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Abstract

For nearly 50 years a ruthless and inhumane military regime has held power in Burma, also known as Myanmar.  This government, which lacks legitimacy has through a variety of means, oppressed its people.  Freedom of speech does not exist in Burma. Anyone caught speaking out against the regime faces imprisonment.  Political prisoners in Burma face poor conditions and almost certain torture and death.  Life for those outside of prison is not much better.  The citizens of Burma are poor, and destitute.  Some have been thrown out of their homes and forced to relocate to camps, others fearing conditions in the camps have fled into the forests or into bordering nations like Thailand.  Burma is the number one recruiter of child soldiers in the world.


The question here becomes, how has a government that lacks legitimacy and is so clearly corrupt and oppressive been able to retain power for so long?  Related question is why democracy has failed to take root in Burma?  The regime has managed to stay in power by using both terror and oppression of the opposition forces and by extending the institutional reach of the military into Burmese Society. Moreover the Burmese government’s isolationist stance and reliance on China as the main trading partner makes it difficult for international community to exert influence over the military regime.

Two recent events in Burma demonstrate how it has retained power, the Saffron Revolution of 2007, and the aftermath of Cyclone Nargis, are both events that had the potential to destabilize the military regime but failed to do so.  I show the tactics used by the government to maintain its power over the people. The regime brutally repressed the rebellion by the Monks despite a great deal of attention by international community and the generally exalted status of the Monks in Burmese society. This example demonstrates the Junta’s continued fear of dissent, and perception of who and what kinds of groups constitute an enemy of the state.  The second example is its reaction to the devastation caused by Cyclone Nargis.  Immediately following the cyclone humanitarian assistance poured in from all over the world but it was widely reported that the soldiers in Burma gave aid to favored groups or didn’t distribute it at all.  The Burmese government also turned away international aid agencies completely leading the international community to wonder if they could stand by and let this happen, or should the aid be taken into Burma forcibly if necessary.  2010 is an important turning point for the regime because constitutionally the military junta there must hold free elections this year, but have yet to actually schedule such elections.  My research leads me to be uncertain about the future of Burma, and the correct course for it’s future, but hopeful that a growing understanding in the international community may eventually lead to real substantial reform.

Modern Burma is without doubt one of the most repressive and brutal military governments today in Asia and in the world.  Burma, also known as Myanmar is an eastern Asian nation roughly the geographical size of Texas ruled by an oppressive and brutal military Junta.  This government is known throughout the world as one of the worst violators of human rights specializing in state-sponsored rape and the use of child soldiers among other things.  This is a country that has been in limbo, without rights and without help since 1964.  


How has such an oppressive regime been able to maintain power for nearly 50 years?  What strategies have this government employed to retain dominance over the people and keep power in the region.  It is through the use of four main strategies that it has been able to retain power. First of all it has used the systematic creation of terror and fear throughout the country, and the violation of basic human rights to assert physical and psychological dominance over its people.  Second, It has been able to stay viable with emergency economic and military assistance from the People’s Republic of China.  Third, it has redefined and expanded it’s military to include as many citizens as possible.  Finally it has been able to limit what information comes in and out of the country by violating freedom of speech and the press as well as violating freedom to information by limiting what may be taught in the schools.

In order to understand where Burma is today, it’s important to understand how it came to be in the state that we now see.  Prior to 1948 Burma was under the colonial rule of both Great Britain and Japan at different times.  Following World War II Burma was granted independence and enjoyed a brief period of democratically elected government until Ne Win assumed power in 1962. The military regime has been in power in Burma since 1962 when General Ne Win over threw the democratically elected government that had been in power since 1948. (Ferarra, 303)

Modern day Burma is a tense place, always on the brink of exploding into violence.  As far back as September of 1987 and before students were protesting the actions of the military junta.  It was on September 5th of 1987 that the regime confiscated the assets of many people and reduced the value of currency in the country by 60 to 80 percent. (Skidmore, 7)  This act drastically changed the economic conditions of the Burmese people and prompted the student protests that began in September of 1987.  In March of 1988 student demonstrations began at the campuses of universities in Rangoon following the death of a student by a ministerial bodyguard.  (Watcher, 174) The use of special riot police called Lon Htein to put down these demonstrations shocked the people of Burma and what started as a student movement became a major protest by the people of Rangoon.  Deaths from the Lon Htein were unofficially estimated in the hundreds, while the government of the country reported only 2.  Following the demonstrations all the universities in Burma were closed for several months in hopes that this would quell the opposition, however this would not be the case.  In June what began as a march of peace turned to violence when the Lon Htein drove a truck into the crowd injuring and even killing several junior high students. (Watcher, 175)


   In July of 1988 General Ne Win stepped down from the presidency and Sein Lwin, also known as the “Butcher of Rangoon” was appointed to the position. (Ferrara, 307) However, during this period while Ne Win was not officially the leader of Burma, it is widely believed that he served as a sort of “political kingpin” still very much in control of what happened in Burma. (CIA)  On August 3rd, 1988 Sein Lwin imposed martial law though even up until the 8th people were still seen marching, peacefully in the streets of Rangoon.  However, this would soon change when on that day it was decided at the highest level of government to use force against the marchers. (Watcher, 176)


Following the decision to utilize force in the quelling the demonstrations in the streets of Rangoon in August of 1988, the marchers were warned by the military to cease, or be shot, and then they opened fire.  Immediately dozens were shot and the military was distributed throughout the city of Rangoon.  The soldiers fired indiscriminately on the unarmed peaceful protesters and even into the windows of homes of people simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.  (Watcher, 177) According to Burma Watcher, 

“The brutal repression lasted through August 12th.  Though final figures will never be known, reliable diplomatic observers estimate that over a thousand people were killed and more than two thousand were wounded.” (Watcher, 177) 


No single date is more important in the history of modern Burma than August 8 of 1988.  This date from which the people of Burma mark time has come to be known as 8888. In her essay “Darker Than Midnight” Monique Skidmore discusses the importance of “the strike” in marking time in Burma.  

“The “Strike” is a temporal marker evident in language, illness, and life histories.  Although the failed pro-democracy uprising occurred over several weeks many Burmese identify the “Four Eights” the day that the military opened fire on the protesters as marking the end of a certain way of life.” (Skidmore, 7)


Skidmore also says, 

“Not only do Burmese date events according to their proximity to the Strike (e.g. “It was one year after the Strike”), but they also conceive of time as passing differently than it did before that day.  Time no longer flows, it now pools.  There is no sense of progression from one season or cycle to the next but, rather, a spinning out of the same set of circumstances into the future.”  Skidmore goes on to discuss how “The population comprises a nation in waiting…The population is waiting for democracy, freedom, and employment, but it is also waiting for violence…Burma is heavy with the continued expectation that something will happen. (Skidmore 7-8)

Since 8888 urban Burma is leaden with the feeling that even the most seemingly insignificant event could spark further violence.  


Following the demonstrations the Burmese people were given reason to hope when General Sein Lwin stepped down and was replaced by Dr. Maung Maung, a civilian.  The Burmese people thought that they had won a victory of consequence when Maung Maung announced that a planned referendum on whether or not to adopt a multiparty system would go forward.  (Watcher, 177) Their hope was short lived however, as on September 18th, 1988 the armed forces Chief of Staff General Saw Maung announced martial law and the formation of the State Law and Order Restoration Council or SLORC.  This put the military in an open political position although the military had always been the real source of power in Burma. (Watcher) (Ferrara) 


Curtis N. Thompson has also looked at the role of ethnicity in the politics of Burma.  He says that the concept must be applied very carefully in Burma because of the differences in how ethnicity is defined in the West and in Burma.  In the west ethnicity is determined by place of birth, but in Asia there really is no concept that can be considered equivalent. (Thomson, 284)  Thompson says “In its place is a concept usually related to Hindu-Buddhist ideas of Karma and station of Birth.” (Thompson, 284)  Because of this it is difficult to divide the country into geographical territories.  Also because of this it is difficult to have a single unified government in Burma because many of the ethnic groups have trouble identifying with a single Burmese identity. (Thompson, 2857)

The hope for many in Burma, and around the world, is to see a transition to a free and democratic government under the leadership of the National League for Democracy (NLD).  If this hope is ever to be realized it is important to understand why Democracy has failed in the past in Burma.  From 1948 to 1962 Burma was under the leadership of a Democratic government.  The government, however, was plagued with problems.  In the article “Is Regime Change Enough for Burma” Neil A. Englehart examines why this government failed, and the future prospects for a democratic transition in Burma. Englehart points to the rocky foundation that the Burmese was left with from British Colonial rule saying, “At independence in 1948, the Burmese inherited a democratic constitution and a weak state from the British.  The British colonial regime had been deeply unpopular and coercive...The native Burmese officials it employed were widely mistrusted and notoriously corrupt (Englehart, 624).”  He continues to discuss how this weak government that was left over after colonialism severely impaired the ability of the government that replaced it.  (Englehart, 624)


The Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL) which had been very popularly elected was hindered by the non-functioning and poorly organized state left behind from the British.  Englehart says to better understand the challenges that would face any future democratic government in Burma; it is worthwhile to look at the two main reasons that the government of 1948 fails.  He says that these two important factors that brought down Burma’s first democratic government were a “lack of administrative capacity” and a “lack of control of violence.” (Englehart, 625)


In the beginning of democratic rule in 1948 Englehart points to several factors that showed the lack of administrative capacity that helped lead to the failure of the young democracy.  At first they had serious personnel shortages followed by hasty recruitment of poorly trained personnel. (Englehart, 625)  Through this the civil service expanded but with devastating effects.  To measure this through quantitative means is difficult because their record keeping skills were nearly nonexistent but the structure of state revenues is one indicator that supports this very strongly. (Englehart, 626)  Land taxes had been a main source of income for the colonial government in Burma while in the new democratic government land tax incomes fell dramatically.  The main sources of income became Japanese war reparations and the much easier to collect customs duties. (Englehart, 625) 


Englehart also points to the new democratic government’s inability to control violence as a reason that they were unable to stand.  He says that even before independence guerilla groups had formed throughout Burma and that the violence caused by these groups is an obstacle the government was no match for. “The weakness of central authority and the proliferation of armed groups encouraged a series of insurrections that nearly overwhelmed the government. (Englehart, 627) ”  


Because of these insurrections the nearly overwhelmed government made a desperate move and turned to “local bosses” and made alliances hoping to create some stability.  Englehart says, 

“…in desperation the government struck alliances with local leaders to turn some pocket armies into militias called sitwundan (special police reserves).  These sitwundan were valuable to the government at a time when the army was crippled by defections and hamstrung by insurgent operations that came within a few miles of Rangoon. (Englehart, 627)”

Englehart says that the sitwundun were effective at fighting against insurgents but that the program gave local “elites” power to command, “what were essentially private military forces.”  The leaders of these militias became very important and prominent in the communities in which they operated even having more power than the state-appointed civilian administrators. Englehart says, “they effectively eclipsed the state (Englehart, 627).”

The Military Junta specializes in creating chaos and instability as a means of retaining power and dominance.  Systematic creation of terror and depravation of human rights have become useful tools for the Junta in retaining dominance.  Federico Ferrara in his article “Why Regimes Create Disorder; Hobbes’s Dilemma During a Rangoon Summer” He argues that the military Junta of Burma “maximizes its control over the population through fierce repression.” It without mercy crushes any exhibition of dissent; it monitors behavior, and has attempted to keep its citizenry from exercising any political freedom.  Through the creation of fear and terror in the country the government has been relatively successful in deterring the sort of political involvement and protest that was seen in August of 1988.  (Ferrara, 302)


Ferrara discusses how research on protest and repression has shown the links between the two and helps to explain why and how regimes use violence against their own people as a technique of keeping power over the people. He says,


“Research on protest and repression has shown that state coercion may, in some cases, result in increased mobilization whereas in others it effectively deters further challenges.  Contextual factors such as the regime’s consistency in the employment of specific counterrevolutionary tactics, it’s perceived strength, and the cohesion and size of the rebel movement, appear to be crucial determinants of individual decisions to either lash back against government repression, or withdraw participation in collective dissent. (Ferarra 302)”  

He argues that when policies of repression or accommodation are consistent dissent decreases and argues that this is why at some times in Burma the citizens have mobilized to demonstrate when they sense weakness through inconsistency from the governmental leadership.  In 1988 General Ne Win gave these types of contradictory messages.  He appeared willing to compromise on the people’s demands for a referendum to approve a multi-party democracy, but at the same time said, “I want the entire nation, the people, to know that if in the future there are more disturbances, if the army shoots, it hits, there is no firing in the air to scare. (Ferarra 306)”  Ferrara says,


“In these conditions, even repression could not possibly deter protest but only strengthen the view that a dazed and hopeless handful of military officials were only days away from relinquishing political power. (Ferarra, 307)”


The military junta in Burma is notoriously absent minded when it comes to providing it’s citizens with basic human rights and in fact is even outwardly and intentionally aggressive toward it’s citizens.  Nancy Hudson-Rod and Myo Hunt in their article “The Military Occupation of Burma” classify the means by which these human rights violations are carried out as,

A network of surveillance, detention and control includes interrogation centers, prisons and relocated villages.  These are effective means by which the military regime supports their rule.  People are denied freedoms of association, speech, language and livelihood.  People are restricted in their movements.  Their places become secretive, hidden compartmentalized and monotonous.  Diversity and complexity of experience is denied.  Openness and transparency of the reality of place is closed…Burma is a large scale example of how places can make it exceedingly difficult and dangerous if not impossible to see in or out and thus be aware of the world. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 503)


In no region of Burma is this more apparent than in eastern Burma where the Tatmadaw has been systematically killing, and torturing it’s own people in a crisis that has been compared to the genocide in Darfur. (G-I Network)  According to the Genocide Intervention Network, “Civilians remain at risk of violence in Burma’s eastern Karen, Karenni, Shan and Mon states and Tenasserim division.  Residents of these states as well as ethnic minority areas in the western states of Chin and Arakan are victims of summary execution, severe torture, and rape as well as forced labor, extortion and displacement due to the ongoing Burmese military offensive.” (G-I Network)  It is estimated by the Genocide Intervention Network that nearly 99% of civilian casualties in eastern Burma are caused directly by the government of affiliated military groups.  (G-I Network)


 In eastern Burma the Karen National Liberation Army, a guerilla group of rebels, operates and this is why the east of Burma has been target by the Tatmadaw.  However, instead of just going after the KNLA forces many others who are only ethnically Karen have been targeted.  It is not uncommon for Karen people to be shot on sight with little to no provocation.  A 35-year-old farmer from Thandaung Township remarked, “If they found us they would kill us, because for the Burmese army the Karen and the KNU (Karen National Union, the group that the KNLA is associated with) are one.”  (Amnesty)  


The tatmadaw also practices enforced disappearances in the area.  Enforced disappearance is defined by the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance, adopted by the UN General Assembly Res. 61/177 as,


“…the arrest, detention, abduction, or any other form of deprivation of liberty by agents of the state or by persons or groups of persons acting with the authorization, support, or acquiescence of the state, followed by a refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of liberty or by concealment of the fate or whereabouts of the disappeared person, which place such a person outside the protection of the law.”

The wife of a man believed to have been disappeared in July of 2006 said, “My son often asks about his father, I tell him I don’t know where he is.  My daughter, who is older doesn’t ask – she knows the soldiers took him. (Amnesty)”  These people are either killed or used for forced labor and portering.  If these people refuse to perform forced labor they may be risking reprisal or collective punishment from the Tatmadaw.  Those who are able and willing to labor are sometimes tortured to death or executed. (Amnesty)


Burma is the number one recruiter of child soldiers in the world.  It is estimated that of the 350,000 soldiers in the Burma’s army, also known as the Tatmadaw, as much as 20% or more of it’s active duty soldiers could be children under the age of 18.  That amounts to around 70,000 child soldiers in Burma’s army today.  Children as young as 11 years old are forcibly recruited to participate in armed conflict. (HRW)  In a 2002 Human Rights Watch article Jo Becker, Advocacy Director of the Children’s Rights Division at Human Rights Watch said, 

Burma’s army preys on children, using threats, intimidation, and often violence to force young boys to become soldiers.  To be a boy in Burma today means facing the constant risk of being picked up off the street, forced to commit atrocities against villagers, and never seeing your family again.  (HRW) 

 These boys are forced to engage in heinous human rights abuses against their own people that includes, 

…rounding up villagers for forced labor, burning villages, and carrying out executions.  Human Rights Watch interviewed two boys, ages 13 and 15 at the time, who belonged to units that massacred a group of 15 women and children in the Shan State in early 2001. (HRW)
Also a major issue in Burma is wide spread state-sanctioned rape and torture of the citizens of Burma.  The army of Burma is known for using rape as a tool of war against ethnic minority women.  They see it as an act of “Burmanization” through forced pregnancy. (G-I Network)  In an address to the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women, Maureen Aung-Thwin discussed how these instances of rape are committed with exemption from punishment by the army of Burma and suggests that it is certainly condoned by the government.  She said, 

“Whether or not the military government of Burma has a written official policy on rape is irrelevant. The range of evidence produced by victims and eyewitnesses and the lack of redress clearly suggests an officially condoned practice. The impunity with which rape is used as a weapon is made worse by the racism and state sanctioned ideology that allows the military in Burma to justify any action that is interpreted—by the military—as defending and unifying the country. (Aung-Thwin)”  


As part of its policy of using chaos and disorder to maintain power in Burma, fear plays an important factor.  The citizens of Burma fear the potential reprisal if they are to stand up and fight and no example more clearly demonstrates this than examining the prison system in Burma.  A person imprisoned in Burma can expect poor living conditions, poor access to clean water and basic sanitation, abuse or torture, and a variety of other obstacles meant to make life as miserable as possible. (Fink)


