups aimed at securing “eternal peace,” an effort that
requires the “participation of the entire national people.” In effect, he was
vowing to end the civil war that has plagued Burma for more than sixty
years. (For an official copy of the speech, see here.)

Perhaps the most attention-grabbing fact in his message was the
president’s reference to the Panglong Agreement, the 1947 deal reached
with the country's disparate ethnic groups by independence leader Aung
San. It was this agreement that formed the basis for the union between the
majority Burmans and the ethnic minorities.

Despite this, it's been quite a while since the country's leader was
willing to give a positive mention to the Panglong Agreement in a Union Day
speech.

In his Union Day messages, Than Shwe, the leader of the military
junta, not only passed over the Panglong Agreement in silence, but also
refused to mention the role of Aung San, who happens to be the father of
Burmese opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi. (She's shown in the photo
above, against the backdrop of an image of her father.)

Instead, Than Shwe rather bizarrely preferred to invoke “anthropoid
primates” discovered in Burma “40 million years ago,” his rather peculiar
way of asserting that Burma has a long and continuous history and that ail
of its people are unified. Anthropologists and historians found this sort of
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thing bemusing at best. Burma's ethnic minorities took it as an absurd
insult to their search for equal rights and autonomy.

In contrast, Thein Sein’s message acknowledged both Aung San’s
leading role in working toward “national solidarity” and the Panglong
Agreement itself. If the president's words can be taken to mean that he
accepts the principle of multi-ethnic agreement as the nation’s organizing

principle (rather than Than Shwe’s program of coercive domination by the
majority), then this speech potentially marks a big step toward reconciliation.

The civil strife in Burma has its roots in a lack of credible commitment
hy the government. The leaders who ruled Burma after Aung San’s
nssassination in 1947 refused to honor the Panglong Agreement. The ethnic
minorities felt betrayed, and launched struggles for equal rights and autonomy.
Burma descended into one of the longest civil wars in the world.

When the military seized power in 1962, they did so under the
pretext that this was the only way to prevent the disintegration of the Union.
(What the ethnic minorities were actually demanding would have been
tlescribed in most places as “federalism” — hardly a subversive notion in
iself.) Successive military regimes violated the spirit of the Panglong
Agreement and committed unspeakable atrocities against ethnic grouvps.
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No wonder the problem of mistrust of the government remains such a big
issue.

In recent months the Burmese government has struck a series of
fragile ceasefire deals with at least seven armed ethnic groups. It has been
holding talks with some of the others. Many ethnic leaders — those who
have negotiated ceasefires as well as thase who have not — have told me
that they wonder whether these truce agreements will lead to genuine political
solutions.

There is a widespread anxiety that the government will again renege
on these deals when the former generals feel that they have gained adequate
international legitimacy and are confident in their ability to shape the domestic
political scene. Given their bitter experiences at the hands of past regimes
dominated by the majority Burmans, the ethnic groups definitely have a
right to worry.

President Thein Sein’s rhetoric should be welcomed as animportant |
step toward ending this crisis of trust. But he has yet to walk the walk. The

international community should craft its incentives carefully to deter the
president from reneging on his stated commitment by making the solution
of ethnic strife a key benchmark for judging Burma’s progress.
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Burma’s workers push back

As | write this, about 2,000 Burmese workers in a town on the
outskirts of Rangoon are continuing a strike at the Chinese-owned Tai Yi
slipper factory. (The photo above shows a worker at a garment factory in
Rangoon.)

“This could be the biggest labor strike since oil workers went on
strike and marched in protest against the Burma Qil Company and British
colonial rule in 1838," Phoe Phyu, a young lawyer who represents the workers,
told me earlier this week. “More than 80 percent of the workers joined the
strike.”

The walkout started on Feb. 6, when the company refused to pay
five days of wages that it had deducted for a holiday to mark the Chinese
New Year, which is not officially recognized in Burma. _

An industrial worker in Burma earns about $50 to 60 per month. All |
workers have to work overtime, and draw on hard-to-get performance bonuses |
to make around 60,000 to 70,000 kyat ($75 to $87.50) a month.

The workers from Tai Yi factory are now demanding a 100 percent
hike in their hourly wages from 75 kyat (less than 10 cents) to 150 kyat
(30.18).and an increase in their monthly bonuses from 6,000 kyat ($7.50) to ‘
8,000 kyat ($10). After a series of negotiations between the owner, government ‘
officials, and the workers’ representatives, the company only agreed to raise |
the hourly wages by 25 kyat ($0.03). This incredibly low-wage situation for
ordinary workers shows that poverty is deepening and inequality is widening
in a country where you have to pay a minimum of $625 minimum for imiobile |
phone service. The workers turned down the company’s offer. |
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Meanwhile, the company is trying to get the workers to knuckle
under through a variety of threats, including reducing the supply of water to
the dormitory where they live. The Tai Yi case was submitted to the
government's Trade Dispute Committee late last week for arbitration. But
Phoe Phyu has few hopes for a positive outcome.

“As my past experiences have showed, the regime’s Labor Ministry has not
given any support to the workers,"” he told me. “The chance that the strikers
will win a fair settlement is very slim.”

Although there have been some labor protests in Burma’s industrial

towns over the past few years, the current strike is significant not just because
it's the largest one 4o take place in the country for several decades, but also
because it's taking place in the context of a new law introduced last year by
the government. The law legalizes labor unions but stipulates that they have
to have the approval of the official Labor Union Federation if they want to
stage a strike. And since the government has not allowed any labor unions
to register under the new law, the individual workers are technically not
entitled to stage a strike.

“The law prohibits continuing a strike once the case has been
submitted 1o the Trade Dispute Committee,” female strike leader Moz Wai
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told me on the phone. “Even though the law does not protect us, we've
vowed that we'll go on fighting for our basic rights.”

So far the government has avoided using force against the workers,
since it can't do so without contradicting the rhetoric of reform that it has
been using to buff up its image at home and abroad. The workers are also
receiving growing support from members of the general public, who have
been providing them with water and foed. The activists are using that support
to push the limits of what is allowed by the powers-that-be. Political scientist
Kevin O'Brien has dubbed this approach "rightful resistance,” his name for
action that “operates near the boundary of authorized channels.” This is
exactly what we are now seeing in Burma.

Rightful resistance aiso emboldens activists like Phoe Phyu, who
has represented political prisoners, farmers, workers, and the poor in hundreds
of legal cases. It helps him to leverage the reform rhetoric of the government
for the sake of his causes.

Phoe Phyu, who has been detained three times for his advocacy
work (including a year spent in prison starting in 2009), is feeling the wind in
his sails. “Earlier, when | was a trouble-making lawyer, | didn’t get much
help,” he says. “Now a growing number of my colleagues in the legal
community are supporting me.”
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Reading the tea leaves in Burma

| recently heard an odd story from a source very close to the
government in Burma. The source predicted a serious bout of palitical |
instability for the country in June 2012. The cause, he said, will be neither |
an Arab Spring-style mass uprising nor a resurgence of civil war in the |
country's borderlands. ;

The reason, he said, is that the health of Thein Sein, our general-
turned-civilian-president, is set to go downhill about then.
| asked the source how he knew this.

“This is what an astrologer has been telling us for the past few
months,” he replied. !

