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Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Daw Aung San Suu Kyi has written a book, Aung San of Burma, which is a biographical portrait of her father, General Aung San (1915-47). Bogyoke (General) Aung San, the “George Washington” of modern Burma, led the first struggle for national independence from British colonial rule and from Japanese occupation. This book is valuable and important to Burma in many ways at a time when the current military regime is attempting to denigrate the character of General Aung San. It offers clear insights into the character of General Aung San, the man and national leader, and helps to place recent political events in Burma into historic perspective. The book also helps one understand the way that Daw Aung San Suu Kyi became the leader of the second struggle for national independence in Burma forty-one years later. 


Aung San was born into a patriotic and intelligent family in Central Burma in 1915. He  began his schooling at a local monastery which also provided the elements of modern education. He moved to the National School at Yenangyaung at the age of 13. He proved to be an outstanding, hardworking and disciplined student who was always at the top of his class. In 1932, he went to study at Rangoon University. Burma fell under British rule in 1885 after the third Anglo-Burmese War. Aung San had a strong desire to free his country from foreign rulers since he was little.  


The superior attitudes of the British rulers together with their inadequate concern for the true welfare of the country aggravated the Burmese people.  This sad situation consequently led to uprisings led by students. The 1936 strike, which was also known as Revolution of 1300 (the year according to the Burmese calendar),  made Aung San widely known as a student leader. He served as the president of the Rangoon University Students’ Union as well as the All Burma Students’ Union in 1938. His honesty, single-mindedness and capacity for work earned him much respect. Yet he was a difficult personality, being criticized for his untidiness, devastating fits of silence, and his angular behavior.  


By 1938, Aung San became General Secretary of Dohbama Asi-ayone (“We-Burmese” Organization) after he had left school.  During 1938/1939, such momentous events as the march of the workers, the rally of the farmers and the student protests occurred. Burmese people who were tired of the British rule demanded independence from their British overlords. The authorities responded by making large-scale arrests of nationalists. A warrant for Aung San was also issued, but he received a timely warning and disappeared.


Aung San decided to go for an armed struggle though he was a peaceful revolutionary. He described his thinking in 1940 thus:  

Personally though I felt that international propaganda and assistance of our cause was  necessary, the main work, I thought, must be done in Burma which must be the mobilization of the masses for the national struggle.


In 1940 Aung San left for Amoy in China where he was approached by a Japanese agent. As a result, thirty Burmese men known as “Thirty Comrades”, smuggled out of the country to have a strenuous military training by Japanese, on Hainan Island. Aung San emerged as the unmistakable leader of great skill and courage. The Burmese Independence Army which was officially launched in Bangkok in 1941, successfully drove the British out of the country with the help of the Japanese army. Unfortunately, Burma was taken over by the Japanese military administration in 1942 and treated more like a conquered territory. The soldiers of Nippon, whom many had welcomed as liberators, turned out to be worse oppressors than the unpopular British. Therefore, Burmese troops, under the supervision of Bogyoke Aung San, rose up against the Japanese on March 27, 1945 with the help of Allied Forces. The Japanese were banished by the end of the War. 


Bogyoke Aung San had to go through rigorous negotiations with the British who still wanted to control Burma. He emerged as a strong leader and an able statesman who had the confidence as well as the love of the people. During the prolonged negotiation process, he asked the people to be patient with him. He said: 

At this time I am a person who is very popular with the public. But I am not a god, wizard or magician. Only a man…. I am very young. The responsibility I now bear is that of standing at the very head to carry the burdens of the whole country. I do not consider that I have all the qualifications necessary to bear that burden. Also many people know that I am short tempered. That is my nature…. I shall try to correct that as much as possible. But you must also be patient…. I would like to ask the people once more to stand firm and resolute.


The Burmese people did stand firm and resolute behind Bogyoke Aung San but he was not free from opposition. On 19th July 1947, during a meeting of the Executive Council, Bogyoke Aung San together with six other councilors were assassinated by uniformed men with machine guns. A jealous political rival masterminded the assassination. Although Bogyoke Aung San had died, the independence to which he had dedicated his life came to his country. On 4th January 1948, the independent Union of Burma was born.  


Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s study of her father’s life is very helpful and essential. She has carefully educated people about Burma in terms of its struggle for independence by writing this scholarly book. At the same time, she has explored the qualities which Aung San developed and the values that he kept. Aung San of Burma is undoubtedly a book that people should read and study to appreciate freedom that they have and to realize how precious freedom can be.

