


Burma’s Modern Tragedy: An Introduction





    By Daniel A. Metraux

For  centuries visitors to Burma have come away with a sense of awe and respect for a highly civilized people who live in an incredibly beautiful country.   Burma is a land with considerable natural resources that should be one of the wealthiest in Asia, but while other Southeast Asian countries have democratized and prospered, Burma has not.  The Burmese are ruled by a highly repressive military dictatorship which has ruined the economy and imprisoned its own people in a living hell.

The goal of this volume is to introduce the reader to conditions in Burma through the eyes of Burmese and foreign scholars who present a variety of perspectives of life in this noble land.  We aim at a collective portrait of the dismal reality of a suffering citizenry who if allowed to be free could be among the most creative, energetic and productive people of Asia.  We also look at the complexity of a highly heterogeneous people striving to find a collective identity amidst the chaos of savage repression.

We begin with a brief survey of Burmese history and society.
   

Location and people


Burma
 is a large Texas-size country in the northwest portion of the Indochinese peninsula lying between India to the northwest and China to the northeast.  Bangladesh, Laos and Thailand also share common borders with Burma.  The Bay of Bengal touches the southwest coast of Burma.  The fertile delta of the Irrawaddy River in the south contains a broad network of interconnecting canals and nine principle river mouths.
Burma is a largely rural agricultural nation and most of its nearly 50 million citizens work as farmers and live in rural areas.  There are only two large cities, Rangoon with 4.3 million and Mandalay with 1.3 million residents.  Two-thirds of the population is engaged in agriculture in contrast to ten percent in industry and twenty-five percent in the service sector.

Burma is a very ethnically diverse nation; Burmans (68%) predominate, but other groups including the Shan (9%), Karen (7%), Rakhine or Arakanese (4%), Chinese (3%), Mon (2%) and Indian (2%) groups make for a very heterogeneous population.
   Burmese is the dominant language, but the languages of smaller ethnic groups have their own rich history.  Burma is also a predominantly Buddhist country, but there are significant numbers of Christians and Muslims as well.
Historical Legacies


Burma in precolonial times experienced a succession of kingdoms which varied greatly in terms of size and power over the years.  Some Burman kings were successful in attempts to construct empires which spread across the land of modern Burma, but at other times Mon and Arakanese rulers held sway over kingdoms of their own in what is now lower Burma.  The size of the various kingdoms fluctuated dramatically according to the number of tributary relations the rulers could develop with neighboring and nearby areas.


Christina Fink writes that:

One of the primary strategic concerns for rulers throughout mainland South East Asia was acquiring more manpower to till the land, expand the army, and build temples, palaces and irrigation works.  In many war campaigns, the victorious army returned not only with loot but also with thousands of captives who were compelled to join the local workforce.  As a result, there was a tremendous mixing of people, particularly around the capitals.

Unlike neighboring India, Burma never had a fixed class structure.  However, social and political relationships were ordered by status considerations.  Older people were considered higher in status to younger people, monks to lay people, and king’s appointees to commoners.  In each case, the senior person in the relationship expected to be heeded by the junior person.  Much of political life operated according to a patron-client model with inferiors providing goods and services to superiors in return for protection…..


The lack of a defining class structure allowed for considerable social mobility.  An able and ambitious person from humble origins could rise to great heights, but a person of high rank could just as easily descend downward because there was no permanent bureaucracy as in Japan.  Kings had absolute power and could appoint or dismiss official at will, thus adding to the fluid state of society.


Burmese kings starting with Anawrahta (1044-77), the first great unifier of the country, generally promoted Theravada Buddhism, which stressed the inherent responsibility of each person to pursue his or her own spiritual path to achieve a higher or better rebirth on this earth.  Anawratha encouraged the spread of Buddhism largely for political reasons – to unify the kingdom he wanted to reduce the worship of local spirits and have people under a centrally organized religion – but the effect of his policies was to make Buddhism a major spiritual force in the country as well.  Many of Burma’s kings served as patrons of this Buddhism, very often supporting Buddhist priests and sponsoring the construction of magnificent pagodas and monasteries, many of which still exist today as key symbols of Burma’s rich artistic cultural heritage.


As was the case in many other Asian countries, Buddhism and Buddhist priests became the purveyors of a rich cultural and literary tradition that formed the basis of  traditional culture.  Monks taught many young boys in villages to read and write so that they could deepen their knowledge and strengthen their faith by reading treatises on Buddhist classics.  The result was that traditional Burma had a highly literate population.

Contacts with the West lead to British Rule


The British East India Company sent agents to Burma as early as 1612, but Burmese rulers were initially successful in preventing the British as well as the Portuguese and Dutch traders from setting up posts along the Bay of Bengal.  By 1824, however, the British had seized areas in southern and western Burma.  British expansion was at least partially strategic in that they wanted to protect their expanding Indian empire from French expansionism in Indochina.  The British went on to annex lower Burma in 1852-53 and northern Burma in 1885-86.


British rule disrupted the whole fabric of traditional Burmese society.  Shelby Tucker writes:

British conquest coincided with a period of great technological and cultural change everywhere.  The first transcontinental railway reached the Pacific coast of America.  The Suez Canal opened.  Pre-colonial Burma had been a buffalo and water-wheel driven economy of peasants protected by custom and hereditary chieftains in their tenure of small plots of communal land producing rice, millet, fruit, vegetables, vegetable oils, fish, salt and cotton.  There were no real cities, and the villages were almost entirely self-sufficient.  Very little minted coin circulated.  Almost all transactions were by barter. Trade was a limited exchange of commodities that could be transported short distances by river.  Values were fixed at what was thought to be fair.  Government at national level might be unstable, but its effect on the serenity and continuity of life in the country at large was minimal, nor did the people expect from it other than theft, war and plunder.  

There now appeared industrial enterprises powered by petro-carbons and electricity and a baffling new kind of impersonal, supply and demand commerce assisted by coinage and banks.  Businessmen, soldiers, civil servants, , architects, engineers and technicians of every kind arrived from all parts of Britain’s empire.  The building of railways, the use of steam on rivers, a modern postal system, the telegraph, and the telephone opened new channels of communication.  The old system of families to supply their own needs changed to one of producing huge surpluses for export.