Really? _

“Yes. It comes from the chief astrologer, the one that the top brass
rely on.” '

| sighed. This is the Burma that | know only too well.

By now it's no secret that Burmese rulers are deeply superstitious,

Suu Kyi, and reversing her karma.
So we shouldn’t dismiss this latest prediction with a derisive laugh.;
The ruling elites take their soothsaying extremely seriously
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coughing a lot during the meeting. The president, who suffers from heart
disease, received a new pacemaker during his recent visit to Singapore. But
the same source says that Thein Sein doesn’t feel “comfortable” with it.

In a meeting with a dissident early last month, a cabinet minister who is a
close aide of Thein Sein also expressed concern about the latter's health.

However, the president's speech on Thursday, which lasted almost
an hour,showed him to be in relatively good shape. He only made a few
throat-clearing coughs halfway through, and then again near the end of the
speech. (The photo above shows him greeting members of parliament just
before it.) +

Let's suppose that the astrologer’s prediction turns out to be true.
Past experience, shaped by Burma’s tradition of personalized rule and weak
institutions, suggests that we are likely to see the rise of hardliners and an
intense power rivalry within the regime. Though Thein Sein has officially
denied that there are any opponents of reform in the administration, several
govemment insiders have told me and other observers that there are elements
withim the regime who are not happy with the president's course. Apparently
they have even tried te bring the former dictator Than Shwe back into play as
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a way of foiling or at least slowing down the reform process.
That is why Aung San Suu Kyi recently cautioned that the reforms are not
irreversible: “Ultimate power still rests with the army so until we have the
army solidly behind the process of democratization we cannot say that we
have got to a point where there will be no danger of a U-turn.”

If the death of a key player complicates Burma'’s fragile political
fransition, a number of scenarios are possible: splits or purges, the emergence

of a new autocrat, military intervention, or a popular uprising. Worse still, |

these scenarios are not mutually exclusive.

As long as reform in Burma is based on personalities rather than |

institutions, any abrupt change at the top can trigger instability. We probably

don't need any astrologers to understand that, though. Reading history ought |

to be enough.
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Aung San Suu Kyi takes
her case to the nation

On March 14 Burmese state TV allowed something that would have
been unthinkable just a few months ago: it broadcast a speech by opposition
lnader Aung San Suu Kyi. Her speech, which was leaked online a few days
narlier, was parly censored by the authorities, who deleted some unflattering
references to the still-powerful military.

But even the broadcast version enabled Suu Kyi, who is running
nlong with other members of her party in the much-anticipated parliamentary
hy-election on April 1, to deliver a powerful message to a national audience.

In her speech, she said that her party, the National League for
Nemocracy (NLD), will pursue three priorities should it achieve a presence
in parliament: It will work to promote the rule of law, to end the civil war, and
to amend the 2008 constitution that grants 25 percent of the seats in
parliament to the military without any of its candidates having to stand for
wlection. Aung San Suu Kyi also pledged to support market-oriented
nconomic reform, improvements in education, language rights for ethnic
minorities, greater gpportunities for young people and women, and freedom
il association for labor unions and farmers.

These are all issues that will no doubt resonate with the majority in
itus ill-fated country. But how is the NLD supposed to achieve them even if it
(jots all 47 of the seats that it hopes to win in the election?

The current parliament, created after a 2010 election that took place
nccording to rules laid out by the same military regime that has controlled
Hurma since 1962, is dominated by the generals and their stooges. It's not
[ust that a quarter of the national assembly is reserved for members of ine
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military. About 80 per;:em of the remaining 498 seats are controlled by the
Union Saolidarity and Development Party (USDP), the tame party of the old
junta. So it’s hard to imagine how Aung San Suu Kyi will be able to deliver !
on her campaign promises unless the military cooperates.

So why, then, should we care about these elections at all?

First of all, the generals want to show that they're capable of holding
free and fair elections, since that's the only way that they'll getthe U.S. and |
the European Union to lift the sanctions they imposed on Burma years ago. :

For that reason, I'm inclined to think that the election is likely to be:
conducted in an internationally acceptable manner — at least on the day of
voting, and perhaps with some local exceptions. Although there are some
reports of irregularities with voter lists in the run-up to the elections, sources
in the government say privately that they wouldn't even mind if the NLD wins
half of the contested seats, since that would lend additional legitimacy to:
the whole process. '

But Suu Kyi is aiming for a sweeping victory, treating the by-elections
as a referendum of public support for her leadership. Some analysts estimate
that the NLD can win up to two-thirds of the available seats.
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| believe that the NLD will fare very well in the races held in the main
cities, but I'm afraid that the party candidates will run into problems in some
1ural constituencies. The reasons are simple: intimidation and bribery.

The USDP in the countryside has both a strong grassroots
organization and a lot of financial power. Farmers and the rural poor are
nxpected not to disappoint local party bosses politically if they want to avoid
harassment, and sometimes they even benefit from a bit of microcredit
ndministered by its strongmen. The USDP's local thugs are notorious for
Iheir sanctions against opposition supporters. In a recent interview with the
Voice of America (Burmese Service), the USDP campaign chief for Rangoon
uaid that his party will seek votes from the public by going door to door in the
neighborhoods (and by that he doesn’'t mean just handing out campaign
Ilterature). The rural people who live in remote and scattered communities
can expect the ruling party to wield both incentives and punishments to
dissuade them from voting for the NLD.

Aung San Suu Kyi is well aware of such techniques. In one of her
public speeches, she advised people to pretend to be fearful of the authorities
il they are pressured to vote against their will — and then to vote for the NLD.
1he NLD can hope for a sweeping victory only if people practice what political
nclentists call "sincere voting” — votes from the heart. Let's see if they can
et away with it.
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Aung San Suu Kyi’s strategy
for change

Aung San Suu Kyi and the National League for Democracy never
fail to surprise the pundits. When the NLD (whose symbol is shown in the
photo above) won 43 of the 45 seats up for grabs in the April 1 by-elections,
the result caught most observers off guard. Most of them had expected the
party to fall short of overwhelming victory. As | noted in my previous post,
lhis victory demonstrated that people of Burma were prepared to practice
"sincere voting” in the by-elections, defying various forms of government
pressure to vote for the woman many of them call “Mather.”

What happens next is much harder to predict. The NLD and its
parliamentary group now face the challenge of actually trying to effect change
in a system defined by the authoritarian constitution of 2008. The constitution
guarantees the military political supremacy and ensures the domination of
parliament by the Union Salidarity and Development Party (USDP), the
military's proxy party, by giving it 80 percent of the seats. In short, the
incent “flickers of progress” in Burma have not substantially contributed to
nolving the country's two most intractable political problems: the lack of
democratic governance and the failure to provide autonomy for its many
othnic minorities. +

But this doesn’t mean that the recent changes ushered in by
I'resident Thein Sein, a former army general who is also the leader of USDP,
are insignificant. Burma now finds itself at a crossroads, confronting a
fundamental choice between democracy and a new version of
nuthoritarianism. While the euphoric headlines suggest that the country is
hoading down the former path, the current institutional arrangement actually
points toward the latter one.
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In his inauguration speech on March 31, 2011, Thein Sein urged all |
parties to “work together in the national interest” rather than engaging in
opposition to the government. The leaders of parliament aiso discourage |
members of the smaller parties represented in the body from using the word
“opposition” in parliamentary debates. Meanwhile, local media tend to use
the phrase “national interest” quite broadly without really explaining what
they mean by it.

