08/ 01/ 2001
G ve Myanmar a break

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

EVERYTHI NG t hat has happened to ne has nmade nme the man | amtoday. There
are sone greedy Mal aysi ans, sone terrible things done but it didn't stop
me fromrealising that Malaysia is nmy heritage, ny country, right or

wr ong.

When | first went to the US aged 23, in October 1960 (and stayed there
until early 1962), | did not personally encounter racial discrimnation as
the black did at the petrol stations, on buses, trains, in hotels,
restaurants, public parks and restroons. Every facet of American life was
affected. It nmade ne anti-racist. | disagreed with any theory that assumes
an individual's abilities and potential are determ ned by his biologica
race, and that sone races were inherently superior to others.

Even after the vicious race riots on May 13 1964 (caused by raising of
sensitive issues) | stood firmagainst racism | deplored it then and now.
H therto, we have survived it. Thank God | have never lost faith in the
wi sdom and pragmati sm of every Mal aysian with undivided loyalty to this
I and and not |ike the birds of passage of sonme fair-weather Ml aysians.

In spite that | still have sonme fear though | am hopeful and optimstic.
Al'l sane Ml aysi ans know about the need for inter-racial cooperation and
even harnony within the majority race.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mohanmad is nowin Myanmar on a
wor k- cum holiday visit. Tan Sri Razali Ismail, United Nations secretary
general's special envoy to Myannar is also there (his third visit) trying
to arrange the neeting between the Myanmar's mlitary | eadership and Aung
San Suu Kyi, the opposition | eader, who is under house arrest.

| expect, though not sangui nely sonething useful will devel op follow ng
the visit of Dr Mahathir and Razali. Watever, it does say nuch about the
state of our political stability that Dr Mahathir can | eave the country
anytime he wants whi ch he does often. Charisnmatic jingoism
not wi t hst andi ng, Mal aysia is peaceful, prosperous and stable.

Sone optimsts believe it would be a matter of tinme a genui ne two-way
comuni cation or a pretence thereof will take place in Yangon between the
mlitary and Suu Kyi. The di al ogue shoul d and nust take place, the sooner
the better. Perhaps once the West's strong stand agai nst the Myanmar's
mlitary is noderated. As it is, it is nothing less than the worst kind of
doubl e standards. Apply the sane rule and sanctions to all. Wy Myanmar
and not Al geria and Brunei, an opposition newspaper columist A Razak
Bagi nda, who is also Defence Mnister Datuk Seri Najib Razak's close
col |l aborator, rightly asked. He wote: "I see very little between the
situation in Myanmar and Al geria where the Muslimparty was denied victory
(power) when the mlitary staged a coup. It could in fact be argued that
sone Western countries were quite relieved to see the mlitary takeover..
a Cl A-backed coup in Chile took place when popul ar Sal vador Al |l ende was
overthrown (and killed)."

Razak t hundered: "Wile denbcracy is on the rise, we have Brunei which
is essentially a dictatorial regine in the formof an absol ute nonarchy.
The Sultan of Brunei is alnmghty and his words are in effect |law...
archai ¢ which resenbl es 18th century European absol utism"

Mal aysia is one of the nations synpathetic to Yangon. The reasons are
many: KL-Yangon relations are cordial and we want to nmake the rel ationship
closer. Dr Mahathir's talk with the generals, | hope, will nmake t hem see
the inperative to talk with Suu Kyi or her em ssaries. But Suu Kyi must be



realistic, anenable and reconciliable. Threats, US sanctions, European
support have not worked nor stopped Myanmar from bei ng an Asean nenber in
1997. Perhaps if there were | ess foreign interference things mght work
better.

| visited Burma in the early sixties with Tun Razak when his good friend
General Ne Wn was in absolute power. Ne Wn's successors are in contro
of this beautiful country ever since 1988 when the general resigned after
leading it for 26 years. He visited Malaysia and Tun Razak took himto
Pekan, his parlianmentary constituency.

In the early years of independence British politicians espoused
"Buddhi st Socialisni but it did not work. Then in 1962 Ne Wn introduced a
uni que "Burnese way to Socialisnt. He was careful not to alienate the
| argel y non-Buddhi st mnorities by maki ng Buddhismthe state religion as U
Nu (prime mnister 1947-58 and again 1960-62) had threatened to do.

Whet her Ne Wn and his successor have nade the peopl e of Myanmar suffer,
it is not for ne to nake judgenent.

The generals allowed a general election in May 1994, the first multi-
party free election in 30 years. The opposition party, National League for
Denocracy | ed by Suu Kyi won but it was not allowed to take over power.
The situation becane an international event when Suu Kyi was award the
Nobel Peace Prize and she and her friends, in and outside Myanmar, have
been since then been striving to topple the mlitary frompower via
denonstrations in defiance of |aw and order.

Mal aysia is an active foreign investor in Myanmar, a nation with great
econom ¢ and tourismpotential. Kuala Lunpur has been an advocate of
constructive engagenent despite strong Western opposition to the generals
but not to the Shei ks, Kings and other oppressive rulers. As a senior
Western diplomat told ne at a runah terbuka yesterday, "It's a sinple
enough reason: Myanmar has no oil nor strategic value to the Wst. Perhaps
Myanmar will be inmportant in future when we need it as a strategy platform
to contai n Chi nese expansion."

| believe with the right diplomatic, political and econom ¢ approach,
even Myanmar will be irreparably and irreversi bly changed but only at a
pace which the generals do not feel threatened. There can be little doubt
that sometines things do defy belief and then even Laos and Kanpuchea wil |
open up to rapid change. Myanmar is in an even better position to respond
to this com ng shift.

Moder ni sati on and gl obal i sati on continue to underm ne traditiona
culture and we becone the victimof cumnul ati ve econom ¢ gains | can, |
suppose count Asean to change and remai n indi spensi ble for regi onal peace,
prosperity and general stability.

We val ue denocracy even far nore highly than some Westerners do. However
thereis alimt. Idealismnmust be tenpered with realism Find a Buddhi st
solution to sol ve a Burnmese probl em
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