The main goal of the British was extracting wealth from Burma at a profit.  They exported  huge amounts of rice and engaged in such extractive industries as teak, petroleum, tin and gems.  To work these industries the British permitted the immigration of Indian laborers, merchants and moneylenders which had a further destabilizing effect on Burmese society.  By 1900 there were a quarter of a million Indians arriving in Burma each year  and by 1930 nearly half of the population of Rangoon was Indian. Indians dominated the business life of Rangoon while Chinese did the same in Mandalay.


The Burmans reacted to this situation with great anger.  The wealthy people in their country were virtually all foreigners and the Burmans had gone from “being poor in a poor country “ to being “poor in a rich one…which meant that….from every psychological and human point of view they were worse off than they were before.  All sorts of foreigners lorded it over them, and had little opinion of them because they were poor… The Burman became steadily less important industrially in his own country.  In  the capital, Rangoon, he was nobody.  The stigma of poverty beat him down.”
 The result was that many Burmans turned against the British and began by the early 1900s to demand their ouster.


Resentment at being treated as second-class citizens in their own country led to a new political consciousness in the 1920s and 1930s, especially among high school and university students including Aung San, the country’s independence hero, who was the editor of a student magazine in 1936.  By the late 1930s university student union leaders came together with industrial workers to organize a great march from the oil fields in central Burma to Rangoon.  This march, coupled with other demonstrations and boycotts, indicated a steadily rising sense of nationalism among younger Burmans as well as their increased organizational strength.  The Burmans were also greatly angered at what they considered the favorable treatment the British accorded minority ethnic groups in outlying areas and at the increasing wealth of ethnic Chinese and Indians who were prospering in their dealings with the British in Burma.
   


By the late 1930s a number of young urban nationalists including Aung San began considering help from other Asian states to provide them with assistance and military training so that they could initiate armed resistance against the British.  By 1941 Aung San and twenty-nine young Burman colleagues made their way to Hainan Island, a Chinese province under Japanese occupation.  The Japanese provided the young nationalists with training and they returned to Burma via Thailand with the invading Japanese army.  Later that year after Pearl Harbor Aung San and some of the other nationalists collaborated with the Japanese when they entered Burma and drove out the British.  However, the Japanese proved to be greater imperialists than the British and the disillusioned Aung San and his colleagues switched sides and helped facilitate a British invasion in early 1945 that ended the Japanese occupation.


The British were on the winning side in World War II, but they endured so many losses and hardships that they were barely able to sustain their empire abroad.  One British scholar who lived in England in 1945 remembers having little to eat and notes wryly that the last thing anybody around her was thinking about was an empire that was no longer relevant to their lives.  Burmese nationalists insisted on independence and put together well organized strikes and demonstrations to make their point.  Without the manpower and financial resources to maintain a presence in Burma, the British began a hasty retreat.


Burma scholar Christina Fink finds British rule to have been a mixed legacy for Burma:

An extensive transportation infrastructure in the form of roads, railways and steamships had been built, laying the foundation for the development of the economy.  A civil service had been created and the idea of representative government introduced.  Many Burmese had obtained university degrees and had been abroad for further study, allowing them to broaden their ideas about political and economic development. However, bitter feelings had developed between Burman and Indian and Chinese immigrants as well as  between Burmans and some of the indigenous ethnic nationalities.
 






Independence


The period since Burma achieved independence in 1948 has been one of increasing misery.  Instead of marching forward to new heights of freedom and prosperity, Burma has embarked on a hellish descent to repression and economic ruin.

The first fourteen years held some promise of democratic government and a stable economy, but a military coup precipitated a still on-going crisis that has transformed a once vibrant people and economy into one of the most impoverished and depressed nations on earth.


Christina Fink argues that the two key issues in Burma today are “restoration of democracy and the restoration of the political rights of ethnic nationalities.”
  Before the British departed a constitution was framed  stipulating that the new Union of Burma would be ruled by a democratically elected parliament and prime minister and that the new nation would be a federation where non-Burman nationalities would be accorded some degree of autonomy and freedom to choose their own destinies.

Four ethnic states were created.  The Karenni and Shan states were given the right to secede after ten years, but the Kachin state did not get this right because part of its territory had been under Burman control in the past.  The Karen state was to be established but in the late 1940s the Karen population was scattered and Karen leaders were dissatisfied with proposals to give them control only over some of the areas they claimed.  Within many of the ethnic groups there were some people willing to participate in the new union while others were, often strongly, opposed.  Since then, for example, an ethnic Karen movement has sought an independent homeland along Burma’s eastern border with Thailand.
   

General Aung San had a vision of a democratic Burma with provisions for the protection of the various ethnic groups.  The General had widespread support, but he and other members of his cabinet were tragically assassinated in Rangoon on 19 July 1947.  Most accounts accuse U Saw, an ambitious senior politician, of Aung San’s murder, but Shelby Tucker, a British lawyer by training, argues that U Saw was innocent.  Tucker feels that the real culprit was Ne Win, a notorious and shadowy military figure who had worked with Aung San in the past, but who had been recently demoted and faced a bleak future in any government headed by Burma’s independence hero.  Tucker alleges successfully framed U Saw who was executed a year later.
 


Burma became independent on 4 January 1948.  The new state came into being as a parliamentary democracy led by a devoutly Buddhist statesman, U Nu.  There were many difficulties including considerable ethnic strife as some minority peoples demanded autonomy from the Burman majority, unstable political parties, considerable corruption in government, economic stagnation, and armed insurgencies by elements of the Burmese Communist Party.  These many problems festered and the ruling politicians seemed unable to manage the situation at all.  Meanwhile, the military under a resurgent General Ne Win had grown from a minor force in 1948 to 100,000 men in 1962, by which time the General had removed potential rivals within the military and was poised to take power.


Ne Win staged a successful army coup in 1962 stating that only he and his Revolutionary Council could restore order in Burma.  The general’s Revolutionary Council ruled from 1962-74 and his Burma Socialist Program Party was in power from 1974-1988.

Through his ruling Revolutionary Council, General Ne Win sought to reorder virtually every aspect of Burmese society.  The Council instituted what it called the “Burmese Way to Socialism” which included the wholesale nationalization of financial institutions, industries and large shops.  Ne Win’s program diverted resources to the building of a large military machine to preserve order and to run the country.  These and other acts stripped ethnic Chinese and Indians, who ran most of the businesses, of their wealth, thus forcing hundreds of thousands of them to leave the country for good.  When inexperienced military men took over these and other businesses and institutions, many remaining staff members, seeing no real chance for personal growth, left Burma.  Their departure was the start of a continuous brain drain that haunts Burma even today.