In their article “The Military Occupation of Burma, Nancy Hudson-Rodd, and Myo Hunt discuss the fear of prison and torture felt by the citizens of Burma.  They look at torture and imprisonment as a part of a governmental scheme to disrupt and disturb people’s lives. They argue that this use of torture can be looked at and understood as a part of a larger part of governance saying,

Understanding torture and more broadly state violence illuminates some of the social acts practiced by the Burmese military outside the detention centre and prison, such as home destructions and forced relocation of people.  There is a certain logic of torture as used by the State, an instrumentality, a productive use of violence to create spaces for the military…When terror becomes a means to enforce domination, violence becomes the main force that maps social space. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 502)

They say that this isn’t to say that this violence is imposed in any uniform or logical way.  The seeming randomness of these acts causes the citizens to feel the need to seek safe spaces to avoid the horrors of torture or prison. They say that because of “…the uncertainty, unevenness, and ambiguity of state terror.  Citizens have sought safety and refuge in many ways including fleeing into neighboring countries or within the country.”  (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 502)

  In her book Living Silence: Burma Under Military Rule, Christina Fink addresses prison life in Burma and it’s use as a deterrent toward opposing the Junta.  She says, “Many people in Burma do not become active in politics primarily because of their well-founded fear of being tortured and sent to prison. (Fink)” Fink quotes The Human Rights Yearbook for 1997-98 to describe what prisoners can expect in Burmese prisons.

“…beatings rigorous enough to cause permanent injury; shackling of the legs or arms; burning victims with cigarettes; applying electric shocks to the victims’ genitals, finger tips, toes, ear lobes, and elsewhere; suffocation; stabbing; rubbing of salt and chemicals in open wounds; forcing victims to stand in unusual and uncomfortable positions for extended periods of time… deprivation of light and sleep; denial of medicine, food, exercise, and water for washing; employing the ‘iron rod’ in which iron or bamboo rods are rolled up and down the shins until the skin is lacerated; ordering solitary confinement with extremely small and unsanitary cells for prolonged periods and using psychological torture including threats of death and rape. (Fink)”

Political prisoners are held for several days in jails or interrogation centers for a few days to a few months before being transferred to prison and receiving this treatment.  Once in prison they are treated like a common criminal.  While in prison military intelligence tries to destroy their morale so that once they are released they will be deterred from resuming their resistance activities.  (Fink)


Imagine for a moment that upon arrival home you are told that the place you and your family have lived for generations, is no longer your home.  Since the 1970’s the tatmadaw has been doing exactly this to the Karen civilians in the Papun District of Kayin state as well as in the Nyanuglebin District in the Bago Division.  These people are taken to fenced settlements known as relocation sites or else forced to flee into the jungle in hopes of finding safety from the Tatmadaw there. (Amnesty)  The lucky ones are able to get outside of Burma where their greatest hope of finding safety lies.  These campaigns in eastern Burma have left 530,000 people displaced within Burma and more that 700,000 have sought refuge abroad.  In bordering nations such as Thailand there are reportedly millions more undocumented refugees.  As part of this campaign in eastern Burma more than 3,200 villages have been abandoned and destroyed by Burma’s army.  

Stephen McCarthy, who has written prolifically on the issue of democracy in Burma examined the role of ASEAN in shaping the future human rights policy in Burma and also in the region.  He says that ASEAN member states have undergone significant changes since the 1990’s when Human rights first became an issue, but that the member states commitment to reaching a uniform policy seems to be elusive. (McCarthy, 171)  ASEAN member countries have traditionally avoided attempts to institutionalize human rights instead focusing on maintaining state sovereignty and advancing their international position.  This focus on global advancement has lead to little change in their social and political realms especially on issues like human rights. (McCarthy, 171)

In recent years ASEAN has been forced to reconsider human rights by international pressure.  It didn’t come about because it was what ASEAN had deemed important or necessary for advancing it’s member states, McCarthy says, 

“Instead it came about as a consequence of domestic as well as international pressures -- the growth of civil society groups in the region, and the acute international criticism, embarrassment, and the loss of credibility caused by the actions of Burma. (McCarthy, 172)”


The military and government, two entities that in many countries in the world, while linked are separate are impossible to regard as two separate bodies.  In Burma the military is the government in an increasingly profound fashion.  Many scholars have examined at the military government in Burma, it’s functioning, it’s justification for action, and it’s ability to control the people of the country.  Examining how the government views the law is important for understanding how they justify their actions and their continued military dominance of the country.  Also important is understanding how far into the daily lives of people their influence reaches.  


Nick Cheesman begins his analysis of the use of “rule of law” in Burma saying, 

Like coup-makers around the world, the army in Myanmar predicated its 1988 takeover on maintenance of the rule of law.  One general after the next has stressed the rule of law as a prerequisite for Myanmar becoming modern and developed.  The regime has joined the nine other member states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations in signing a regional charter that includes among its purposes and principles the enhancement of and adherence to the rule of law. (Cheesman, 597) 

Cheesman goes on to discuss how authoritarian regimes use their adherence to the rule of law to justify things that seem wrong to the international community. Cheesman sites International Lawyer Hilary Chalresworth’s remark that the rule of law has a “worthy resonance that no one can plausibly reject and yet it is malleable enough to accommodate many types of legal system.” (Cheesman, 597) He expands on this saying, “This worthy resonance is problematic, because it encourages authoritarian regimes of every shape and size to insist that they also subscribe to the principle in the apparent belief that they too can bend it to accommodate whatever legal arrangements they have made (Cheesman, 597-598).”  In May of 2009 the criminal trial of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi was widely condemned by the international community who said that the trial was politically motivated.  The government’s response to this was that it was simply carrying out the rule of law. (Cheesman, 598)

Cheesman discusses the two schools of thought that theorists of rule of law have developed the first being “a substantive, or thick concept that is associated with liberal democracy and human rights (Cheesman, 599)” and the other being a thin type that is mostly concerned with “how laws are enacted and enforced rather than with their substance. (Cheesman, 599)” Cheesman argues that Burma has the second type, or thin rule of law and cites legal scholar Joseph Raz who has argued that an oppressive, non-democratic government may conform better to the rule of law than Western democracies. Cheesman says that for Raz whether the law it’s self is good or bad is irrelevant to the rule of law and that what really matters is that the laws provide effective guidance to citizens.  (Cheesman, 599)  Cheesman discusses the importance of the 1974 constitution, but examines it by looking at it through rule of law.  He says that the 1974 constitution puts rule of law together with security, defense, and maintaining discipline.  He says this has had a large effect on the role of the courts and has been used to justify many actions that the international community has deemed inhumane.  (Cheesman, 602)


To sum up his article Cheesman says that while Burma may not have the thinnest rule of law in the world, it does have a very repressive system of policing, it does have a system that helps it to avoid lawlessness.  However, the laws that are enforced are often repressive, unfair, and inhumane.  In conclusion Cheesman says, 

The rule of law claims of governments across the region need to be held up for careful scrutiny, lest an Asian “rule of law” be reduced to a cynical exercise in papering over the misdeeds and excesses of those who use the law to rule. (Cheesman, 613)


Hudson-Rodd and Hunt argue that, the regime uses a military-legal framework of laws, some dating back to the colonial era, to give freedom to the military regime.  These laws give the regime the ability to declare anyone who is suspected of interfering with their right to rule, or who questions their actions, subversive. Hudson-Rodd and Hunt cite five laws that are routinely used to rob citizens of their civil and political rights, freedom of expression, and independent thought, four of which seem to be most prevalent.  


The 1950 Emergency Provision act has been used to sentence political detainees to years in prison for any infringement on the “integrity, health, conduct and respect of State military organizations and government employees, spreads false news about the government, or disputes the morality or the behavior of a group of people (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 509).”  The law makes doing any of these things punishable with life in prison if the intent of the person violating the law is deemed to be to “sabotage or hinder the successful functioning of the State military organizations and criminal investigative organizations (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt. 509).”