So how will Aung San Suu Kyi deal with this rather daunting situation?
She appears to have adopted a dual-track strategy, one that places equal |
emphasis on participation and contestation. The first part of this approach,
to be pursued by the NLD members in parliament, focuses on working within
the existing legislature, bureaucracy, and judiciary, despite their obvious '
democratic deficits. The idea here is that you won’t be able to effect
constructive change in these institutions without building their capacity to
implement policy, and you can only do that by giving them incentives to ;
behave as if they were in a real democracy. This strategy operates under the
assumption that the present transitional stage is very fragile, and that an all-
too-adversarial approach could provoke undesirable side effects. If the
opposition pushes too hard for far-reaching change (such as amendiag the
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2008 constitution or establishing a genuine federalist system), it could prompt
hardliners within the military and the USDP to bring the reforms to a
screeching halt.

This does not mean that Aung San Suu Kyi and her entourage will
have to subordinate themselves completely to the current corrupt system.
I-ven as the NLD parliamentary delegation works within the tight constraints
of the non-democratic parliament, the party can still use its presence in civil
nociety and the media to challenge the poor governance of the regime. To
name but one example, they could confront the endemic corruption of the
legime as a way of supporting the true rule of law.

If the NLD manages to strike this delicate balance between
participation and contestation, it could succeed in gradually steering Burma
away from Thein Sein’s updated version of authoritarianism (what he calls
“thsciplined democracy”) toward genuine democratization.

The international community can also play a positive role in Burma
by encouraging the regime's reformists with selective incentives for any
uteps toward democratization. If the balance of power within the regime tips
In tavor of the moderates, that bodes well for progress toward democracy.
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Happy Burmese New Year!

The Burmese New Year Festival has begun. Thagyamin, King of the
Celestial Bodies, has come down to Earth. The day of his arrival is known
as the Day of Descent, which was on April 13 of this year according fo the
Western calendar. There is the day of his departure from Earth, the Day of
Ascent (April 16), and the day in between (sometimes two days, like this
year), the Day of Sojourn. The day after his departure marks the first day of
the Burmese New Year (April 17).

Khin Myo Chit, a leading writer of postcolonial Burma, tells us that
[hagyamin is “responsible for seeing that people live in accordance with
Buddha's way.” His name is cited frequently in everyday conversation: To
prove their honesty, the Burmese commonly say, “Thagyamin knows I'm
lolling the truth.” During more desperate times, they may utter “May
Ihagyamin help me out of this.”

The New Year Festival, known as “Thingyan” or “Thingyan Pwe,” is
nol, strictly speaking, a religious event. Neighboring Southeast Asian pecples
nuch as the Thai, LTao, Cambodians, and the Dai people of Yunnan Province
in China also celebrate similar New Year Water festivals. People throw water
on one another to wash away the sins of the previous vear. At the same
lime, the festivities serve the practical purpose of relieving people from the
hoat, since April is the hottest month of the year in tropical Asia.

What's really warth noting, though, is that the Burmese version of
(he festival is changing. Over the past few years Thingyan has grown wilder.
(irony-run businesses sponsor free outdoor concerts, and the water hoses
uned to shoot at roving revelers seem to be getting more powerful a¥ the
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time. Observers have noted that the water festival, increasingty marked by
binge drinking, revealing clothing, and street fights, has been the only outlet
for the people to vent their frustrations after decades of military rule.

This year the country has undergone a rapid political thaw, and that, |
too, is having an effect on Thingyan. The most notable sign is that the
government has removed a 23-year-long ban on thangyat chanting, rhymed
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couplets that are sung to the beat of a traditional drum on festive occasions.
Thangyat chants are the heart and soul of the New Year Festival,
The performance criticizes and makes fun of the foibles of society, a sort of
verbal version of cleansing by water. Done properly, thangyat jokes are fun
and fairly light, and the whole genre can be regarded as a particularly
entertaining form of traditional performance art. Some famous political
activists, such as former student leader Min Ko Naing, were thangyat
performers in the 1980s. The ruling junta that seized power in 1988 did net
find their satirical criticisms amusing, however, and banned the performanies.
Thangyat chanting survived only in exiled dissident communities.
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The retumn of thangyat troupes baosts the legitimacy of the nominally
civilian government, which has just received a big gift from British Prime
Minister David Cameron, who promised the suspension of sanctions during
his historic visit to Burma this past Friday. The most popular troupe for this
year's festival chose to express a collective appreciation of the reforms by
naming itself the “Well-Done-Indeed Thangyat Troupe.”

The Burmese believe that when Thagyamin comes down to the human
realm, he brings with him two books, one bound in a dog-skin parchment,
the other in gold. In the dog-skin book he records the names of those who
have committed bad deeds during the course of year, while in the gold one
he writes the names of those who have performed acts of merit. He must be
happy this time around, since this year he's presumably got a lot of new
names to add to the gold book. Happy New Year, everyone.
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Picking the wrong battle

On April 23, 43 members of the National League for Democracy
(NLD}) are supposed to take up their seats in Burma’s national parliament.
But before they can do that, they have to swear an oath. Now NLD leader
Aung San Suu Kyi has started a fight over its wording.

The MP-elects have refused to take the pledge because it requires
Ihem to state that they will “uphold and abide by the Constitution of the
Union.” The constitution in question is the one that was adopted in 2008 as
the result of a process orchestrated by the then-ruling military junta and
denounced by most outside observers as illegitimate. During the recent
olection all the NLD candidates campaigned on a promise to amend this
constitution. In a recent meeting with President Thein Sein, Suu Kyi asked
that the text of the oath be changed from the present version to one that
nlipulates only “respect” for the constitution.

The present standoff was preceded by a lot of complicated
maneuvering that probably isn’t worth going into. Suffice it to say that it will
he almostimpossible for the NLD leader to get her way unless the government
nmends the consfitution itself accordingly. While some sources suggest
that Thein Sein might be willing to concede the point, it will be very hard for
him to do so without causing considerable discontent among other members
of the ruling elite.

While the NLD has threatened to boycott parliament if its demand
Isn't met, Aung San Suu Kyi has tried to avoid saying this all too directly.
"We won't say we are not attending parliament,” she told Radio Free Asia i
nn interview on Thursday. "We will attend after the oath [is amended].”
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This is an unfortunate strategic blunder for the leader of the NLD,/
She has put herself in an unnecessary dilemma. First of all, the point af
hand is largely symbolic. Semantic issues in politics are usually abou
saving face. Vowing to “uphold and abide” the constitution does not mea ]
that the opposition can't try to amend it later. A quick look at the texts of
other countries’ oaths of office shows that words like “uphold” and even
“defend” are commeoenly used, but such language has never prevented anyon &
from proposing constitutional amendments.

Second, the timing is bad. When she reached her pre-election deal
with the regime to change the Party Registration Law so that the NLD could:
run, Aung San Suu Kyi should have known that the language of the oath
appears not only in the Party Registration Law but also in the constitution.;
If she wanted to make an issue of it, she could have done so then. Now she.
should just ignore it for the sake of establishing normal working relations:
with the incumbent legislature and the govemment.

