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Negot i ati ng denocr acy

Abdul | ah Ahnad
DESPI TE or because of decades of self-inposed insulation against the rest
of the world, Burma (Myanmar since 1989) retains the considerable interest
of foreigners.

It has the power to cast a spell on even the nost casual visitor. Even
t hough Rudyard Kipling only spent a brief sojourn in Burma, his soldier's
| anent, The Road to Mandal ay, and his inpression of the Shwe Dagon pagoda
(a golden nystery ...a shape that was neither Mislimdome nor H ndu tenple
spire), seemto epitom se the conception that "this is Burma, and it will
be quite unlike any |and you know about ™.

Burma is, to nme, just like Kipling described it.

The Europeans, the British, in particular, the Japanese and Thais know
t he i ndependence of the Burnese people was and is remarkabl e.

The proud Burnmese have never forgiven nor forgotten the British who
destroyed the Burnese enpire and absorbed it into British India in 1886,
exiling King Thi baw and his court to India. Burma becane a separate
British colony in 1937.

In 1945, what renmai ned of King Thibaw s pal ace i n Mandal ay was burned to
the ground during fierce fighting between British and Japanese sol diers,
addi ng anot her wound to the Burmese psyche.

Bur ma becane independent in January 1948 and it was not altogether
surprising it did not join the Comonwealt h.

The socialists under U Nu ruled Burma but in 1962 General Ne Wn staged
a mlitary coup. "Buddhi st Socialisnt was introduced, deepening Burnese
i sol ati on.

Free trade was prohibited; everything was nationalised. Two generals
foll owed Ne Wn, Saw Maung and, since 1992, Than Shwe.

Only the blithely ignorant or the blatantly biased will dism ss the
Myanmar mlitary reginme as nerely brutish.

The generals are a product of their own unique historical experience,
and the international comunity's failure to understand their m ndset has
crippled what little influence it mght have had on Myanmar's present and
future.

Myanmar' s hi ghly anbi guous attitude to the rest of the world, and in
particul ar the West, goes back into the msts of tinme. For the Myanmar
colonialismwas a calam tous huniliation

Even today, the Myanmar remain deeply suspicious of foreign influences.
Despite relative poverty, their country is not as bad as it is nmade out to
be.

A flourishing black econony, quite openly hel ps ease things. The Myanmar
continue in a tradition of somewhat in-ward-I|ooking self-reliance that
strikes outsiders steeped in the material values of the 21st century as
rat her quaint.

In ny previous visit as well as during ny just-concluded six-day stay, |
never met nor saw a depressingly unhappy Myanmar

The Myanmar working in Malaysia - ranging fromlabourers to
professionals - are diligent and self-effacing. As far as | can tell,
anong all the |abour inports, they really like Malaysia best. But, unlike
many of their enployers, they have a distinct |lack of |ove for the
i nported nodernity that is contrary to their culture.

They hold their pride deep in their hearts with good reason. Myanmar
used to be one of the richest countries in South-east Asia.



Since then, it has becone a prinme Third Wrld exanpl e of high potenti al
ruined by bad politics. But, for sure, it is changing for the better. |
see it happening.

Myanmar' s greatest tragedy was the assassination in 1947 of nationali st
hero Aung San, who had just negotiated an independence agreenent with the
British, and nost of his Cabinet. The nurders created a dual |egacy.

It left the country bereft of a |eadership that enjoyed w de popul ar
support and trust anong the diverse political and ethnic forces that nade
up the Union of Myanmar, with disastrous consequences for denocracy. And
it left the armed forces to take over the mantle of Aung San's nenory.

General Aung San had |l ed the Burma I ndependence Arny, and his successors
continue to insist that the arny remains the nation's natural guardian.

That belief was jolted by the dil emma of Aung San's daughter who energed
to | ead the pro-denocracy novenent in the 1980s.

In the eyes of the mlitary, which had engi neered Myanmar's i sol ati on,
Suu Kyi appears to stand nore starkly for the forei gn bogey than anything
el se.

She had spent nost of her |ife outside WELCOVE: Chairman of the Myanmar
State Peace and Devel opnent Council Senior CGeneral Than Shwe (left) with
Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanad.

Myanmar and married Mchael Aris, an Oxford don.