The 1957 Unlawful Associations Acts has been used to hold people belonging to organizations like political parties, student unions, professional groups, religious associations, and others.  Under this act the president of the Union of Myanmar has the power to decide which acts and groups are unlawful. In 1988 it was amended to prohibit public gatherings of more than five people. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 509)


Under the 1975 Law to Safeguard the State Against the Dangers of Those Desiring to Cause Subversive Acts, the Council of Ministers has the power to pass orders that restrict the fundamental rights of a person if they have reason to suspect that the citizen has committed or is about to commit an act that trespasses on the “sovereignty and security of the state, or public peace and tranquility.” (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 509)


The Law Protecting the Peaceful and Systematic Transfer of State Responsibility and the Successful Performance of the functions of the National Convention Against Disturbance and Oppositions was enacted on June 7th 1996.  This law allows those who express their political views publicly to be sentenced to up to 20 years in prison as well as allowing them to face interrogation and be stripped of their property and funds.  It makes it illegal to prepare or disseminate speeches and statements that are perceived to undermine the stability of the state, or that are in opposition to or criticize the military junta. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 509)


Hudson-Rodd and Hunt conclude that, in Burma the state has appropriated more and more public space to retain military dominance over it’s citizens, that the power of the state is not exercised in a uniform manner, and that acts of violence have an instrumentality. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 517)

The 1974 constitution seems to be a benchmark that many scholars who are trying to understand the direction Burma is moving in go back to in order to understand where it’s been. The 1974 constitution, according to Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, did several things.  Most importantly it declared a unitary state and denied the states autonomy.  The authors point out that historically Burma had never existed as a unified national state, which is one of the reasons that it is so difficult to have governmental reform in Burma. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 506) In this new constitution “Seven divisions and seven states with arbitrary boundaries were created with centralized administration.”  Also in the 1974 constitution there were no free elections and no freedom of expression and association. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 506)


Response to this constitution was unrest and ethnic insurgency.  Resistance to the regime it strengthened was put down and political prisoners were commonly taken and tortured.  Insurgencies led by Ethnic militias increased under the unitary state as the many ethnic minorities of Burma never really considered themselves to be part of this new state. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 507)  Hudson-Rodd and Hunt point to how important the fact that Burma is very ethnically diverse is.  “Over 150 distinct ethnic groups based on linguistic, religious and regional divisions are reported.  While the Burmans are clearly the majority, political fragmentation of the state is perceived as a constant threat to military rule (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 507).”

Susanne Prager Nyein who wrote the article “Expanding Military, Shrinking Citizenry and the New Constitution in Burma,” examines how constitutional reform in Burma has only increased the role of the military in government, instead of moving closer to a democracy. For 20 years the military junta in Burma has been describing itself as a transitional government, one that will eventually lead to a democratic Burma. (Nyein, 638)  The final step of this transition to Burma is set to happen in 2010 with multi-party elections.  Analysts generally agree that this will not end the military dominance of the country, but some believe it is a productive first step that eventually will lead to a change in the relationships of power in Burma. (Nyein, 638)  


Nyein says that the process, currently underway in Burma doesn’t pave the way for any substantial change in the way that power is distributed in the government, or have any sort of answer for eventually ending the military’s “dominant political role” within the country. (Nyein, 638) Instead she says,

“It rather completes a process in which the military (tatmadaw) has further expanded its role in state and society and pushed back the citizenry.  The new constitution is a decorative cover up that will codify the predominance of the military within a “civilianized” political system comparable to the 1974 constitution. (Nyein, 638)”


In the early 1990’s following the uprising of 1988 the junta was busy trying to restore its grip over the country. General Khin Nunt entered into negotiations with ethnic militias that had been engaged in conflict with the government. (Nyein, 639)  These negotiations resulted in ceasefire agreements with these groups.  Further trying to reestablish political power within the country and stability from external sources Khin Nyunt established close ties with China and secured Burma’s membership in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1997. (Nyein, 639)  During this time intermittently, Burma was also working on constitutional reform.  In 2003 the junta, after consolidating power and renaming it’s self the State Peace and Development council (SPDC) in 1997, resumed the constitutional process once again by announcing a “Seven-Step Roadmap” that would lead to democracy and free markets in Burma. (Nyein, 639)


The final piece of the seven-step roadmap to democracy is the scheduled 2010 multi party elections.  However it has become apparent that the military, according to the new constitution, will still be beyond civilian control.  The constitution states that the military will nominate and hold 25% of the seats in legislative and executive bodies. (Nyein, 639)  It will also be in control of defense security and borders with out any control by the citizens.  Nyein says  

“The constitution also provides what I call a two-step “coup d’etat clause” where in a state of emergency the president exercises executive and legislative power with consultation of the National Defense and Security Council.  In a second step, when a state of emergency is declared – at times when the disintegration of the nation is imminent - the president has to transfer legislative executive and judicial powers to the Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services “to enable the latter to take necessary measures in order to restore the nation to normal situation. (Nyein, 639)”


Nyein goes on to say that ultimately the new constitution will only strengthen the current position of power the military has in state and society but with a civilian veneer. (Nyein, 639) It makes the role of the military into an oversight institution that would be independent of civilian control.  The military would still be able to use its “coercive apparatus” and would be fully in charge of defense, security and border affairs. (Nyein, 640) The “coup d’etat clause” would give the military a constitutional path to intervene and return to direct power “whenever it deems necessary and thus embarks Burma on an indefinite loop of military rule.” (Nyein, 641)


Burma’s military regime has for decades successfully presented a “decomposition of the coercive apparatus.”  If the coercive element of the government were to weaken it would become possible for the regime to be open to civilian influence which would drastically weaken overall power relations.  In the new constitution measures have been taken to keep the coercive apparatus strong.  As Nyein has said before, “…it will be in complete and unchecked control of internal/home security and defense matters.  Moreover, it will be able, as it is now, to operate its institution without any interference from civilians.” (Nyein, 641)


Another area that Nyein points to is the military regime’s investment in Burma’s economy and the fact that it has shown no intent to remove it’s self from involvement in the economy.  She says that while the official position of the government as defined in their constitution, is that they are moving toward a free market based economy, they show no sigh of preparing for this transition. The future economic system is supposed to be, “a free market economy without monopolization and minimal state-intervention.” (Nyein, 642)  However, the junta has been building up economic investments and interests since 1988 to the point where the military elite “essentially controls the formal sector and holds a monopoly on the country’s vast natural resources.”  (Nyein, 642)


Nyein also points to the fact that while official propaganda champions’ constant national growth and development, those in charge quite obviously prioritize corporate and private interests over that of the citizenry. (Nyein, 642) These are all signs, Nyein says, that the government has not shown any interest in letting go any control over Burma’s economy to support a wider form of economic development.


Another obstacle to reform that Nyein touches on is that the military is growing and the citizenry is shrinking.  The closer the 2010 election date comes, the harder that the military tries to recruit. Burma has worked hard to recruit more and more of it’s citizens, men that is, into the military.  The military is growing and the citizenry is shrinking. (Nyein, 644)  In the years running up to the 2010 elections military officials have recruited more and more men to be part of a military that has become much more than a protective force. (Nyein, 644)


She says that Burma’s military has defined it with a “new professionalism”  and skills that go well beyond defending citizens and managing violence.  Under the current regime educational institutions available to the military have expanded greatly to equip officers in the military with expertise in political, economic, and social matters.  (Nyein, 646)

“Cadets enter with full pay…to become engineers, technicians, economic experts, medical doctors, male nurses, pharmacologists and the like.  The graduates of these institutions join the ranks as something we could call “hybrid professionals.”  It is remarkable that these officers are not only military professionals but also highly specialized in civilian professions, thus taking “new professionalism” to another level. (Nyein, 646)”

Senior General Than Shwe said in a speech to graduates from the National Defense College

“Leaders in the military have to take leadership roles in future politics of the nation, and prevent the infringement of our three principles, defend them and proactively clean things up from within the hluttaws [parliaments] and administration…and to make this an exemplary era of glorious history. (Nyein, 646)

Nyein finds this change in the military as well as its reinforcement of the military’s ideological makeup to be the most discouraging aspect of the regime.  It reinforces propaganda and decades of experience of holding power which has brought to the military the idea of it’s own “historic exceptionally (Nyein, 645).”  It reinforces the idea that the military must be the sole guardians of the nation, and provides the military with enough confidence in their mission to make them defend their position of power in the country and continue their war against perceived state enemies, even if that includes it’s own citizens.  (Nyein, 645)


She goes on to discuss how the tatmadaw has established an identity as a super-nationalist institution that alone is able to safeguard the country and is the only entity able to build state and nation.  In all of the publications three main objectives can be found.  They are to prevent the disintegration of the nation, to unify the multi-ethnic nation, and to preserve national sovereignty. (Nyein, 645)  Senior General than Shwe said in a speech to graduates from the National Defense College that only the military can determine the “eternally right policy for the nation.” This, she argues along with the so called “coup d’etat clause” are definitive evidence that the new constitution is a “lead up to the next phase of an unending cycle in which the military will be able to intervene in national politics and take over at any time.  (Nyein, 645)

Another question worth asking is, how has such a repressive, military regime been able to stay in power for so long with out collapsing under the pressure of dissent and economic hardship.  In the article “Burma, China, and the U.S.A.” Wayne Bert argues that China is establishing a position in Burma that strengthens the nation through economic and military expansion. (Bert, 263)  

Geopolitical strategies, arms transfers, solutions to military logistics problems and communication bases, and Burma as a political and military ally are all important factors in Chinese policy toward Burma.  Economic relations are increasingly important, but in volume their importance to China lags behind that of other ASEAN states of similar size. (Bert, 264)”   

Since the demonstrations of August 8th, 1988 the position of China inside Burma has been strengthened through official visits, people to people exchanges, large-scale arms sales from China and expanded economic activity in the form of border trade.  The trade with China is a substantial percent of Burma’s total foreign trade.  (Bert, 265)  Through trade with China flood of goods and people from China into northern Burma has caused “Chinese colonization (Bert, 266)” in Mandalay accompanied by cultural decline.  This influx has also inflated real estate prices reducing the ability of ethnic Burmese in the region.  In some instances they left on their own, and in others they were forced out by the Junta.  