Third, Suu Kyi has picked the wrong person as her interlocutor. She!
is relying too heavily on the president and the executive branch. Amending}
the constitution is a job that should be carried out by parliamentarians;
While there is a clear institutional and personal rivalry between the executive
and legislature branches, Suu Kyi's personal approach to the president could
backfire. Rather ominously, a high-ranking officer has now seen fit to statethat
the army is determined to protect the constitution (and, along with it, the!
military’s dominance in politics). In an interview last month, Htay Oo, the
leader of the military-aligned party that holds the overwhelming majority of:
the seats in parliament, told FP that he sees no need for an amendment.
Given the enormous humiliation inflicted on Htay Oo's party by the NLD in}
the election just past, Aung San Suu Kyi’s insistence on a semantic issug
will be viewed in some quarters as rubhing salt into the losers’ wound.

In short, while fuffilling the NLD’s demand might make many members!
of the opposition feel better about their implicit cooperation with government!
institutions, hardliners within the military and the regime are likely to gain
powerful ammunition in their fight against Thein Sein. If the president and hig
fellow reformers compromise on this issue, they expose themselves io the

Open Minded Media Group



www.burmeseclassic.com

l Min Zin Wave or Eddy? : Analysis of Burma's Transition 79

neeusation that they are giving too much away to Aung San Suu Kyi and the
West.

Perhaps the dispute can be resolved with some sort of trade-off.
(therwise the cost of further escalation and eventual deadlock will almost
torfainly prove high both for pro-reform officials and the opposition. By
participating in the election Aung San Suu Kyi chose to play by the regime’s
files; now she needs to pick her battles rather than wasting valuable energy
In a fight over symbolism. There’s an old Burmese proverb: “If you chuose to
live like a bug inside a chili pepper, you can't really complain if you start
loeling hot.”
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Military maneuvers
(in Burma'’s parliament)

Since the general election in 2010, the Burmese military has proved
Ilnelf to be quite savvy. The new generation of leaders have focused on
inodernization in order to bring their forces up to the level of their Southeast
Asia counterparts. Their strategy is to decrease their reliance on China
(which, they believe, takes advantage of Burma's international isolation) and
{0 seize the opportunity to intensify their dealings with the West.

Sources close to the U.S. government told me that U.S. delegations
lo Burma are generally impressed by the openness of the leadership of the
Intmadaw (the armed forces). “Whenever senior LS. officials meet aBurmese
fniltary chief or defense minister and raise the issue of human rights violations
sommitted by the army in ethnic areas, the military doesn’t deny it,” says a
nource. “They admit that things are not very pretty on the ground, and ask
for U.S. assistance, including training for the Tatmadaw officers.” Not bad.

Earlier this year, Burmese generals expressed a wish to participate
in the annual, multinational, U.S.-led “Gold Cobra” military exercise in the
Ama-Pacific regionT. Secretary of State Hilary Clinton has also reportedly
nuked ClA chief David Petraeus to visit Burma later this year. This is no
nnincidence.

In its efforts to court the West, the Tatmadaw wants to avoid cracking
ilown on any Arab Spring-style of popular revolt that may arise at home.
[herefore, military leaders are tolerating political liberalization, the
Incorporation of urban dissidents and ethnic rebels into the regime-led
ltansition, and even the surging assertiveness of opposition forces. This
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toleration will likely continue so long as the reform process does not challeng 3
the military’s veto-wielding political supremacy and economic interests.

Of course, the actual process of opening up can unfold with unforseen|
political twists and turns, and lead to unintendend consequences: Thefil
sweeping victory of Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for Democracy
(NLD) in the April 1 by-elections is a case in point. '

Still, the Tatmadaw hasn't opted to reverse course. Instead, it made
another smart move by strengthening its position in parliament, where its
officers are constitutionally guaranteed 25 percent of the seats. On April 22;-

the Tatmadaw replaced 59 of its high-ranking military representatives in
parliament (39 in the lower house and 20 in the upper house). Currently,
there are 322 civilian and 110 military representatives in the lower housé
and 168 civilians and 56 military members in the upper house.

Many observers interpret the influx of new blood to mean that tha
military is preparing a counterbalance against the incoming NLIZ
parliamentarians, led by Aung San Suu Kyi. They are vowing to amend ing
constitution and trim the military's prerogatives. (Today, in a rather aramatig
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loversal, she announced that she and her party colleagues who emerged
victorious from the April 1 elections have agreed to take the parliamentary
oath despite their expressed opposition to the wording.)

In any case, the fact that the Tatmadaw is attaching importance to
Ihe parliament is a good sign. It's a step toward acknowledging that parliament
is more than a rubber-stamp leglisature that simply endorses decisions
made elsewhere. Instead, the military may actually begin to rely on the
ingislature as a mode of governance, a forum for articulating policy preferences,
nnd a tool for mediating the broader interests of a diverse society. Despite
nll this, the Tatmadaw continues to hold final say in Burmese politics. Its
political will and potential capacity to build legislative institutions should not
be disregarded, since all the other institutions in this ill-fated country so far
ramain completely dysfunctional.
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Burma: A big step by the U.S.

The White House announced yesterday that it is lifting two of its
major sanctions against Burma. At the same time, the Obama Administration
nominated the first U.S. ambassador to Burma in 22 years. (Technically
upeaking, President Obama first extended one more year of the “national
omergency” that serves as the legal basis for the investment ban, then used
his presidential waiver to suspend the sanction. Yeah, it's confusing.) He
nlso decided to waive a measure banning the export of financial services,
which was a provision of the JADE Act passed by the Congress in 2008.

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton outiined five possible responses
io the political opening in Burma in remarks she made on April 4. The United
Hlates, in Ms. Clinton’s words, resolved to “meet action with action.”
Yesterday’s announcement means that the U.S. has now implemented all
live of the measures she alluded to.

If you take a closer look, it becomes clear that the U.S. action
nclually goes farther than originally planned. The change of language and its
implications are stiking. In April, Clinton characterized America’s likely
rosponse as the beginning of “the process of a targeted easing” of U.S.
Investment and financial sanctions. It signaled that even though the U.S.
would remove investment and financial sanctions, it would still require
American businesses to avoid specific targeted sectors such as jade, mining,
limber, oil and gas, which are tied closely with cronies of Burma's military
Ingime. But yesterday's policy announcement dropped the talk of “targeted
nnsing" and instead characterized the American action as a “suspension” of
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sanction regimes. This “suspension,” which closely follows schons by
European Union and the United Kingdom, does not exciude any sac
Instead, in her follow-up statement to the White House annauncaiment. O
told American business: “Invest in Burma and do it responsinly "

e —

U.S. State Department officials prasa |
American companies apply when doing business vt o
talk about how Burma will benefit from this responsd: by |
they're notably reluctant to translate these standards inio tincig 0 0fong
an companies investing in Burma. To name bul ane saoo e el
the ethnic minorities endured forced labor murder cpe e
hands of the Burmese military during constosiion of -
project whose investors included the American e
which partnered with the reigning military [inta back o
the people who suffered back then, this action by [l
awaken entirely legitimate fears.