The government’s policies and the departure of so many skilled foreigners and Burmese had a devastating impact on the economy.   Burma had higher industrial production than some of its neighbors in the 1950s, but by the mid-1960s industrial output had started a precipitous decline.  


Land reform policies also hurt the economy.  Many formerly landless farmers now got plots of land, but farmers were then told that they had to sell their rice to the government at below market prices.  Because they lacked incentives, many farmers reduced their efforts while others hoarded what they had to sell on the black market.

The result was a massive reduction not only in the production of rice, but also in rice exports, which was once a major source of foreign exchange.  Imports of many necessary goods also began a drastic decline.  The result was a growing economic nightmare where most people suffered greatly and a potentially wealthy nation became impoverished.


The military regime further consolidated its rule by shutting down school clubs and independent organizations of every variety, even library associations.  Newspapers not controlled by the government were shut down as were all other forums for open debate. There were no free elections.  The government took an even stronger stand against the ethnic peoples as well as the communists.  The regime demanded that the communists give up their armed struggle and refused to consider ethnic demands for greater autonomy.  


The brutal combination of continued economic decline coupled with brutal repression led to increased anger against the regime.  There was occasional resistance against the government by students and workers, but their demonstrations were brutally crushed.  Torture, political imprisonment and other human rights abuses were all too common.  Some ethnic minority groups resorted to guerilla warfare against the government, but to little avail.


By 1988 the combination of economic decline, increasing rice shortages and popular discontent brought on a national crisis.  The police killing of  a student demonstrator quickly led to widespread protests by university students who were soon joined by monks, civil servants, workers and even a few policemen and soldiers in cities and towns all over Burma. On 8 August 1988 (“8-8-88”) hundreds of thousands of students, workers and ordinary citizens marched not only in Rangoon, but also across the nation, to demand that the military regime be replaced by an elected civilian government.

The junta’s response was to have soldiers shoot directly into the crowds of marchers, killing a great number without any sign of mercy.  Some observers place the carnage by the end of the year at as many as 10,000 people killed.  Thousands more were wounded.

There were many arrests and instances of torture.  Amnesty International reported that as in  December, 2000, there were about 1,700 political prisoners jailed under harsh conditions and that torture “has become an institution” in Burma.
 


Writer Alan Clements obtained the following interview with a 20-year-old former

student who had participated in the 1988 demonstrations and who had then fled to a jungle area to continue fighting the regime.  Clements notes that the young man’s feelings summarized the aspirations of the Burmese resistance:


People all over Burma want to live freely.  This was made clear by the elections.  We want democracy, for the people and by the people.  That means human rights, freedom from brutality, being able to walk, breathe and think without the fear of being taken by soldiers at any time of the day and night….

At the time of the [1988] demonstrations, I was an English major in my last year at Rangoon University.  I had my hopes set on moving to the countryside and teaching English to the village children.  When the demonstrations started, I knew that this was our moment.  Aung San Suu Kyi inspired us to stand up for our rights and to speak our conscience.  Together with most of my classmates I joined the demonstrations.  Several of my younger brothers and sisters wanted to come out and march too.

None of us had any idea of what would follow.  It was September, 1988, just before SLORC seized power.   We were marching in the afternoon—hundreds of thousands of us.  My 15-year-old sister has her arm through mine.  My younger brother, who was 11, was holding her hand.

Up ahead the troops suddenly appeared with their guns pointed at us.  We were unarmed and walking peacefully – and then the shooting started.  All I heard was screams and gunfire.  Hundreds of people in front of me fell to the pavement.  My sister and I began to run, until her limp body knocked me over.  She had been hit.  I watched as she bled to death within a few seconds.

My little brother was in shock at seeing his sister dead.  He kept hugging her and wailing.  But we hadn’t a moment to stop, so I grabbed his hand and ran.  Just a few feet later he was shot in the back of the head.  I began to scream.  I picked his body up in my arms and continued running.  I knew he was dead yet I kept running, all the while screaming aloud.

Once in the nearby village, I lay in the dirt beneath the floor of a small hut, my brother’s bloodied body on the ground next to me.  I was crying desperately, but dared not make a sound.  The soldiers ran by along the footpath.  Only when it got dark did I dare to leave.  

We buried my brother near our home.  My sister’s body was never found.  The next day I left Rangoon and, along with many friends, began the trek into the jungle.

The young student, saddled with the memories of this double tragedy, was still living and working with opposition forces deep in the jungle when he met Clements in 1990.


It is at this time that  Daw Aung San Suu Kyi (1945- ) emerged as an important leader of the democracy movement in Burma.  Her father, independence hero General Aung San, was assassinated in 1947 when she was two.  She moved to Delhi as a teenager when her mother became Burmese ambassador to India.  She then attended university in England and married Michael Aris, a British scholar of Tibet.  Although she often returned home for visits, she lived full time in England with her husband and two sons. She later noted in a television interview that she had written Aris a letter before they got married that if her country ever needed her service, she would return.  She said that she could only marry him if he could accept that condition.  Neither she nor Aris fully expected that such an appeal would interrupt their tranquil life in Britain, but when that call came in 1988, both accepted the promise they had made to each other.  


Daw Aung San Suu Kyi was caring for her seriously ill mother in Rangoon when the demonstrations against the government broke out.  At first she stayed out of the fray, but she later issued a statement calling for elections. On 26 August 1988, a day when student organizers called for a nationwide strike, she made a speech before an audience of perhaps a half a in Rangoon where she urged citizens not to attack the army directly, but, rather, to seek democracy in a non-violent and united manner.  She quickly became a leading figure in the democracy movement.


Daw Aung San Suu Kyi along with other pro-democracy leaders like U Tin Oo and U Aung Gyi organized the National League for Democracy (NLD), which soon became the most popular opposition party.  When the military junta formed its own party, the National Unity Party (NUP) and called for elections in 1990, a heated campaign ensued.   The regime tried to hamper the NLD and other opposition parties by arresting key leaders like Daw Aung San Suu Kyi (under house arrest), but when the votes were counted, the NLD won 392 of the 485  contested parliamentary seats.  Ethnic minority parties opposed to the regime won another 65 seats while the NUP elected only 10 representatives.