China has, for many years provided emergency military and economic assistance to Burma.  Many specialized delegations that have represented all sorts of political, economic, and military groups have traveled back and forth between China and Burma reinforcing this friendship between the two nations.  Of note is an agreement between General Than Shwe and Chinese Premier Li Peng in January of 1997.  This agreement “provided for the exchange of military intelligence between the two countries, as well as arms shipments to Rangoon at “friendship prices,” slots in Chinese staff colleges for senior Burmese officers and the training of 300 Burmese air force and naval officers in flying skills, naval duties, and the gathering of intelligence. ( Bert, 268)”

In the 1990’s China was responsible for helping Burma to obtain tanks, anti-aircraft guns, rocket launchers, patrol boats, naval vessels, helicopters, artillery and small arms for a start.  In 2002 there were reports that china supplied 200 military trucks as well as five warships.  These acquisitions have significantly increased Burma’s military capabilities and have made it one of the most militarized states in Southeast Asia. (Bert, 269)

Without the economic assistance provided to Burma by China it’s government the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) would be unlikely to be able to stand.  In 1998 China provided a $150,000,000 loan to Burma when it faced a balance-of-payments crisis.  According to Bert, “This kind of assistance from China likely cannot be obtained elsewhere and therefore plays an important role in sustaining the State Peace and Development Council.”  (Bert, 269)

Another way through which the Military Junta in Burma keeps its control over the people is through restricting access to information.  By not only restricting what kinds of information can be printed and spread in Burma and from Burma to the world, and also what kind of information Burmese citizens are able to gain access to from outside the country.  In most countries of the world today Internet access is growing and becoming more and more common, while in Burma this is not the case.  Burma has an intranet, which means that the citizens of Burma can’t access outside websites, and people outside of Burma can’t access Burmese websites.  Additionally the government of Burma has made gaining access to the intranet that does exist in the country increasingly difficult.  A 1996 decree made the possession of an unregistered telephone illegal and made the punishment prison time.  In the years since the government has been consistent in enforcing this decree. (Kalathil, 44) Gaining access to the Internet is even more difficult.  The same decree from 1996 also 

…bans the import possession and use of a modem without official permission under threat of a 15- year prison sentence for “damaging state security, national unity, culture, the national economy, and law and order. (Reporters Without Borders, Internet)

            Hudson-Rodd and Hunt also discuss the state’s repression of access to information and control of state media. There is a huge gap that exists between the depictions of life in Burma in official, state-sponsored publications and what reality is.  Hudson-Rodd and Hunt argue that there is a very tight control on what is allowed to come into Burma and what can go out, and also what citizens have access too, and also what they are allowed to say. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 504)  Burmese writers are forced to work in an atmosphere that can best be described as being full of “uncertainty and apprehension (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 504).”  


Freedom to write what every one feels or perceives is non-existent.  Artistic freedom doesn’t exist; all authors, journalists, poets, cartoonists, academic and religious commentators require approval of the press scrutiny and registration board before any publication can be published. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 504)  Some things flat out cannot be published including the writings of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, Nelson Mandela, anything dealing with students protest, and democracy is strictly prohibited.  Many who have defied these rules have been imprisoned and held as political prisoners some for years. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 505)


What the government allows is a distorted view of Burma.  Hudson-Rodd and Hunt argue that military regime puts their own version of Burma on billboards, TV, newspapers, and radio broadcasts.  They argue that these messages have been traced to psychological warfare, and that the state “informs, educates, and entertains the public through print and media in conformity with the State policies and objectives.” (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 505)  They say that these objectives are to keep the public informed about government policy and it’s long term and short term tasks, and also to “educate and mobilize” the public through mass communication.  The first page of every book, newspaper, and magazine includes information that accomplishes these objectives. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 505)


With the advent of new technologies it has become necessary for the junta to develop with the times and introduce a set of laws that restrict how technology can be used.  Hudson-Rodd and Hunt narrow it down to three important laws that are the cornerstone of the government’s repressive against technology policy. Technology is strictly regulated and this is part of a military legal framework best embodied in these three laws. The 1985 Video Law requires all the videos to be submitted to a censorship board controlled by the junta to be scrutinized.  Any person involved in production, duplication, and/or distribution of videos can be detained for three years in prison. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 510)


The Television and Video Act of July 1996 prohibits unauthorized private transmitters.  There are three components of this law that must be followed.  First foreign diplomatic missions and UN agencies must obtain permits to show any imported videos at exhibitions.  The government censorship boards do have the right to censor and restrict showing videos brought in by foreign entities.  Second, Private video operators must obtain licenses from the Video Business Supervisory Committee. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt, 510)


The Computer Science Development Law of 27 September 1996 made it illegal to import, posses and use certain kinds of computer equipment.  Under this law people are not allowed to own computers with networking capability and cam be detained for sentences of seven to 15 years in prison and/or severe fines.  To enforce this law the Myanmar Computer Science Council was established to determine what sorts of computer equipment ought to be banned or restricted. (Hudson-Rodd and Hunt. 510)

Reporters Without Borders lists Burma on its “12 Enemies of the Internet” list.  They state that that Burma along with China, Cuba, Egypt, Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Vietnam have all implemented Intranets instead of Internets in order to prevent their citizens from accessing what these governments deem “undesirable online information.” (Reporters Without Borders, Internet)  In justifying their position on the enemies list Reporters Without Borders says,

All these countries distinguish themselves not only by their ability to censor online news and information but also by their virtually systematic persecution of troublesome Internet users…not only is the Internet more and more controlled, but new forms of censorship are emerging based on the manipulation of information. (Reporters Without Borders, Internet)

There are a mere 40,000 Internet users in Burma which amounts to less than two users for every 1,000 residents.  Only two service providers exist within the country, and both are run by the government which charges high rates for the service, a simple fact that in and of it’s self restricts many people’s ability to access the internet.  Burma has one of the lowest rates of Internet penetration in the world and its users are among the most threatened as going online in it’s self is seen as a dissident act.  (Reporters Without Borders, Internet)

In addition to restricting what information those within Burma are allowed access to, the current Internet policies also restrict what those outside of Burma are allowed to view.  This restricts freedom of speech and freedom of the press.  It makes it difficult to gain access to current information about what exactly is going on inside of Burma. Even within Burma the press is tightly controlled as is what may be posted on their Internet.  Since February of 2008 many newspapers have been required to make certain that the stories printed on their websites are exactly the same as those printed in their newspapers.  No story may be posted online that didn’t first appear in print.  (Reporters Without Borders, Internet)

Bloggers, Cyber café Owners, and even a comedian have been arrested for their activities on and pertaining to the internet and the rules that are in place to stop freedom of expression.  Cyber cafés are routinely inspected by the military and those using the Internet are questioned about the sites they are viewing and whom they are in contact with.  Along with the Internet policy in Burma is a rule that says that no news must be sent abroad. A comedian Zarganar has been sentenced to 35 years in prison for posting articles on the Internet that criticized the government’s management of money sent to Burma as humanitarian aid after Cyclone Nargis.  It is suspected that the harsh jail sentence he was given is due largely to the fact that he spoke to foreign media including the BBC World Service.  (Reporters Without Borders)  

The regime is especially careful to restrict any information coming out of Burma when Burma is making headlines like it did in 2007 when the monks went on strike.  In 2007 the Buddhist monks, for the first time, withdrew their support of General Than Shwe and demonstrated against the government. (Reporters Without Borders)  The authorities within the country acted quickly to ensure that it would be impossible to send information abroad online.  In addition they targeted sites abroad that published information about what came to be known as the “Saffron Revolution” for denial-of-service attacks that would block servers and shut down, temporarily, websites.  (Reporters Without Borders)  

Outside of restricting the freedom of speech and freedom of the press through the Internet, the government of Burma uses other means to control the media.  Journalists working for both government and privately owned media outlets are under surveillance and subjected to censorship.  While there are privately owned print media outlets in Burma, there are no privately owned radio or TV stations.  The privately owned publications are controlled tightly by advanced censorship and kept from writing about democracy or Aung San Suu Kyi. (Greenslade)

For journalists who don’t comply with the Junta’s rules there are harsh penalties to face.  The journalists who dare to defy the Junta have been arrested for photographing demonstrations, talking to outside media outlets and anything else that the government deeps detrimental.  These journalists face prison time and often mistreatment at the hands of their prison guards.  (Greenslade)  Reporters Without Borders lists Burma at 171 out of 175 on its “Press Freedom Index 2009.” (Reporters Without Borders, Index)

In addition to restricting what kind of information is getting out of Burma, the Burmese government also tightly controls what is taught to students.  Of the educational system in Burma, a Burmese educator said, “Education gives you confidence in yourself and strength to make decisions.  The more people are uneducated, the more you can keep them down.” (Fink)  Prior to the rule of the Military Junta Burma had one of the highest literacy rates in Asia as well as an education system that was expanding.  However, since the military regime came to power a lower emphasis has been placed on education for three main reasons.  First of all, the government fears having to deal with an educated population.  Second, the top generals are not highly educated and resent those who are, and third with limited funds the government has chosen to funnel what is available into military spending instead of education spending.  