Open M ( ERY T faitn



www.burmeseclassic.com

Min Zin  Wave or Eddy? : Analysis of Burma's Transition 91

So far, foreign investment in agriculture and manufacturing sectors
Ihat create jobs are a mere one percent of FDI, and that’s not just because
nl economic sanctions. A bigger reason is the many problems that plague
Ihese sectars, including poor infrastructure, unfavorable exchange rates,
nloctricity shortages, the lack of skilled workers, and so on and so forth. As
insult, the FDI that has come into Burma has focused on natural resource
sxiraction and hydropower. Burma's natural resources tend to be located in
pthnic minority regions where the rule of law is virtually absent because of
long years of civil war. So the local ethnic population, which has already
nndured-a whole range of abuses (including being illegally driven off their
Innd), now find themselves worrying about a potential new wave of abuses
lnggered by development abetted by foreign investors. Foreign investment
nn the desire for growth cannot be a substitute for a sustainable political
nolution in ethnic regions. .

On the other hand, some skeptics worry that the language of
nuspension will create uncertainty and cause any major U.S. businesses to
lold off for another year before investing in Burma. Big U.S. companies that
o already in close consultation with the administration will probably hold
ol until July, when Congress will decide whether to review other trade
nunctions against Burma.

It is the suspension of financial sanctions that wili have the most
fimpact, since money can start flowing into the country almost immediately.
Al the very least, the Burmese Embassy in Washington, D.C., will soon be
uhle to process checks and money orders rather than relying on a “cash
only” basis for visas and other services.

¥
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In Burma, a return to the streets

If history is any guide, it's the bread-and-butter issues that tend ta
make Burmese people take to the streets. Then, when the authorities u
force against these initial protests instead of peacefully managing populaf
demands, popular outrage mushrooms into a full-scale uprising. That's whal
happened with the pro-democracy protests in 1988 and the Buddhist monks
led “Saffron Revolution” in 2007. The first was triggered by a confiscatory
currency reform along with police brutality against student protesters, th
second by a hike in fuel prices in combination with police attacks on monks’
Now Burma appears to he facing a si milar situation once again. 'l

For days people in cities around the country have been publicly
protesting chronic power shortages. The authorities tolerated th _
demenstrations at first. Then, on Thursday, police in the town of Prom_
(Pyay), 1860 miles northwest of Rangoon, beat up hundreds of protesters
most of them holding candles to symbolize the lack of electricity. Several
protestors were detained and subsequently released after intervention by
focal parliamentarians. Whether this crackdown was an isolated incident ol
a sign of growing impatience among the country’s security forces remains
to be seen. _

The protests began in Mandalay, the country’s second largest city-j:
on May 20. Hundreds of local residents held a candlelight vigil and marched
peacefully through the streets, calling for a 24-hour supply of electricity. (In
recent months, power has been available in Mandalay only for a few hour’
each day.) In the days that followed, the protests spread to Rangooe:: and
other cities. Local media reported some rough encounters with 2 police
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and the temporary arrest of some protest leaders. The marchers held posters
and banners. One of the slogans was, “We want the same 24-hour electricity
that Naypyidaw has.” (Naypyidaw, the capital built by the military junta a
few years ago, does not have to contend with the power cuts that plague

other parts of the country.) Another poster read, “Our homeland is dark while
next-door neighbor China is lit up with electricity genefated from our natural
resources.” Even though the authorities predictably suspect the opposition
of orchestrating the protests (judging by the questions police asked of
detained protestors), they actually seem to be drawing on spontaneous
grassroots outrage. One protest poster that read, “Electricity First, Democracy
Later On,” even drew criticism from pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu
Kyi. She blames the current political system for the various hardships,
including power shortages, suffered by the people.

Meanwhile, President Thein Sein seems to realize the danger of his
government’s failure to deliver basic public services. In a speech to his cabinet
earlier this month, he said, "Our government must make a drastic
improvement for the people’s needs including residential housing, water,
power, transportation and jobs.” The nominally civilian government has baen
uncharacteristically responsive in its reaction to the protests. The authcrities
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have tried to blame the power outages on the recent drought, which has |
reduced hydropower, and ethnic Kachin rebels, who have bombed power |
plants in the north of the country. The government has promised that the
damaged plants will be quickly repaired, even announcing the purchase of
six generators and two gas turbines from American companies — a move |
made possible after the suspension of U.S. sanctions last week.
Meanwhile, thousands of workers in industrial zones on the outskirts |
of Rangoon have been staging strikes against various foreign factories, calling |
for wage hikes.
What these protests show is that the governmenf still hasn't gained much
legitimacy at home despite the acceptance its policies have earned it |
overseas. This is the reason why the government has to be careful in
managing these protests. On Thursday the head of the Association of South "
East Asia Nations warned the Burmese authorities on just this point.
At the same time, the protest organizers should remain sensitive to |
the fact that it's precisely the recent political opening, no matter how flawed
and limited it might be, that is enabling them to express their grievances. |
The Burmese state has plenty of capacity to suppress the protests if it so |
chooses, and the protests won't bear fruit unless political liberalization |
continues. Still, that process of liberalization remains far too fragile. The |
Burmese security forces, whose track record of killing unarmed civilians
remains fresh in everyone's mind, presumably do not have unlimited tolerance.
Right now, the protests are taking place in a virtual vacuum. The big
question is whether the demonstrators’ demands can be solved within the
existing system or end up undermining it, perhaps even through regime |
change. In reality, protests that push for radical demands without viable .:
leaders or feasible palitical alternatives are likely to achieve little other than '
strengthening the hand of the hardliners within the regime. _
Needless to say, there is no easy solution to the political and socio-
economic problems that have piled up over decades of misrule. Butit's clear | '
that the government has to come up with a way to provide basic public 1
goods if it doesn’t want 1o derail the nascent reform process.

*
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This week, The New York Times covered Aung San Suu Kyi's visit
lo Thailand -—the first foreign trip for Burma'’s opposition leader in 25 years.
Many people who have dealt with Suu Kyi and her political entourage over
the years say that the Times report, which described a striking lack of
organization in the upper ranks of the National League for Democracy (NLD),
was spot-on

Last week, Suu Kyi's staff tumned down a request for a meeting:frofr
Paul Collier, one of the world's top economists. Their excuse: The Laﬂy W _
busy. “Perhaps her staffers don’t know who Colirer is,” one source gn thé
opposition told me. “The Burmese oppaosition movement has mlsseti fhe
chance to benefit from a great mlnd ’ Meanwhile, gavemmeni newspapers
covered have reported that mrmsters and presrdentrai advisors gave Collier
plenty of time. - :

Prominent experts from the Burmese exile commumty many of
them with valuable experience acquired in their years abroad; say that the
NLD is ignoring them even while the goverhmeni is actively soliciting their
services. “There is no proper mechanism set up by Suu Kyr for Burmese
researchers to play a contrlbutrng role to the oppchsmon ﬂ'tcnrta-n'renti .says a
Burmese scholar who. graduated from a top U.S. unrver:!‘»liy ranq% '_gutg_d
Rangoon a few months ago.