In retrospect, one may wonder why the military regime allowed fairly open elections.  Perhaps some military leaders believed that if they could control the course of the election by placing harsh campaign restrictions on opposition parties, they might actually win and therefore declare the legitimacy of the regime.  The restrictions did indeed hamper the parties, but the military still experienced a major defeat.  On the other hand, the election forced the opposition to come out into the open and for their leaders to expose themselves to public scrutiny.   If the opposition had remained underground, it might have been difficult to detect leading opponents, but now the government had a good idea of who they were, where they lived and how they thought—which is something the regime is always interested in so that they would know how to develop their propaganda. 


Horrified by its overwhelming rejection by the Burmese people, the regime ignored the results, announcing that the election was not for a parliament, but, rather, for some members of a constituent assembly to consider a new constitution.  The government then directly attacked NLD members, arresting many and driving others into exile.  The repression continued  to worsen through the 1990s even though  Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991, was released in July, 1995.   She and other NLD leaders experienced severe repression throughout the 1990s when they spoke out against the dictatorship and suffered continued episodes under arrest.  At this writing (Fall 2003)

Daw Aung San Suu Kyi is yet again under house arrest.

Since September 1988 Burma’s military junta, which called itself the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC, renamed the State Peace and Development Council in November 1997), has extended its hand into every facet of Burmese life.  It has expanded the size of the military, imported huge amounts of weapons from abroad, and has suffocated the activities and lives of any persons or groups not under its own wing.

By the early 2000s it had become increasingly clear that the government had failed miserably to raise the standard of living of the ordinary citizen while the families of military leaders were able to amass great fortunes.  Christina Fink noted in 2001 that fifty years after independence

Burma was still struggling to resolve its political and economic problems.  The regime continued to cling to the idea of a unitary state with centralized powers, while the ethnic nationalities continued to insist on greater political freedoms.  The military regime managed to severely damage the organizational capacity of the pro-democracy movement, but it was not able to build a prosperous nation.  Because the regime devoted so much of the country’s resources to repressing its citizens, everyone suffered.


The only institution which has grown since 1988 is the military which today is a potent fighting force of over 400,000—the goal has been a force of 500,000, but desertions and difficulty in recruiting have prevented them from reaching this yet.   The government has vastly increased its armed forces in recent years with modern weapons, armor, transport, communications systems, aircraft and ships, and has vastly improved its military intelligence.
  The source of much of these two billion dollars of imported  military hardware in the 1990s is China.  Since Burma has no visible foreign enemies and no credible external threat, the military builds up can serve only one purpose, to be occupiers in their own land.



Major Problems in Contemporary Burma


Burma  today is a country savaged by a military regime that shows little regard for the welfare of its people.  One writer in 2000 noted that:

The impact of decades of military repression on the population of Burma has been devastating.   Hundreds of thousands of Burmese have been displaced by the government’s suppression of ethnic insurgencies and of the pro-democracy movement.  As government spending has concentrated on government expenditures to maintain its control, the once-vibrant Burmese economy has been virtually destroyed.  Funding for health and education is negligible, leaving the nation at the mercy of the growing AIDS epidemic, which is itself by the production, trade and intravenous use of heroin, as well as the trafficking of women.   

The Burmese people, whether displaced by government design or by economic necessity, whether opposed to the military regime or merely trying to survive in a climate of fear, face enormous challenges.  Human rights abuses are legion.  The government’s strategy of forced labor and relocation destroy communities.  Displacement, disruption of social networks and the collapse of the public health systems provide momentum for the spreading AIDS epidemic – which the government has barely begun to acknowledge or address.  The broader crisis in health care in general and the reproductive health in particular affects women at all levels; maternal mortality is extremely high, family planning is discouraged.  The decay—and willful destruction – of the educational system has created an increasingly illiterate population—without the tools necessary to participate in a modern society.  The country-wide economic crisis drives the growth of the commercial sex industry, both in Burma and in Thailand.

Anthropologist Christina Fink writes:

What is a life well-lived under military rule?  Survival depends on submitting to those in power.  Truth is often irrelevant.  And people have to face choices that are hardly imaginable in a free society.  Should you take the high road and be honest or engage in corruption so that your family can make ends meet?  Should you raise your children to accept military rule as normal or should you encourage them to resist and risk years of imprisonment?  Is hijacking a plane or seizing an embassy justified if the world is ignoring your people’s call for help?



The Economy

One of the real tragedies of modern Burma is the fact that it is a land of immense economic potential with rich natural resources, good agricultural land and a strong educational tradition.  Yet, despite this potential, Burma today is one of the most impoverished nations anywhere.   Agricultural production has stalled, there is very little modern industrialization or use of high technology, the educational system is in a state of near total disarray, and the government, rather than investing in infrastructure and in the future of the Burmese people, now pours close to half of public spending into the military.   The overall economy is in a deep depression and there is no indication if or when we will see much revival.

The CIA – The World Fact Book provided the following overview of the Burmese economy in 2003:

Burma is a resource-rich country that suffers from abject rural poverty. The military regime took steps in the early 1990s to liberalize the economy after decades of failure under the "Burmese Way to Socialism", but those efforts have since stalled. Burma has been unable to achieve monetary or fiscal stability, resulting in an economy that suffers from serious macroeconomic imbalances - including a steep inflation rate and an official exchange rate that overvalues the Burmese kyat by more than 100 times the market rate. In addition, most overseas development assistance ceased after the junta suppressed the democracy movement in 1988 and subsequently ignored the results of the 1990 election. Burma is data poor, and official statistics are often dated and inaccurate. Published estimates of Burma's foreign trade are greatly understated because of the size of the black market and border trade - often estimated to be one to two times the official economy.

Accurate figures are hard to obtain, but some hard data in the CIA report reflect the overall poverty of the nation.  For example, while the industrial and service sectors are growing and agricultural sectors are declining in many Asian countries
, fully 70 percent of Burmese are involved in agriculture with only 7 percent in industry/ manu- facturing and 23 percent in services.  While there were 5.6 million telephones in use in Thailand (population 64 million) in 2000, there were only 250,000 being used in Burma.  The per capita GDP for Burma was estimated in 2002 at $1600 compared to $6900 in Thailand.  There were only 3400 kilometers of paved roads in Burma compared to 63,000 kilometers  in Thailand. (1996).