Hidden Records of Atrocities in Burma’s Prisons. Thailand: AAPP, 2002.   

[Note: The book reviewed here is written entirely in Burmese.  The English title was translated by the reviewer]
Win Naing Oo’s new book, Hidden Records of Atrocities in Burma’s Prisons, published in Burmese, is essentially a personal memoir of  the author’s days in infamous Insein Prison where he was once held  as a political prisoner. He has carefully portrayed the atrocities of the Burmese military regime in prisons imposed upon political prisoners. His book gives one insights into the military rule in Burma and the hypocrisy being developed by the ruling junta in the international community.

Oo’s book is very valuable and important to Burma’s history in many ways since it reveals the hidden records of atrocities and the institution of torture operated by the current ruling military regime. It is moving, inspiring, sad, provocative, and laudable to realize the ill-treatment and  physical and mental torture that these peace loving people are going through while fighting for democracy. 

The very fact that the author himself went through these unpleasant experiences makes this book very unique and valuable. He was a university student and a student activist in 1988 when people were calling for an end to 26 years of military one-party rule. He went underground when the current military regime took over and resumed his political work. He was arrested in 1990 and sentenced to 3 year imprisonment. He has recalled his experience on the day he was arrested as follows: 

It was midnight when the Military Intelligence Personnel came to take me without warrant. I was handcuffed at the back, hooded, and beaten while the gun was pointed at me in their car. When we got to the Military Interrogation Center, I was thrown into a room while kept handcuffed and hooded. I had a premonition that my passion for freedom would be tested. One hour later, I learned that a group of people rushed in and began to reprimand me for what I had done, kick me with their military boots, and beat me right in my face. The blood was coming down from my nose and eyes. Due to  my stubbornness, they continued to try to extract information out of me by using such torture methods as unsystematic beatings, near suffocation, electric shocks, Iron Road – iron road rolled repeated up and down the shin until the skin peels off. It was so painful that I wish I lost my consciousness. I was disturbed by the deep and loud cries of my friends from other rooms resulting from various torture methods. I was deprived of food and water during four days of interrogation. 

According to Win Naing Oo, tortures are institutionalized in interrogation centers and prisons in Burma. They are practiced by the Military Intelligence Personnel, prison guards and police. They use various physical torture methods to extract information, instill fear in anyone critical of the  government, break down the identity of a strong man or woman and destroy their souls.  

Win Naing Oo was subsequently sentenced to a 3-year imprisonment without any proper trial. His 3- year experience in Insein prison was filled with harshness, resentment and bitterness. According to the author,  an extremely poor diet is served and there are no qualified doctors, proper medical care and sanitation in prisons despite the UN Geneva Convention. On top of all, the prison doctors intentionally use the same needle to have prisoners of conscience being exposed to HIV and other transmitted diseases. Skin diseases, tuberculosis and other diseases are very common. Anyone who complains is punished severely to deter future complaints of the mismanagement. Overcrowding is one of the many issues and over one hundred people are assigned to stay in one tiny room where no sheet or blanket is provided. Prisoners of conscience are not allowed to read and write or even have a writing paper or pen. Moreover, they are not allowed to meet their family on a regular basis. In some cases, families do not know where they are being kept. 

Win Naing Oo has recalled and explained many forms of severe physical punishments that he has been through. One of punishment is when prisoners are forced to maintain difficult positions for prolonged periods, known as “pone san.” They are severely beaten when they fail or if the prison wardens find faults in their positions. This is essentially one of the ways they use to instill fear in political prisoners who are critical of government and to destroy their souls. Another form of punishment is “taik peik,” where prisoners are held in a solitary confinement in shackles with little light or ventilation for many months. Some prisoners, both men and women, lose their minds or commit suicide as a result. Many others suffer from insomnia, nightmares, and severe depression after experiencing torture. Several died in custody. Many political prisoners are sent to labor camps breaking stones or constructing roads in shackles while being exposed to life threatening diseases. Most of those sent to these camps are died from overwork, exhaustion, ill treatment, lack of food and medical care.

The author discloses widespread corruption and acts of homosexuality inflicted by male criminals who are allowed to harass political prisoners in Burma’s prisons. Buddhist monks who have gone against the military government are imprisoned, denied an access to wear robes, and are obliged to stay in overcrowded rooms. Moreover, these respectable monks are tortured, dishonored, sent to labor camps and died from exhaustion and ill treatment. Women political prisoners are brutally tortured, kept in solitary confinement, and repeatedly raped by the prison police. 