Every government on earth uses education to imbed certain information in the minds of students and in Burma this is especially true.

In Burma, successive military regimes have asserted central control over the development of the curriculum, with Lt General Khin Nyunt, the military intelligence chief, serving as the head of the National Education committee, Government, textbooks, reinforcing the regime’s propaganda in the state-controlled media, stress the honor of the military and the necessity of continued military rule to maintain the country’s political stability. (Fink)
In both primary and secondary schools educators and school administrators have absolutely no input in the curriculum and are prohibited from veering away from the material provided in the government’s textbooks.  One headmaster said, “The curriculum was really a top-down process.  It was worked out only from the top and then proscribed.  So we had nothing to do or discuss or criticize.  We just had to follow it.” (Fink)  Educators in Burma worry about the implications of what the students are being taught.  The worry especially about the gap between what they are teaching, and reality in subjects like history and economics. (Fink)   One teacher said.  “The government would like to govern the country for a long, long time, so they have changed the ideology of the students little by little, step by step, very systematically.” (Fink)

The Universities are affected by these policies, perhaps more than other educational outlets because of governmental fear of student lead protest.  The events of August 8th, 1988, that all-important date in the history of modern Burma are still fresh in the minds of the Junta as is the simple fact that these protests were started as student lead demonstrations. (Fink)   Because of this the primary function of the government in the university system of Burma has focused on containment of student activism instead of focusing on improving the quality of education received at these institutions. (Fink)

In an attempt to prevent further protest and student activism the government has taken steps to make it difficult for students to become involved in any sort of counter movement.  The Junta has moved students outside of Rangoon to scantly populated areas outside of the city.  This expansion of the regional colleges in Burma is detrimental to the education of students in that these universities are under-funded and ill equipped to handle more students. (Fink) 

Even those students who study full-time on campuses in Rangoon generally get little out of the formal teaching.  Students have to spend time in political ideology courses, and university curriculums must be approved by military censors, limiting the fields of inquiry, particularly in the humanities and social sciences.  Moreover, many of the best teachers have gone abroad, where they can earn a decent income and teach more freely. (Fink)

The quality of education received at these institutions is marred by the same sort of censorship that restricts the effectiveness of education in the primary and secondary schools of the nation. (Fink)  Fear and coercion have been used to compel the students and professors to behave in a way that is acceptable to the Junta.  In the mid-1990’s professors at Rangoon University had to take responsibility for several students to deter these students from getting involved in political activities.  The government practiced ‘guilt by association’ in these cases meaning that the professor would be held responsible for the activities of the student.  Authorities hoped to use students’ respect for their teachers as a tool to help maintain order. (Fink)


By considering the ways in which the government has been able to retain power, their violations of human rights, growing encroachment into the private areas of the lives of citizens, assistance from the People’s Republic of China, and restricting access to information, education and freedom of speech, a framework exists which may be used as a lens to understand current issues in Burma.   Two issues in particular show the military’s continued dominance over its people includes the Saffron Revolution, and the response to the devastation caused by Cyclone Nargis.


On August 15th, 2007 the government in Burma more than doubled the price of fuels setting off a chain of events that would ring throughout Burma and the world.  A new group in Burma, the Alliance of All Burmese Buddhist Monks, a group that draws from the young men within the Burmese clergy, started protests within the streets of Burma’s cities in an action that was deeply embarrassing for the Junta. (BBC, 09/18/2007) 


The protests started out very peacefully and slowly following the August 15th fuel price increase.  By the 19th of August protests had grown and were becoming more organized. (Mydans, 07/24/2007)  This was partially a reaction to the September 18th use of tear gas to break up a rally of several hundred monks in the city of Sittwe.  Eyewitnesses said, “Some of them were beaten and several were arrested.” (BBC, 09/18/2007)   From that point on small protests were erupting all over the country but on September 22nd the All Burma Monks Alliance ordered an escalation in protests saying, 

“In order to banish the common enemy evil regime from Burmese soil forever, united masses of people need to join hands with the united clergy forces…We pronounce the evil military despotism, which is impoverishing and pauperizing our people of all walks, including the clergy, as the common enemy of all our citizens. (Mydans. 07/24/2007)”


From this point on things changed rapidly.  Monks across the country were marching in the streets.  On September 24th in Rangoon 10,000 monks marched in the streets.  In Mandalay an estimated 10,000 people that included 4,000 monks marched.  (Mydans, 07/24/2007)  They marched through the streets carrying their alms bowls upside down as William Crawley of the BBC said, “Some of the most poignant images in the current clergy-led demonstrations are the pictures of monks walking with their alms bowls turned upside down, facing the ground—indicating their unwillingness to take anything the junta has to offer.(Crawley, 09/42/2007)” 


They were allowed to peacefully march like this for several days with little further intervention from the government.  However, the more momentum the movement seemed to gain the more nervous the government became.  The demonstrations were becoming too reminiscent of the protests of 1988 as citizens joined in.  As Soe Aung, a spokesman for exiled groups based in Thailand said, “If something happens to the monks, the situation will spread much faster than what happened to the students in 1988.(Mydans, 09/24/2007)  The British ambassador to Myanmar, Mark Canning said of the protests on September 24th, “We are in uncharted territory…These demonstrations seem to be steadily picking up momentum…They are widely spread geographically.  They are quite well organized.  They are stimulated by genuine economic hardship, and they are being done in a peaceful but very effective fashion.” (Mydans, 09/25/2007)


This organization didn’t escape the attention of the Junta and they released their first warning on the 24th saying that they were prepared to crack down on the monks who were leading the protests. (Mydans, 09/25/2007)  It was extremely dangerous to be anyone involved in these demonstrations, but for the average citizen it was viewed as an act of terrorism by the government.  “Buddhist monks may be able to protest in the streets of Burma, but other pro-democracy activists risk being labeled as “terrorists” and arrested by the authorities. (Harding, 09/22/2007)”  As a foreign journalist working in Rangoon at the time Andrew Harding expressed feeling a sense of paranoia about his every move.  “Surely the authorities have spotted the foreign journalist,” he said. “Why is that man watching me from the café over the road?  Did this taxi driver just happen to be driving past at the right time?”  (Harding, 09/22/2007)


Harding’s fears were well founded.  It was incredibly dangerous to be suspected of being someone who would get news out of the country.  The new documentary “Burma VJ” follows the journalists who risked everything to get news out of their country.  The documentary chronicles the efforts of 30 Democratic Voice of Burma journalists filming from inside the protests and getting the footage out to international news outlets. (Burma VJ)  They did this at great risk as the government had gone to great lengths to stop the flow of information.  Yet still, they were able to get the information out.  

“Myanmar’s military government has sealed off the country to foreign journalists but information about the protests has been increasingly flowing out through wire service reports, exile groups in Thailand with contacts inside Myanmar, and through the photographs, videos and audio files, carried rapidly by technologies including the Internet, that the government has failed to squelch.” (Mydans, 09/24/2007)


On the night of September 26th, “…security forces in Burma broke into monasteries and arrested around 200 monks. (BBC Newsround, 09/27/2007)”  Police and soldiers fired bullets into and above the crowds.  The 27th was thought to be the worst day of violence.  The junta reported that only 9 people had been killed, however the actual number of deaths is thought to be much higher. (BBC News, 10/02/2007)  They also started cutting phone lines and stopping cellular phone access to those involved.  (BBC Newsround, 09/28/2007)  In the end thousands of arrests had been reported and monks were reported to have been transported to prison camps in northern Burma. (BBC News, 10/02/2007) Several days later footage surfaced of a monk lying face down, dead in a creek outside Rangoon, badly beaten and disfigured. (Burma VJ)


It’s important to understand the position of the Monks in Burmese society and their importance to the government to explain the significance of their actions as well as the gravity of the Junta’s reaction.  Ingrid Jordt, a professor of anthropology at the University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee who is an expert on Burmese Buddhism explained the importance of this to a New York Times reporter in September of 2007.  