Despite claims to the contrary, the government has sought to limit the development of a free market economy.   Army-run companies dominate most trade and industry.  Massive forced labor is common on infrastructure projects in rural and remote areas,  and environmentally damaging policies are pursued for quick profits.  Very little development is directed towards long-term productive capacities and severe inflation is reducing the buying power and living standards for most people.  Illegal activities including the export of narcotics and drug profit laundering continue to grow,  benefiting narco-traffickers, who are said to be allies of the junta, but doing very little to help the average Burmese.  Local investments in banks, hotels and real estate by major heroin traders increase instability and discourage favorable investment from legitimate sources.

The government’s policies towards agriculture are also causing grave problems.  Farmers are forced to double or even treble crop rice and sell a large quota to the government at far below market prices.  The regime then sells the rice at world market prices and keeps the difference.  These quotas are not only dangerous for the environment
, but also leave families with little income and not much rice to eat.  It is said that some farm families that cannot make quotas must buy rice on the black market at high prices and sell it to the government at lower prices to meet their quotas.



The Tragedy of Ethnic Minorities and Refugees


One of the great crises facing Burma today is the suppression of the nation’s ethnic minorities.  Burmans constitute perhaps two-thirds of the roughly fifty million people living in Burma, but there are well over a dozen identifiable smaller ethnic groups.

The Shan and Karen people each make up about ten percent of the population while Akha, Chin, Chinese, Danu, Indian, Kachin, Karenni,  Kayan, Kokang, Lahu, Mon, Naga, Palaung, Pao, Rakhine, Rohingya, Tavoyan, and Wa peoples each constitute 5% or less of the population. 


Burma has a long history of continued migration and conflict among these many ethnic groups along fluid frontiers, which were only formally established by the British at the height of the colonial period.  The British brought the whole region under central ad-ministration, but many areas retained a considerable degree of autonomy with only a slight degree of British oversight.  During World War II, while many Burmans initially joined the Japanese invaders against British forces, many minority ethnic groups remained loyal to Britain. “This reflected a genuine desire for independence on the part of both groups: Burmans struggling to be free of the British colonial yoke, and ethnic minorities wishing to escape Burman domination.”
 


The formal negotiations between the British and Burmese independence leaders after World War II led to the Panglong Agreement of 1947 which outlined minority rights and specifically gave the Shan and Karenni peoples the right to secede from the Union of Burma a decade after independence.  Sadly, these constitutional guarantees were never really respected and successive governments in Rangoon have severely repressed ethnic minorities who have continued to demand genuine autonomy for their home areas and a voice in governing the country as a whole.  Burma has suffered from a series of ethnic wars that continue to plague the country to this day.  


Ethnic strife causes great hardship for the nation.   Government attacks on the Muslim Rohingya people in 1991 forced a quarter million of them to flee to neighboring Bangladesh in 1991 and many Karen and Karenni people in Thailand following severe Burmese military offenses since 1984.
  There are an estimated 600,000  internally displaced persons whose suffering and living conditions are often worse than refugees abroad.  


There are two major forms of displacement in Burma.  The first is connected with the long-running ethnic insurgencies that ring the Burman heartland and the strategies of suppression followed by the military regime.  The military pursues a classic counter-

Insurgency formula of denying support for guerilla armies by disrupting the civilian communities that serve as a base for their support. A Karenni refugee woman in Thailand remembers:

The military came and burnt down our houses, not only once, but twice.  We were just trying to protect our land.  We had to hide in the jungle.  Our houses were first burned when I was seven years old  Now I am fifty years old and they still burn our houses.  If we stay in our villages we starve or are killed.  Our children are made to be porters – they carry water and look for timber.  My husband was out looking for timber for our family.  He was with two others.  They were cold and had lit a fire.  SLORC saw the fire and killed them all.  Someone saw their bodies and told us.  This was in 1995.  We hid in the jungle again but there were landmines and people were injured…”


There has also been a large displacement of Burmese across its borders with Thailand and other neighboring states.  Estimates of Burmese living in Thailand range from at least a half million to over a million (130,000 in refugee camps; there are also at least 250,000 legally registered migrant workers and at least as twice as many unregistered migrant workers. While a large number of people, largely ethnic Karen and Karenni, live in refugee camps along the border, the vast majority of Burmese in Thailand have no legal status.  Thai authorities view them as illegal immigrants and in this capacity they are vulnerable to exploitation, and mistreatment by employers, officials and others.  


The prospects for a peaceful, democratic and prosperous Burma will remain poor until there is a just and workable settlement to the nation’s ethnic conflicts.




Human Rights


The military junta has the distinction of being one of the worst violators of human rights today.  This tendency became abundantly clear in 1988 when army troops fired directly into crowds of unarmed pro-democracy demonstrators in Rangoon and other Burmese towns and cities, killing hundreds if not thousands of Burmese.  Groups like Amnesty International state that “torture has become an institution” in Burma.  Reports filtering out of Burma today tell of a whole host of abuses, including murder, torture, mass rape, detention without trial, massive forced relocations and forced labor.  Ethnic minorities have been especially hard hit and hundreds of thousands have fled their homes.


There are no basic freedoms.  There is no freedom of the press and freedom of association and assembly are denied.  Labor unions are strictly forbidden and there is massive use of forced labor.  A 1996 SLORC decree provides up to 20 years imprison-ment for anybody publicly opposing the regime and anybody caught with an un-authorized fax machine or modem can go to jail for 15 years.  


Sadder still is the condition of young Burmese.  Since far more money is spent on the military than on education and health care
, the whole nation is doomed to darkness for many years to come.  Since the military took over in 1962, schools and universities have been frequently closed for many weeks or months at a time.  While most people can read or write at a basic level, very few Burmese are receiving any advanced professional training.  Burma is producing a few workers with technical skills who can be useful in the military or in government-run corporations, but there are very few trained economists, lawyers, doctors and other highly qualified professionals who are necessary to modernize Burma.  There are also very few advanced hospitals and medical clinics which means that unless one has the money to pay for top medical care, a sick person will not receive proper medical treatment.  


I have met a number of  young Burmese studying and working in the United States.  Some of these people are quite brilliant and offer their country enormous potential, but the sad fact is that they are not living in Burma now and are not offering their services for their country.  But the reality is that if many of them went back now, the government would not utilize their services and might even arrest them.  For many exile is the only manageable way of life.