The NLD is also having problems with reporters. Lately there have
been increasing tensions between the NLD and local journalists. In early
May, a member of Suu Kyi's security staffman handled a local photojournalist
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who tried to take pictures of the Lady. Local reporters say that the bodyguard :;.
abused them, saying: *You media people are doing this for money. We don’ !
make a f—ing penny. We face jail time because we’re doing politics.” :

Many NL.D members suffered under the previous regime. But Suu
Kyi, who holds to a rigorous moral code, rightly tends to dismiss those who!
bring this up. She once famously said: “If you choose to do something, then;
you shouldn’t say it's a sacrifice, because nobody forced you to do it.'-‘_*
Moreover, since many journalists (and activists-turned-journalists) were alsol
imprisoned by the military regime for their political and professional work,
the self-righteousness and arrogance of the NLD members are likely td
backfire. 1

Local reporters have complained in the past few weeks that the’
NLD no longer issues open invitations to the media to cover important political;
events, such as Suu Kyi's recent meeting with India’s Prime Minister)
Manmohan Singh. ;

leading member of the NLD in 1988, told me that the NLD staffers wha ar@
close to Suu Kyi need to learn how to work in a more media-friendly manner;
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“Many of them tend to see journalists as careerists who do not have any
principles and commitment to the interests of the country. This perception
is a serious problem. Unless they realize that journalists are doing a public
service, we aren't going to see any fundamental improvement in relations
between politicians and reporters.”

Another public criticism of Suu Kyi and her staff has come from an
unexpected source: staunch NLD supporters outside of Burma. Eight major
Burmese exile organizations — including such dedicated and well-connected
graups such as the Network for Democracy and Development, the Women's
League of Burma, and the Human Rights Education Institute of Burma in
Thailand — asked for some face time with Aung San Suu Kyi during her visit
in Bangkok, but to no avail. For perhaps the first time since 1988, many
prominent exiled activists came together to express their frustration in the
Burmese-language media. “We feel sad,” said Khin Ohmar, NDD chairwoman,
told The Irrawaddly, a leading Burmese-language magazine. “We have worked
tirelessly for our country since 1288. We can't go home, so while our leader’s
visiting us here, we all would like to meet her and exchange views and
experiences.”

You can find signs of frustration not only on the Thai-Burmese border,
but also in the capitals of the United States and Europe. Several lebbyists
who relentlessly advocated on behalf of Suu Kyi and her “principle-centered
palicy” of economic sanctions for decades are now disoriented by the Lady's
apparent lack of coordination and inability to delegate. A dedicated Suu Kyi
advocate told me he’s been trying to getin touch with the NLD’s information
department for months to arrange a conversation between Suu Kyi and the
president of a newly demaocratizing Asian country, but his correspondence
has gone unanswered.

Of course, it's not fair to blame Suu Kyi for all these problems,
given that the party's organization is still weak. Most party activists {including
herself) have spentlong periods in detention — perhaps the most important
among many legitimate excuses for the problem. By now, though, it's high
time for Aung San Suu Kyi and her party to step back, practice self-criticism,
and think aloud about whether they have burned too many bridges too quicly
in this transitional phase. Perhaps what Suu Kyi needs is not just an
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entourage, but a full-blown chief of staff with a proper team that is capable crff’l
strategic planning and management and can support her in the decision- |

if you really want to get things done.
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One year of the Kachin war

As of June 9, the war in Burma's Kachin State has been going on for
one year. It's a sad anniversary.

In early January 2012, the Kachin joumnalist Lahpai Naw Ming was
hit by a bullet fired by a Burmese soldier. But Naw Ming's companions had
no way of getting him to a hospital for immediate treatment, because of the
heavy on-going fighting between Kachin rebels and Burmese government
troops. Bleeding profusely, the 44 year-old Kachin journalist was forced to
hide in a trench in the Kachin lines for almost two hours. By the time he
arrived at a hospital in a Chinese border town, the bullet in his throat had
already caused damége to his main nervous system.

© | still can’t move the lower part of my body up to the chest,” Naw
Ming told me on the phone from his hospital bed. As the chief reporter for
Kachinland News, Naw Ming filed a series of dispatches from the frentlines
of the war between the Kachin Independence Ammy (KIA)-and Burmese
government tro_opé,'w_hich broke oui-last'_qun'é after 17 year of a ceasefire
agreement. The journalist also documented 6n'-'v'ridé"ﬁ:ﬁgﬁfhéizBufrh_ése army
has wantonly killed Kachin villagers and razed their houses.

On May 27 "Naw Ming was honored with the Citizen of Burma Award,
chosen by a public online vote. Although he was not a high-profile figure in
Ihe Burmese public in comparison to other candidates in the final list, Naw
Ming won the award, receiving 51.25 percent of the 513,922 votes cast.

“The voting statistics showed that Naw Ming won significant and
sweeping support from the voting public,” says Htain Linn, of the Citizen of
Burma Award organization. “The ratio of the votes he received was over two
times higher than the runner-up.”
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The news of the award surprised even Naw Ming: “| was amazed
because this award was not just given to me by my fellow Kachin compatriots,
but by mostly ethnic Burman voters and other supporters,” Naw Ming tol "
me. ‘I see this prize as increasing [public] understanding of the ethnic struggle
among members of the Burman majority.” |

Many unprecedented things are happening around the war in Kachity
state. A group of well-known musicians go on the road every Sunday tg

perform at teashops in Rangoon to raise funds for the support of Kachin war
refugees. Respected Burmese charity organizations, such as the Freg
Funeral Service Saciety, have also been sending aid to those fleeing the
war. Some publications have published interviews with Kachin rebel
spokesmen and featured articles on the war and the resulting humanitarian]

the urgent need for ending the civil war and bringing peace in Kachin state;
And influential members of the 88 Gener: “on Students group have vicited

the war zone and offered to mediate the conflict.
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While many ethnic Burmese are demonstrating their solidarity with
the Kachin people, the Burmese army’s continuing crackdown on Kachin
rebels shows a very different picture. According to a recent report by Human
Rights Watch, the Burmese army has indiscriminately attacked Kachin
villages, razed homes, pillaged property, and forcefully displaced tens of
thousands of people. Soldiers have threatened and tortured civilians during
interrogations. They have also raped women. The army has also used anti-
personnel mines and conscripted forced laborers — including children as
young as 14 — for work on the front lines.

Combat incidents have been occurring an average of four times a
day since June 2011. The number of refugees has reached an estimated
75,000 people. Most of them have been seeking refuge in some 30 camps
for the internally displaced along the Chinese border in KIA-controlled areas.
With the rainy season around the corner, an imminent humanitarian crisis is
looming in these refugee and IDP camps.

in his open fetter to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, KIA leader
Zawng Hra calis on the UN to “intervene before the conflict becomes even
wider and more complex.” Zawng Hra warned that there is strong evidence
that the Burmese army is not only waging war against the KIA and its political
wing but also against the Kachin population as a whole. The war, he said, is
turning from a political conflict into a racial cne.

Some ethnic Burman volunteers who regularly deliver food to the
Chinese border-based IDP camps told me they were recently cautioned by
camp leaders not to speak the Burmese language inside the camp. “Anti-
Burman hatred is growing fast among the refugees, because they do not
make any distinctign between the government army and Burman ethnic
people,” said Aung Kyaw Zaw, a military analyst base on the China-Burma
border. Such sentiment, however, is not confined to refugees.

Gen. Sumiut Gun Maw, the vice chief of staff of the KlA and one of
the most influential Kachin leaders, also told me that the Burmese army's
relentless offensive and manipulative “peace strategy” has radicalized the
urban Kachin population and some of the key Kachin rebel leaders.