“Legitimacy in Burma is not about regime performance, it’s not about human rights like the West.  It is something that comes from the potency and karma bestowed by the monks.  That’s why the sangha [clergy] is so important to the government.  They are actually the source of power.” (Mydans, 09/30/2007) 


Monks in Burma are respected and revered which makes violence toward them an important indicator of what the government is thinking, and also where it’s priorities lie.  This brutal repression of a monk-led movement forever damaged the government’s legitimacy.  These actions are that of a reckless regime and show “…how desperate they are…It shows that they are willing to do anything at this point in terms of violence.  Once you’ve thrown your lot in against the monks, I think it will be impossible for the regime to go to back to normal daily legitimacy.”  


These actions, while drastic, are not unexpected if one looks at the way the government has operated since the uprisings of 1988.  Their actions in this situation are perfectly lawful in the constitution that they have carefully drawn for themselves, and these suppression tactics are perfectly lawful.  As Brigadier General Thura Myint Maung said in the September 24th statement, unspecified action would be taken against the monks, “according to the law.” (Mydans, 09/25/2007)


This is exactly what Nick Cheesman was talking about in his article.  They have used the law to justify their actions against the people.  They have specifically created laws that allow the Junta to protect it’s self against this sort of an uprising.  It’s important to note that their actions against the monks and citizens were much less about keeping the peace as much as they were about retaining dominance and protecting the government.  As we already know, they are not afraid to violate people’s rights in order to stay in power.  The greatest example of this has to be how they have taken away rights like free speech and assembly that are completely taken for granted elsewhere in the world.  


It is also of note in this situation that, as often as the military is demonized in this kind of situation for the actions taken against the protesters, they too are victims in the bizarre land of Burma.  There are nearly as many monks in Burma as there are soldiers.  The military and the monks are the two Burmese institutions that are most established groups in Burma and also have a great number of similarities.  “…the monk hood and the military, about 400,000 strong, both made up of young men, mostly from the poorer classes, who could well be brothers.(Mydans, 09/30/2007)”  Why then, if they are so similar, does the military fight against the monks?  It’s certainly not that they are evil or wish to carry out all the orders that are passed down to them from higher ups.  It is said that the soldiers know just how brutal the Junta can be better than anyone.  (Burma VJ)  


As many others have said repression is evident in every aspect of life for the Burmese and this is true for those who are forced to carry out the acts of repression as well.  Spies and agents of the government are everywhere, so failing to carry out orders would be like committing suicide because the generals simply would not tolerate it.  (Burma VJ)  Soldiers know all too well how terrifying the prisons are and they are just as scared as everyday people of the horrors they may face there.  The psychological warfare waged against the citizens of Burma have scared the military into doing terrible things because of the threats against them.  This situation is no different.  


This situation also demonstrates an interesting phenomenon, the courage of those who are willing to perhaps pay the ultimate price, to fight for freedom.  I speak, of course, about the journalists who have valiantly worked to spread the news in Burma.  In 1988 the government massacred an estimated 3,000 people in order to end protests that were eerily similar to those of 2007.  It has been argued that the government was much less violent in ending these protests because they knew the world was watching.


Despite their best efforts, footage and images as well as first hand accounts were getting out to the international media due in large part to the work of brave journalists within the country.  For the journalists the risks were high, “If you’re caught right now in Burma talking on your mobile phone or even videotaping, you are risking your own life. (BBC News, 10/02/2007)”  Though dangerous, the payoffs were high. Myint Mying San, a member of the ’88 generation, those who were student protesters in the 1988 uprising, sees how technology changed everything for the 2007 movement.  In 1988 there wasn’t nearly the level of interest an awareness in what was going on because it was so difficult to get information, photos, and footage out of the country.(BBC News, 10/02/2007)  San says, “In 1988, we did not have the internet and we did not have mobile phones; many of us didn’t know what a computer looked like.(BBC News, 10/02/2007)”


The government clearly also understood just how important Internet access was for the movement.  While early in the 2007 movement a great deal of information about, photos, and footage of the protests was getting out, after the military started to crack down on the demonstrations the internet access too was cut drastically.  The week following the most violently repressed demonstrations it became very hard to get pictures out of Burma. (BBC News 10/02/2007)  Additionally it became difficult to get up to date information about what was going on within the country out. The regime had succeeded in blocking and slowing the flow of information to the wider world. (BBC News, 10/02/2007)


Perhaps the most telling of signals coming out of Burma is the government ignoring the wishes of one of it’s greatest financial backers, China.  As demonstrations increased in Burma a senior Chinese diplomat, Tang Jiaxuan, expressed China’s wishes that, “China wholeheartedly hopes that Myanmar will push forward a democracy process that is appropriate for the country. (Mydans, 07/25/2007”  At the time analysts said  that as the Junta faced it’s strongest challenges in nearly 20 years it may be too late to urge it’s generals to seek a peaceful, democratic solution.  David Mathieson, an expert on Burma who works with Human Rights Watch said, “At this point, I think all bets are off and the Chinese will have no real influence on what they do.(Mydans, 07/25/2007)”


By the end of what has become known as the Saffron Revolution “…at least 30 people were dead and thousands of monks were imprisoned or fled the country.  The dream of a revolution was over. (McGeown, 09/26/2008)”  A year later the government had increased its repressive behavior, and the people are afraid.  Internet access is still patchy at best and many people are not able to access Internet news outlets such as the BBC. (McGeown, 09/26/2008)  One BBC user within Rangoon said, “No—one dare to even say the word democracy. (McGeown, 09/26/2008)”  Fear is abundant in Burmese and for good reason as an October 2008 New York Times Article articulates,


“Any hope that the military dictatorship in Burma might be mending its vicious ways was crushed this week when the regime handed out 65 year prison sentences to 14 nonviolent democracy activists, and sentences of up to 26 years for 25 others.  These are some of the men and women who took part in the Saffron Revolution in September 2007.  In many cases their long terms in Burma’s horrific prisons spell a death sentence.” (NY Times, 10/14/2008)


It is easy to look at this situation and say, what was it all for?  What did the protests accomplish?  However, those involved have been able to see the good in an otherwise dismal situation.  One Monk who was part of the protests said, “I’m glad I did it, despite everything.  We have to stick to our cause, we need human rights. (McGeown, 09/26/2008)”  Others have seen the protests as a wake up cal for the international community, and say that it has lead to international pressure on the Junta to work toward substantial democratic change.  Evidence of the effect of this pressure to improve the Junta’s human rights record has been seen in the release of several political prisoners and letting UN envoys back into the country.  (McGeown, 09/26/2008)


In May of 2008 the ruling Junta in Burma once again displayed their incredibly capacity for compassion and concern for the people of their country when Cyclone Nargis devastated the Irrawaddy Delta.  Official figures from aid agencies put the total at 134,000 dead or mission and more than two million people affected. (BBC News, 06/06/2008)  In the wake of such a cataclysmic crisis one might expect a reasonable government to accept any aid that was offered, but the Junta of Burma is by no means a reasonable government.  The actions taken by the Junta following the cyclone’s destructive path, have been called bizarre and criminally negligent at best.


In keeping with it’s paranoid feelings about outsiders working in the country, the government, for far too long kept aid workers form entering the country.  At the time correspondents in the country said, “Burma is desperate to prove that it is in control of the relief effort and that it does not need large-scale foreign help.(BBC News, 06/06/2008)”  The situation on the ground, however, was desperate.  “Relief workers and survivors described scenes of horror as people huddled on spits of dry ground surrounded by bodies and animal carcasses floating in the murky water or lodged in mangrove trees. (Mydans, 05/08/2008)”  In an effort to appear in control of the situation, the government handed out pamphlets to citizens that discouraged people from acting alone to offer aid to the victims of the Cyclone.  These pieces of propaganda also claimed that the “emergency phase of the crisis is over, (Hewitt, 05/23/2008) 


To keep the foreign menace under control while aiding the people of Burma the government wasted no time in setting up check points to control their movement within the country.  At these checkpoints, which were staffed by troops, police and immigration officers, foreigners were questioned about how they had come to be into the country. (Hewitt, 05/23/2008)  The names of any Burmese drivers and translators were taken and some of these people were honored with a visit to their homes proving just how dangerous it was to help a foreigner, even one trying to help rebuild the country.  (Hewitt, 05/23/2008)


Not only were the aid workers denied access to the country, or limited in their movements, but supplies were rejected outright by the government.  While supplies were accepted from some sources, others like the US were turned away. (NPR, 06/05/2008)

“The U.S. military has given up trying to deliver aid to Myanmar.  Thursday, four American Navy ships filled with relief equipment and supplies for the victims of Cyclone Nargis turned around and left the country.  Reportedly among the relief supplies on the boats were 22 heavy-life helicopters, amphibious vehicles and water purification equipment…” (NPR, 06/05/2008)

These were just the sorts of supplies that people on the ground were calling for.  The helicopters especially would have been exceedingly useful in reaching areas of the delta that were cut off from forms of ground transportation by flooding. (Schmitt, 06/02/2008)


This unwillingness to allow foreigners in extended beyond aid workers to journalists as well, very much in keeping with the Junta’s fear of the military.  Those media outlets that were able to get in or to get news outs were the target of condemnation for their reports of the devastation caused by the cyclone. (BBC News, 06/06/2008)  The government’s official state run media wanted to portray the Junta as loving and caring.  