By depriving Burmese proper educations and health care, the military regime has trampled on the human rights of all Burmese.





Women


Burmese women struggle with all of the human rights abuses noted above, but for many there are added pressures. The fact that the government spends over 200 percent more on its army than on health and education means that Burma’s women and children are suffering from increasing neglect.  The decline of health care services has contributed greatly, for example, to the increase in maternal mortality in recent years.  Maternal mortality in Burma was estimated in the 550-580 per 100,000 births range, compared to about 80 per 100,000 in Vietnam.

 
Many young women have suffered from rape by soldiers and widespread rape by soldiers is reported in the heavily militarized zones along Burma’s borders where the regime has carried out a determined campaign against ethnic minorities. It is estimated that 80 percent of the sex workers in northern Thailand are from Burma.  Inside Burma, the gem and jade mines of the north (where women and children work under very dangerous and unhealthy conditions) and the Chinese-border “boom towns” are major growth centers for the commercial sex industry along with the larger cities.  


Poverty is a major reason some women turn to prostitution.  They have very little education and know of no other way to support themselves and their families.  Many of them are afflicted with HIV/AIDS, but are forced to keep working without any help from medical authorities.  





Health and Education


The military regime’s policies have not only impoverished the country, but have also ruined the nation’s health and educational services as well.  Outside experts universally proclaim that Burma today is facing a severe health and educational crisis.  While the government has spent lavishly on the military, it has badly neglected the coun-try’s health and educational systems while allowing basic infrastructure to deteriorate badly and universities have been closed more often than not since the 1988 democracy demonstrations.  Tragically, a whole generation or more of young Burmese are growing up to be barely literate and totally unready to guide their nation in a highly technological world.  This phenomenon means that even if the military regime lost power in favor of a more democratic government, it would take decades for Burma to become a truly developed nation.


Burma faces a hugely difficult task in its efforts to bring modern medical care, proper sanitation, and even the most basic elements of health education to a poor rural nation.  In its “World Health Report 2000,” the WHO ranked Burma next to last, 190th out of 191, in terms of overall health system performance.  Of the 174 countries rated 

In the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development index for 2000, Burma ranked 125th.  Forty percent of Burmese have no access to safe water and many more lack basic sanitation.  


There is a growing AIDS epidemic in Burma.  It is spread through the rampant use of  heroin which is much cheaper than the frequently shared syringes required to inject it.  A large percentage of the 40,000 or more Burmese women in the prostitution trade in Thailand become HIV positive and those who survive often bring the disease back with them, thus infecting more people in Burma.


The educational crisis in Burma is just as serious.  The country boasted a robust and expanding school system two generations ago, but the military has expended only a pitiful amount for education.  The result is a people who are becoming increasingly il-

literate.  Only a third of the children who enter first grade will ever advance as far as fourth grade and prospects for further education are few.   The very few who make it as far as college face a situation where universities have been closed for extended periods and when they are open, academic freedom is severely restricted and quality teaching hard to find.  

Today the government spends only four percent of the national budget on education.  Students must pay difficult fees to attend public schools for books, supplies, uniforms and even teacher salaries.  Many Burmese students living in the United States have told me that some teachers are so badly paid that they must resort to bribery from students to make anything like a living wage.
  This corruption only further corrupts the situation.  Many schools don’t have electricity and fewer still have computers.


The crisis is compounded by the fact that many teachers as well as other civil servants and professionals are forced to leave their jobs, thus depriving the nation of the very people needed to manage schools, health clinics, and other social services.  Christina Fink notes that “Civil servants’ wages are so low in Burma and decent paying jobs so hard to find that former soldiers and university students can be found along with many Burmese farmers and day-laborers working in the factories, shops and fields of Burma’s neighboring countries.”
 


Access to education is greatly restricted in impoverished areas where families cannot afford fees required of students.  Burmese children living in exile in Thailand get

very little access to schooling as do their counterparts in ethnic minority areas where village life has been crushed by the military and many children are forced to work as porters for the military.  A lucky few manage to escape to the United States, Australia or some other Western country to get an education or work, but once they become exiles from their own land, a safe return is either economically or politically very difficult if not impossible.





The Rape of the Environment

 
The policies of the military junta have had a disastrous effect on Burma’s natural environment.  It is evident that the junta has shown very little concern for the environmental impact of its policies.  There is evidence that clear cutting of valuable hardwoods is destroying the country’s extensive rainforests, endangering animals, and wiping out the habitat of some ethnic minority people.  Commercial over-fishing has destroyed the livelihoods of many fishing families.  Other policies including the construction of a natural gas pipeline across southeastern Burma and the exploitation of natural gas in the Gulf of Martaban are said to cause environmental problems.

Alan Clements, an American Buddhist scholar who lived in Burma for several  years, gives a vivid description of a visit he made deep in rural Burma in the l980s .  He encountered a lumbering operation that involved the wholesale stripping of millions of acres of rain forest to meet a major international demand for teak.  He was driving with a Burmese companion when they pulled over and saw a sight that horrified the American:

We walked down a narrow path through dense foliage.  After a few minutes, we entered a vast open space.  “This,” my companion said, “is a ‘teak barn’”  It was a flat clearing, nearly a square mile in area, filled with thousands of logs.


There are many such “teak barns,” most of them under contract with SLORC.  They’re art of a multimillion dollar lumber and logging operation that clears teak forests deep within Burma, transports the wood to Thailand for milling and sells the products on the international market.

The United Nations Development Programme issued a report in July 1991 which stated the extent of this devastation.  Recent satellite photographs show an area larger than the state of Massachusetts is being cleared each year.  As a result, Burma now has the fifth highest deforestation rate on the planet.  Since it has virtually no reforestation plans, the country will be denuded within 15 years.  The lush rainforests along the Thai-Burmese border may not last another five.

It’s easy to understand why SLORC is trying to crush the democracy movement.  But why is it raping Burma’s exquisite environment? 

When the Burmese military suppressed  all dissent in September 1988, the United States suspended aid to the regime.  Japan and the European Community followed.  The military junta had to find other means of financing its operations, so it began selling off Burma’s natural resources – mostly teak, fish oil and tin.