As a journalist, Naw Ming has been tracking the increasing ethnic
tension. He warned that a quick-fix “peace strategy” is not going to work. “it
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does offer grounds for optimism.
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Why sectarian conflict in Burma
is bad for democracy

Sectarian violence in the western region of Burma that shares a
long border with Bangladesh has now claimed at least 25 lives since Friday.
President Thein Sein has declared an emergency in Arakan State, where a
feud between ethnic Arakan Buddhists against stateless Rohingya Muslims
has spiraled into full-blown communal violence. The looting, arson, and mob
clashes are spreading fast.

Although a predominantly Buddhist state, Arakan is home to a large
number of Muslims, including the estimated 800,000 Rohingya, who are
regarded by the Burmese government as stateless illegal aliens. The United
Nations has described them as one of the world's most persecuted minorities.
However, many Burmese call them “Bengalis,” or even use a racial slur,
kalar, a derogatory term for foreigners, especially those of Indian appearance.
Given the present situation, it's worth recalling J.S. Furnivall, the scholar
who introduced the idea of the “plural society” to early 20™-century scholarship.
Furnivall, a top Civil Service officer serving in colonial Burma, came up with
his theory after studying Burma under British colonial rule. In his view, the
myriad ethnic groups in Burma led to a disintegration of common social will.
“In Burma, as in Java, probably the first thing that strikes the visiter is the
medley of peoples — European, Chinese, Indian, and native,” he writes. “it
Is in the strictest sense a medley, for they mix but do not combine. Each
group holds by its own religion, its own culture and language, its own ideas
and ways.”

Furnivall blamed the atomization of society on the laissez-faire
oconomic forces introduced by British colonial rule in Burma. The mediey of
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peoples was held together solely by an economic nexus and had no sociall
or cultural ties. What an insight! '
For Burmese nationalists, Furnivall reasons, the objective is not tg

Furnivall's optimism was unfounded. Burman-Buddhist nationalism, whic’__l
histarically lacks inclusiveness, has deepened ethnic divisions, triggere'
intractable civil war, and prompted coercive assimilation in minority regions
This is a failed model for an otherwise promising multi-ethnic and multl"_.lI
religious society. i
President Thein Sein was right when he warned in his telewsad

speech this weekend that “if we put racial and religious issues at the forefronﬁ
.. If we continue to retaliate and terrorize and kill each other ... the country’s$
stability and peace, democratization process, and development ... could bal
severely affected and much would be lost.” ' _
There are other people among the ruling elite, however, who, though'

not responsible for causing the outbreak of violence, have effectively exploited;
it for their own agendas. The reports in both state and private media treated
last month's rape and murder of a local woman that led to the outbreak -'f-
violence not as a criminal case, but as a racial crime. The reports highhghtedl
the identity of the victim as an Arakan Buddhist girl and of the ailegeq
perpetrators as Muslims. On June 3, 10 Muslims were killed in the samq
region in apparent retaliation for the murder of the Buddhist girl. The stat'd':
media even used the racial epithet kalar when referring to the Muslims, buﬁ
then issued a correction (not an apology) the following day. A senior ofﬁcialli]
in the Presidential Office has used his personal Facebook page to inﬂam_#]
matters by framing the issue as a matter of national security, and urging the
people to rally behind the armed forces. Racially charged comments from'.
proud-to-be-Burman racists are proliferating across social media. There am"ﬂ
several violent racist blogs and groups, such as the “Kalar Beheading Gang,’
on Facebook.
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Since politics is all about "who gets what, when, and how,” it would
be naive not to think in terms of winners and losers. Both sides in this
conflict are underdogs: the Arakan people, who are repressed and exploited
by the Burman-dominated military regime, and the Rohingyas, who reside
at the bottom of Burma's discriminatory landscape. By killing each other,
they themselves become the ultimate losers. It is the military that ends up
as the clear winner. The government's initial passivity in enforcing law and
order in Arakan state has led the public to demand decisive military
Intervention. The longer the conflict goes on, the more likely it is that the
army will emerge as the indispensible defender and savior of “national
security.”

The timing of the conflict clearly benefits the rulers. The sequence
of events could cost Aung San Suu Kyi dearly. Suu Kyi, who begins her first
European trip in 24 years on Wednesday, humiliated Burma's nominally
civilian government when she visited Thailand last month to an enthusiastic
public reception. But the ongoing communal clashes will likely overshadow
her trip and undercut the domestic coverage of her actions abroad. The
government's proxies will say that she’s promoting herself and her perconal
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popularity while her people suffer back at home.

She is already being pressured by the local media and some public
figures to take a clear stand on the Rohingya issue. In Europe, where a
network of Rohingya exiles is well-established, she will be asked by the/|
media about her position on Rohingya rights. I'll bet that the Burmese military :
will be very happy to see hertackle such questions, since her answer could_'
either cost her a large number of domestic supporters who are hostile to tha
Muslim minority, or contradict her moral stand of prizing equal rights for |
minorities.

Meanwhile, the international community has called for a halt to the
violence and a transparent investigation. The communal violence,{'
however,continues to rage in Arakan state, and local residents say that the
authorities are still failing to restore stability and enforce the rule of law. '
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What we have here in Burma is a
failure to communicate

Bumma's president is aware that his reforms have so far failed to
bring material benefits to the general public. Speaking to his cabinetin May,
President Thein Sein said: “Our government must make a drastic
improvement in addressing people’s needs, including residential housing,
water, power, transportation, and jobs.” He seems to understand that his
government's failure to deliver basic public services can lead not only to
electoral losses {as exemplified by the opposition's sweeping victory in the
April 1 by-elections), but also to instability and potentially to the reversal of
the reforms themselves. There have been street protests demanding basic
labor rights, stable supplies of eleciricity, and the reinstatement of confiscated
land. Thein Sein recently urged his adminisiration to avert street protests
“by addressing the issues of the people at the lower level.”

One major issue the president has been tackling (though this is
undemreported by the mainstream media) is the large demand for cheap
mobile phones. Ageries of small public protests have been taking place in
Rangoon, Mandalay, and other cities, with the demonstrators distributing
leafiets, bumper stickers, and T-shirts with the slogan: “Aliow cheap mobiles
for the people!” in Rangoon, 11 people who took part in the protest were
Mobile phones might seem flike a trivial issue in a country with so many
other problems, but actually it's hugely important. There is a dearth of
tradifional landline telephones in Burma; a [TU (Intemational Telecommunicaticsn
Union) statistic shows that there were 1.03 fixed telephone lines per 100
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communications could would vastly improve the spread of information and |
create new opportunities for private business creation. In other parts of the |
world, mobile phones are even being used to facilitate money transfers and |
enable government welfare payments.