Even so, she and her party won an el ection sanctioned by the mlitary.
Had she been allowed to rule, the course of history mght be different.
But that is a noot point.

The crucial thing nowis to make anmends for the nmistakes of the past by
both conpeting sides. Myanmar deserves a better fortune and future.

Myanmar, |ike some other forner British col onies, has not been |ucky
econom cal |y since independence.

In our case, the ains of the Independence generation have nostly been
realised, leaving political and generational change relatively painless.
But only relatively, mnd you.

Change is always daunting. And for the Myanmar ruling generals, who by
doctrine and experience justifiably mstrust civilian governnment, the
prospect of anarchic denocracy is harrow ng.

They won't give up power easily. The armed forces, like those in all
countries, are the ultimate repositories of patriotism It is a patriotism
that rises to an iron fist the nore the country is unable to govern
itself. Sone scholars argue that the mlitary, as in Pakistan or
I ndonesia, is the only united force in Myanmar capabl e of maintai ning
stability against serious ethnic and social conflicts. They, therefore,
argue that Myanmar shoul d proceed slowy rather than take the radical |eap
of completely dismantling mlitary rule.

The schol ars are probably right. Myanmar is not singular in having an
icon of the status of Suu Kyi. Neither is it particularly novel inits
difficult transition to denocracy.

Transfers of power fromauthoritarianismto popular rule are a high-
water mark of the late 20th century. They have taken place across the
worl d, fromEastern Europe to Latin Anerica to Africa and Asia, and have
been much studied and witten about.

I think the best transitions such as in Chile and South Africa - have
been a carefully negotiatied process in which a miutually acceptable
bargai n was struck between the old regi nes and the new denocrats.

Myanmar's continuing linbo is, therefore, as much the responsibility of

the junta as Suu Kyi's National League for Denocracy. | believe both sides
are thawing, albeit slowy, as a result of the tireless efforts of Tan Sri
Razali Ismail, the UN Special Envoy to Myanmar.

Suu Kyi's fans in Malaysia and el sewhere may dislike me in ny attenpt to



understand the generals but those who know ne, |like Razali, wll not.

In hindsight, Suu Kyi mght have painted herself into a corner by her
unconprom sing stand on the outcone of the 1990 el ection. She has had no
nmeetings with the generals since her release fromhouse arrest in May. But
that may not be the case for long, | expect.

The generals are acutely sensitive to what they see as foreign
interference. Since the lifting of international sanctions has been bound
up with their treatnment of Suu Kyi, they see any concession as a caving-in
to outside pressure - as a surrender of their autonony and the nation's
sovereignty.

To renove even the slightest inpression of foreign nmeddling, the
general s have insisted on secrecy in their dealings with outsiders. In
Razal i, they have found soneone they can trust.

Razali has kept his word, and his nmouth shut. As a result, he has been
able to go further than anyone, intently persuadi ng the generals and Suu
Kyi to think about resum ng the process of national reconciliation. W,
the friends of Myanmar, nust keep our fingers crossed.

Myanmar's situation thus argues forcefully for constructive engagenent.
It is the right policy and shoul d be pursued vigorously even if the
results are neagreinitially.

Mal aysi a and Si ngapore, on their own and within Asean, take an even | ess
j udgrmental position than the United Nations.

Qur policy is to pronote relations wth all its positive gains, in
trade, investnments, etc - no matter who is in charge. O course, being a
parliamentary denocracy ourselves, we would |ike Myanmar to follow a
simlar pattern, if possible.

Still, the question of whether to have denocracy or not is best answered
by the Myanmar peopl e thensel ves.
Lt General Khin Nyunt - the third-ranking nmenber of the ruling junta -

said there woul d be denocracy but it will be a gradual one, and in the
i mge of Myannmar.

I think Myanmar will eventually ascend to denocracy. But as Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad and the general said, it will be a
nmeasured return.

It is not up to ne or any other foreigner to state when or in what form
the transition should take place. That will have to be decided by how well
Suu Kyi engages the generals.

Myanmar probl ens require Myanmar solutions. | do believe both sides are
not i naccessi bl e.

Per haps reconciliation and national consolidation will take place sooner
than people dare to believe. Myanmar knows that it must sinply nove on
even at its own pace.



	Negotiating democracy (NST 21/08/2002)