Foreign Policy: The close relationship with China


Despite the fact that the Burmese government is a pariah within the broad international community, it has been receiving badly needed assistance from China.  The regime depends on a growing and costly military intelligence apparatus to suppress domestic dissent and must rely on China for many of these weapons.  Since the domestic turmoil of 1988, the junta has vastly increased the size of the military to over 400,000 troops and it has strengthened itself by importing large quantities of weapons ranging from small arms to modern jet fighters.
 


Christina Fink writes that:

China assisted Burma’s military in return for access to intelligence information. China was eager to keep an eye on India’s military activities as well as to monitor shipping in the Indian Ocean and through the straits of Malacca.  China also looked to Burma as a market for Chinese goods and an important trade route to the Indian subcontinent and the Indian Ocean.  As a result, the Chinese invested in the development of ports, roads, bridges, dams, and factories in Burma.  Chinese consumer goods flooded Burma’s markets, and as opportunities for making money expanded, the presence of Chinese in central Mandalay, the traditional center of Burmese culture, grew rapidly.  In 1999, some estimates put the Chinese population of the city as high as 30 percent, with most being recent immigrants.

China has also supported Burma strongly in such international forums like the United Nations.


Burma’s ruling generals, however, have sought to mitigate their growing dependence on China by improving its ties with other neighboring states, who in turn seem interested in weaning Burma from Chinese influence.  This desire may have played an important role in the vote of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) to admit Burma as a member in 1997 and in improvements in Burma’s ties with India in recent years.  Nevertheless, China’s influence in Burma remains profound.

American Feelings on Burma


Another problem for Burma is how few Americans or other foreigners know anything about the tragedy in Burma or seem to really care.  It is not surprising that virtually none of my students have ever heard about Burma, but what is really disappointing is that few scholars or members of government seem to have any perception of the problem.  


I was shocked when I realized how few people in American government are aware of the Burma crisis.  I joined a small group of Burmese and American sympathizers that spent a day on Capitol Hill in late September 2002 lobbying members of Congress.  We talked to very receptive and well educated staff members who made us feel very welcome, but in every case we had to provide a lengthy introduction when the staffers told us that they had absolutely no idea what was going on in Burma.  And yet these staff members were all trained in international affairs and were responsible for helping their respective Congressmen or Senators deal with foreign matters.


The American government also seems unprepared to act. Secretary of State Colin Powell published a very harsh condemnation of the Rangoon regime in The Wall Street Journal  in mid-June, 2003 and the Senate voted 97-1 to impose an embargo on all Burmese imports to the United States, but that is far as the United States government was willing to go, even after the murderous attack in the spring of 2003 on Aung San Syuu Kyi’s entourage.

When Senator George Allen (R-Virginia) visited Mary Baldwin College in late August, 2003, I asked him if he would support any active American intervention in Burma, reminding him of the huge amount of illegal drugs that wind up in the United States from Burma each year.  He replied that a major flow of drugs, however serious, does not constitute enough of a threat to American security to warrant a direct American attack—if it were, then we would have attacked Colombia years ago.  In short, he noted, Burma, while suffering tragically, is not a decided threat to American interests and therefore will remain outside the periphery of any direct action by the United States.

Heroin and Drug Production

   
Burma in recent years has become one of the world’s leading centers for the production of heroin and  methamphetamines.  It is said that Burma’s unprecedented surge in drug production is helping to fuel an alarming increase in heroin use around the world.
 It is also apparent that Burma’s drug lords have become major investors in the country’s economy and banking system
 and have a close working relationship with the military junta which also benefits from the drug trade.    It is widely speculated that earnings from drug smuggling may now exceed those of all of Burma’s legal exports.


The vast increase of heroin production in Burma has brought huge amounts of the drug to the West, but it has also had a bad effect on Burma’s population as well.  The drug is cheap in Burma bringing in many users.  Tragically, there has been an explosion of AIDS spread by the sharing of needles among heroin users – in one region tests have found that 90% of heroin users are HIV-positive.


The export of heroin, much of which originates in the “Golden Triangle” area where the frontiers of Burma, Thailand and Laos meet, is becoming a major security issue for the United States and other nations in the West, despite Senator Allen’s claims to the contrary.




The Words of Aung Sang Suu Kyi


It is perhaps fitting to close this section with the words of pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi.  An excerpt from her 1992 speech accepting the Nobel Peace Prize 
(read for her by her then 19-year-old son Alexander) is followed by three of her poems including “In the Quiet Land.”

The world is watching Burma to see whether the rights of citizens to participate fully in the political process of their country will be conceded; whether the will of the people as expressed through free and fair elections will truly be respected; and whether there will be serious moves to protect human rights by promoting the rule of law and by establishing an independent judiciary.




In The Quiet Land



         
         By Aung San Suu Kyi 
In the Quiet Land, no one can tell
if there’s someone who’s listening
for secrets they can sell.
The informers are paid in the blood of the land
and no one dares speak what the tyrants won’t stand.

In the quiet land of Burma,
no one laughs and no one thinks out loud.
In the quiet land of Burma,
you can hear it in the silence of the crowd

In the Quiet Land, no one can say
when the soldiers are coming 
to carry them away.
The Chinese want a road; the French want the oil;
the Thais take the timber; and SLORC takes the spoils...

In the Quiet Land....
In the Quiet Land, no one can hear
what is silenced by murder
and covered up with fear.
But, despite what is forced, freedom’s a sound
that liars can’t fake and no shouting can drown.



“Free Bird toward to a free Burma”
 

My home...
where I was born and raised
used to be warm and lovely
now filled with darkness and horror.

My family...
whom I had grown with
used to be cheerful and lively
now living with fear and terror.

My friends...
whom I shared my life with
used to be pure and merry
now living with wounded heart.

A free bird...
which is just freed
used to be caged
now flying with an olive branch
for the place it loves.

A free bird toward a Free Burma.