In Burma, the mobile phone story began to heat up in early January, |
when Shwe Pyi Tagon Co. Ltd (SPT), a private telephone company in)
Rangoon, announced that as a part of the president's Poverty Reduction |
Plan, it would sell 1 million 3G SIM cards for only 5,000 kyat ($6), pending
government approval. At the time, the government's fixed price for a reliable |
SIM card was 500,000 kyat ($625). The news that phones would soon be )
affordable to average citizens was greeted with much enthusiasm. Within a :r,
week, however, the Ministry of Communications, Post, and Telegraphs
rejected the proposal, stating that the plan was not possible under the MCPT's
existing regulations, and that more time would be needed to upgrade the |
country’s mobile phone networks. This triggered protests in several cilies. |
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Thein Sein even tried to capitalize on popular sentiment at the
ceremony to mark his first year in office in March, saying that “as regards
the matter of mobile phones, we will seek the best way to fulfill the wishes of
the people.” In fact, the government has a project to expand the number of
mobile phone connections from 650,000 to 30 million over the next five years,
with the aim of adding four million new connections within the first year. Inan
attempt to appease rising public anger, the MCPT cut the cost of a SIM card
in halfin March, from 500,000 kyat ($625) to 200,000-250,000 kyat ($250-
$312). But even the reduced price remains beyond the reach of most Burmese,
as an estimated 26 percent of the country’s population lives below the poverty
line.

The question is: Why is the government (or some hard-line elements
in the government) so resistant to having cheap phones? The answer is
greed. Cheap phones would pave the way toward at least some liberalization
of the private sector, but this clashes with the urge among the army and its
cronies to monopolize the entire market. Alocal phone retailer in Rangoon
explained to me that the state-owned Myanmar Post and Telecommunications
(MPT) company, which controls the entire system, grants phone distribution
rights to only two companies: Yatanarpon and Elite. While revenues from
Yatanarpon go to the Defense Ministry, the Elite is a subsidiary of Htoo
Trading Company, which is owned by crony businessman Tay Za, who was
blacklisted and sanctioned by the U.S. government in 2008. All retailers
have to seek sale rights from these two giants.

Some sources tell me that the postal ministry, the army, and its
cronies want to continue with the fixed prices for mobile phones — at $250-
$312 —for at least a few more years in order to reap maximum profits. The
introduction of a 5,0b0 kyat ($6) phone would be a devastating blow to their
vested interests. The Shwe Pyi Tagon Company — which announced the $6
phone —was planning to install a new operating system, with its own towers
and networks, because the government will not allow it to use the existing
one. But the ministry rejected the plan to install an alternate communications
system as unconstitutional. The issue will be submitted to parliament, but
the ministry and the crony companies aim to draw out the process so that
they can make as much money as possible from the status quo.
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This episode shows that the so-called reform process is taking plac'
on a skewed playing field — the product of nearly half a century of military;
rule — that allows the military and its cronies to act above the law and enjoy.
unparalleled privileges and access to resources. Despite the president"'
talk of poverty reduction, clean government, and better economi
performance, the market itself is being distorted by the entrenched corrupt
system at the expense of the public’'s well-being. It would seem that the
Burmese dream of access to cheap mobile phones is uniikely to become a|
reality any time soon. ‘
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Burma or Myanmar: The name
game

Aung San Suu Kyi has given the Burmese authorities the cold
shoulder after being warned not to refer to the country as “Burma.”

*| call my country ‘Burma’ as we did a long time ago. 'm not insulting
other people. Because | believe in democracy, I'm sure that | can call itas |
like,” the Nobel laureate explained at a July 3 press conference in Rangoon
about her recent 17-day tour of Europe.

Burma's election commission, which supervises laws dealing with
political parties, issued the complaint in the state-run media last Friday,
warning her fo “respect the constitution.” Autharities said she should use
the constitutionally-decreed name for the country: The Republic of the Union
of Myanmar. ;

ButSuu Kyi told the reporters that the previous junta, which seized
power in 1988 after crushing a popular protest, changed the name without a
public consensus: “They didn’t bother to consider what the public opinion
about the new name was. They didn't show any respect to the people.”

The Ladyhas a valid point. In the wake of the massive crackdown
and coup at the end of the 1980s, the much-despised generals announced
plans to change the name of the country, and many of the places inside it.
I'he junta considered this renaming exercise to be so important that they
appointed a 21-member commission to look into the matter. (Only four of
the people on the commission were academics. The rest ware soldiers and
bureaucrats.) From now on, they decided, the capital Rangoon would be
"Yangon.” The ancient city of Pagan would be spelled “Bagan.” And so on.
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They claimed that the old words used for these places were symbols 1
of the “British colonial past,” and that the newer, supposedly more authentic, ;'_
names would “give a previously divided and fractious country a sense of §
national unity under a new banner of the 'Union of Myanmar.™ The military
was, in effect, proclaiming its ownership of the country.

As Suu Kyi notes, no one among the powers-that-be took the trouble -:i'
to ask the citizens if they agreed. In a politically polarized country like 1
Burma, the name of the country is both a cause and consequence of the |
vast divide between rulers and ruled. The rulers of Myanmar live in their |
country. The citizens of Burma live in theirs. 1

The U.S., which has always supported the pro-democracy movement, |
followed the opposition’s lead by refusing to accept the new name. (This |
has led, for example, to the rather odd situation that the U.S. Embassy in "
Burma doesn't refer to itself using the country’s official name.) Just to make |
matters even more confusing, the United Nations and the members of the &
Assaciation of Southeast Asian Nations accepted the name changes, white §
the European Union followed the U.S. at first, but later on invented a new
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name for the country: “Burma/Myanmar.” When Hillary Clinton visited Burma
at the end of last year, she dodged the controversy by referring to “this
country.”

I'll spare you the linguistic details. The renaming of the country,
however, did not make virtually any difference to the people of Burma who
speak the Burmese language, because they refer to the country
Interchangeably as Burma as well as Myanmar. The former is taken from a
spoken and colloquial language. The latter is rooted in literary language.

But the renaming had even more serious implications for ethnic
politics, which concern me more than the legitimacy contest between the
opposition and the generals (now generals-turned-civilian rulers). Burmais a
hodgepodge of many different ethnic groups. One of the effects of the renaming
effort was to give new Burmese names to many places that had previdusly
heen officially known by names in local languages. For instance, the Burmese
renaming of towns of the Shan, which is the second largest ethnic group in
Burma after the majority Burmans, invariably leads to a corruption of the
original pronunciations, and often also to completely inauspicious meanings
in Burmese. The Shan word for “town” is “Mong,” but it is now spelled as
"Mine,"” which means “bomb” in Burmese. As a result, the Shan town “Mong
Kerng," which means “a town producing saddles,” becomes “Mine Kaing” —
"holding a bomb.” And so on. Even though the generals claimed to be unifying
the country with their renaming project, the effect was actually deeply divisive.

Over the past two years, senior U.S. officials have quietly sounded
out the opinions of some Burmese opposition activists about whether
Washington should start referring to the country as “Myanmar.” In the
nftermath of Clinton’s visit in December, some policymakers even suggested
rewarding the TheinTSein government by adopting the new name, thus offering
an incentive for continuing the reforms. (A few months ago, the Financial
limes changed its usage from “Burma’ to “Myanmar”’ — the change was
then assailed by leading Burma-watcher Bertil Lintner, who argued that the
paper had its linguistics wrong.) On the face of things, | find it hard to dispute
the argument that promoting real change in this ill-fated country is a lot
more impaortant than fussing over names.
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However silly it might seem to outsiders, though, there is serious|
political substance to the whole dispute. It's impossible to accept the
renaming project by calling Burma “Myanmar” without also using the;
Burmanized versions of ethnic minority names.

Until Burma enjoys genuine freedom and equal rights for all i';:

citizens, regardless of ethnicity, the feud over what to call it will continue. |
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