“Why do I have to Fight?”
They killed my father a year ago,
And they burnt my hut after that
I asked the city men “why me?” they ignored
"I don’t know, mind your business," the men said.
One day from elementary school I came home,
Saw my sister was lifeless, lying in blood.
I looked around to ask what happened, if somebody’d known,
Found no one but living room as a flood.
Running away by myself on the village road,
Not knowing where to go but heading for my teacher
Realizing she’s the only one who could help to clear my throat,
But this time she gave up, telling me strange things in fear.
Why, teacher, why.. why.. why?
I have no dad nor a sister left.
To teach me and to care for me you said, was that a lie?
This time with tearful eyes she, again, said...
"Be a grown one, young man,
Can’t you see we all are dying?
And stop this with your might as soon as you can,
For we all are suffering."
Burma at A Glance: The Plight of 50 million Burmese 

And

 Their On-going Struggle for Freedom and Democracy

[The following fact-sheet, composed by the Washington D.C. based Free Burma Coalition (FBC), accentuates some of the realities of life in contemporary Burma.  FBC is the world’s largest network of Burmese freedom fighters in exile and their international friends working to restore freedom, human rights, and democracy in Burma.]

Singing a pro-democracy/freedom song in public is illegal and has been punished with 7 years hard labor.

Owning an unauthorized fax machine or an email account is punishable with up to 15 years hard labor.

As a weapon of terror against ethnic minority communities, Burmese troops raped and gang-raped over 625 girls and women between 1996 and 2001.

Burma’s ruling military dictatorship forces children as young as 12 to serve in the military and the army has the world’s largest concentration of child soldiers numbering an estimated 70,000.

Writing and publishing a historical essay about the country’s successive student movements invites up to 60 years’ imprisonment.

The Burmese military has forced over 600,000 innocent villagers, particularly ethnic minorities, from their ancestral homelands, having destroyed over 2,000 villages post-1988 pro-democracy uprisings.

The International Labor Organization (ILO) has barred the Burmese regime from the organization’s forums and meetings, owing to the massive and concrete evidence indicating that the regime has forced nearly up to 2 million Burmese citizens to work in labor camps on economic development and infrastructure building projects since it came to power in 1988.

The regime held multi-party elections in 1990 and has blatantly refused to acknowledge and honor the results when the popular National League for Democracy under Aung San Suu Kyi’s leadership won 82% of the parliamentary seats.

Aung San Suu Kyi, an international icon of non-violent resistance, is the world’s only Nobel Peace Prize winner who has been locked up for more than half of the past 15 years.

Burma’s regime currently holds more than 1,500 political prisoners many of them have out-served their sentences.

Despite all odds including low level of media coverage and public awareness, Burma’s popular democratic struggle goes on, inside Burma and among political exiles around the world.





----------------------


The nightmare continues for the fifty million people of Burma without any real hope in sight.

�For this section I am following an introductory outline found in the website Burma: Country in Crisis.  This site is prepared by the Open Society Institute's Burma Project to provide background information on current events in Burma. See: http://www.burmaproject.org/CRISIS/index.html


�Although in Burmese “Bama” and “Myanma” are used interchangeably for the name of the country,  The government of Burma has changed the English name of the country to the Union of Myanmar.   Most Burmese I have met in the pro-democracy movement choose to call their country Burma and we will follow their lead in this volume.


� Other minority groups include:Akha, Chin, Danu,  Kachin, Karenni, Kayan, Kokang, Lahu, Naga, Palaung, Pao, Rohingya, Tavoyan, and Wa peoples, each constituting 5% or less of the population.


� Christina Fink, Living Silence: Burma under Military Rule (London and New York: Zed Books, 2001), p. 15.


� Shelby Tucker, Burma: The Curse of Independence (London: Pluto Press, 2001), p. 30.


� Maurice Collis, Trials in Burma (London: Faber & Faber, 1938, pp. 286-87, quoted in 


Tucker, pp. 32-33.


� Fink, pp. 19-21.


� Fink, p. 21.


� Fink,  p. 15.


� “Burma: Country in Crisis.” http://www.burmaproject.org/CRISIS/index.html


� Tucker, pp. 131-160.


� “Burma: Country in Crisis.” � HYPERLINK "http://www.burmaproject.org/CRISIS/index.html" ��http://www.burmaproject.org/CRISIS/index.html�.  It is estimated that there were about 1200 political prisoners before May 2003.  Only some of the political prisoners have been in prison since 1988.  Most have been arrested since then, although many of these were active in 1988 and some are in for a second time.


� Quoted in Alan Clements, Burma: The Next Killing Fields? ( Berkeley CA: Odanian Books, 1992), pp. 56-58.


� Fink, p. 99.


� Tucker, 205.  See also Andrew Selth, Burma’s Armed Forces: Power Without Glory (Eastbridge: Norwalk, CN., 2002).


�  Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children (WC), “Fear and Hope: Displaced Burmese Women in Burma and Thailand.”  Report issued in November, 2000, p. 1.


� HYPERLINK "http://www.womenscommission.org/pdf/th_mm.pdf" ��http://www.womenscommission.org/pdf/th_mm.pdf�





� Fink, p. 7


�CIA-The World Fact Book:  http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/bm.html#Econ


� Thailand in 2003 as 11 percent of the working population in agriculture, 40 percent in industry and 49 percent in services.  http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/th.html


� Growing additional rice crops and using harsh fertilizers destroys soil fertility, damages water supply, and opens rice land to pestilence traditionally avoided through crop rotation.   Source: “Burma: Country in Crisis.”


� “Burma: Country in Crisis.” http://www.burmaproject.org/CRISIS/index.html





� “Burma: Country in Crisis.” http://www.burmaproject.org/CRISIS/index.html





� There were Mon refugees in Thailand as well, but they returned to Burma in 1995 following the New Mon State Party ceasefire with the regime.


� WC, p. 3.


� According to some estimates, the ruling junta spends 200 per cent more on its army than on health care and education combined.


� Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children,” p. 18.


� According to “Burma: Country in Crisis,” a teacher’s pay in Burma in 2000 was the equivalent of $5 a month.  This means that few people living independently with their own families can afford to teach. It is also said that that some teachers have left their positions to avoid mandatory political indoctrination sessions.


� Fink, p. 7.


� Clements, pp. 59-60.


� Christina Fink writes that between 1990-97, China furnished as much as 3 billion dollars worth of military equipment to the junta.  “Besides fighter aircraft, tanks and artillery, China sold Burma radar, signals intelligence equipment, and electronic warfare equipment.  The Chinese armed forces also provided training for Burma’s army, air force, and navy.”  Fink, p. 233.


� Fink, p. 233.


� Heroin production in Burma has in fact declined slightly since 2000—Afghanistan is now a larger producer. 


� Immense heroin profits are allegedly laundered through Burma’s weak and ill-regulated banking system.