“A week ago, Myanmar’s state-run media were comparing the visits of the junta leader, Senior General Than Shwe, to government-run refugee camps, like the neat rows of blue tents outside Labutta, to “parents’ loving kindness and good will toward their offspring.” (NYT, 06/07/2008)

In order to control the image getting out to the public, the Junta set up showcase camps that were, in no way, representative of the kind of care that most people were receiving.  When, on May 22nd UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon arrived in Myanmar he was given tours of what appeared to be well-run government camps.  (NYT, 05/23/2008)  Interviews with survivors, however, have shown that the Junta has helped little and even thrown out homeless refugees so that the military could use the shelters for it’s own purposes.  (NYT, 05/23/2008)  U Thura, a dissident comedian in Burma said, “The government is not really interested in helping people.  What they want is to show the rest of the country and the world that they have saved the people and now it’s time to go back to business as usual. (NYT, 05/23/2008)”  


In addition to controlling, very tightly what foreigners had access to in Burma, the Junta also lashed out against the media’s reports of the devastations saying that it had been blown way out of proportion.  “An article in a state daily accused “self-seekers” of faking video footage of the destruction and foreign media of using it to harm Burma’s image. (BBC News, 06/06/2008)”  The government claimed that the footage from the Irrawaddy Delta featured stories that had been made up and footage contained exaggerated material that depicted conditions as being far worse than they really were. (BBC News, 06/06/2008)


Anger from within the country from people who knew foreign entities wanted to provide aid left the Junta with an important question to ask it’s self.  Which was greater, their fear of outsiders, or of the anger of their own people?  Within the country some people were growing increasingly angry about the state of the aid that they were receiving. The people were becoming restless and talking of protest. (NYT, 06/23/2008)  U Thura discussed how much aid was really reaching villages, and how fairly the Junta was spreading it around to the people.

“Only a very small percentage of the victims get help at government-run camps.  Those fortunate enough to live near roads and rivers also get help.  But people in remote villages that are hard to reach don’t get anything.  To make it worse, the people in the Irrawaddy Delta have traditionally been antigovernment, so the Junta doesn’t like them.  Even if they die, the generals won’t feel sorry for them. (NYT, 06/23/2008) ”


For the Junta the fear of uprisings within the country is great.  They always have, fresh in their minds the protests of 1988 and more recently the Saffron Revolution of 2007.  The generals however, eternally fearful of losing power, felt a great threat from outside the country as well. They were afraid of any sort of weakening of their control and additionally feared that the presence of foreigners would undermine their power. (Hewitt, 05/23/2008)  Perhaps most peculiar of all was the Junta’s hope that dealing with this crisis might help their prestige within Burma.  “Much of the aid is transferred to army trucks.  They want the people to see Burmese soldiers saving the people.(Hewitt, 05/23/2008)”  


This unwillingness of the Junta to cooperate in providing aid for it’s people led the UN to question what it’s role was in the crisis and what their right to protect the people of Burma really meant.  David Rieff of the New York Times asks several key questions.

“Should the Myanmar government have been forced, militarily if necessary to accept foreign aid and foreign-aid workers?  And if not – if pragmatism and respect for state sovereignty precludes such a course – was it really conscionable to stand by knowing that the dictatorship of Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, showed few signs of caring about the victims of Cyclone Nargis? (Rieff, 06/06/2008)”

Many in the international community wondered about these questions.  Could other nations really stand by and let this happen?  The response was a lot of strong words, but not necessarily a great deal of action.  U.S. Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates called the Junta guilty of “criminal neglect” for it’s treatment of Burmese civilians.  (Schmitt, 06/02/2008)  French Foreign Minister Bernard Koucher advocated for the United Nations to invoke it’s “responsibility to protect” civilians as justification for a resolution that would allow the UN to convey aid into the country without the Junta’s consent. (Mydans, 06/08/2008)  “In 2005, the United Nations recognized the “responsibility to protect” doctrine when governments could not or would not protect their citizens, even if this meant intervention that violated national sovereignty. (Mydans, 06/08/2008)”  John Holmes, the UN Under Secretary General for Humanitarian Affairs was opposed to using the “responsibility to protect” doctrine and ultimately it was not invoked.  (Mydans, 06/08/2008)  If the UN, and the world won’t protect the people of Burma who will?  The Junta certainly won’t help, nor do the people expect it to.  A 32 year old Burmese man remarked, “We don’t even know that the government has a duty to protect its people.(NYT, 06/06/2008)”


Despite the devastation of cyclone Nargis, the government quickly went forward with it’s political plans for the country.  With many Burmese still suffering the same government that was unable to adequately help it’s people, went ahead with plans to build, “glistening new offices…along with six-lane highways, golf courses and even a zoo with an air-conditioned penguin house. (McGeown, 09/26/2008)  Even sooner than those things, less than a month after the cyclone hit, the government chose to go ahead with constitutional reform plans that would cement and protect their dominance over the country.  

“Despite the devastation and misery left by the cyclone, the junta is pressing ahead with voting in the two hardest-hit administrative divisions, Yangon and the Irrawaddy Delta, to complete a referendum on a new Constitution intended to perpetuate military rule.(NYT, 05/23/2008)”

In the article “Preconditions and Prospects for Democratic Transition in Myanmar/Burma” Ardeth Maung Thwanghmung looks forward toward what all this means for the future in Burma.  She says that after such a long period of military rule in Burma a completely democratic Burma will be nearly impossible.  One obstacle is that it is not advantageous for the current government to hand control over to a democratic group like the NLD. 

A complete transfer of power to a Suu Kyi-let NLD, which won the 1990 election, definitely is not a preferred choice for the military regime, because it may lead to trials of many top military officials who are responsible for the deaths of thousands following the military’s takeover in 1988. (Thwanghmung, 457)

Thawnghmung recognizes that both those wishing to bring democracy to Burma, and the current military government must understand the necessity of the other to a successful new government.  Likely some sort of power-sharing situation between military and civilian government could result from future dialogue and would be important to success. (Thwanghmung, 459)


Joshua Kurlanzick in his piece “Can Burma Reform” looks at some of the obstacles to reforming the government in Burma.  He begins by focusing on the election of 1990 and understanding the actions that surrounded it to understanding the kind of hold that the government of Burma has over it’s people saying…
The junta, which contained many of Ne Win’s old aides, promised liberalization and did hold parliamentary elections in 1990.  The party Suu Kyi had formed, the National League for Democracy (NLD), won 392 of the 485 seats even with its leader confined to her home.  But the regime annulled the poll results and refused to release the democracy activist, who had become probably the most beloved figure in the country.  After the cancelled election, the regime tightened its control over society.  The junta arrested thousands of NLD members. (Kurlantzick, 136)

Kurlanzick also touches on the government’s use of its citizens to manufacture drugs.  He discusses how the SPDC put together a make drugs not war policy that uses several minority groups  to produce opium and methamphetamines.  These groups have signed cease-fires and get a share in the profits for not fighting against the government.  As the economy gets worse the government becomes more and more dependent on the drug trade to stay afloat. (Kurlantzick, 137)

As Myanmar’s economy has plummeted, the SPDC has become more dependent on money laundering linked to the drug trade, infuriating Thailand, India, and other Asian states that suffer the ramifications of the neighbor’s collapse.  In recent months, the regime reportedly has allowed the United Wa State Army, a 20,000 strong ethnic militia that now operates virtually unfettered in northeastern Myanmar, to expand its methamphetamine production; it is now the largest armed narcotrafficing organization in the world.  This year Myanmar probably will be the world’s biggest producer of opium. (Kurlantzick, 140)
In two recent situations the Junta has demonstrated how little they care for their citizens and who the government really exists to serve.  In the monk-lead Saffron revolution of 2007 the military gave away a great deal of legitimacy when it decided to respond violently against Buddhist monks.  The violent repression of that movement, and the media attention that it garnered, has served as a wake up call to the international community about what is really going on in Burma.  A further wake-up call came when, in May of 2008, Cyclone Nargis ravaged the Irrawaddy Delta.  The Junta’s initial refusal to allow aid workers into Burma, and declination of much needed supplies further showed the world the dire situation that exists in Burma.  


The 2010 elections in Burma could prove to be a very important indicator for Burma.  As we move closer to a possible election the Junta is making moves to ensure that it will be able to control the country far into the future, despite the changes that will be necessary to ensure that this happens. Change certainly is coming to Burma but it is only on the Junta’s terms that it will happen.  A March 17th New York Times article says:

What passes for hope in Myanmar is incremental change and the prospect that the military will gradually fade from politics — allowing this country of vast resources, with land so fertile it once fed large parts of the British empire, to finally participate in the economic dynamism that surrounds it.

As far as election rules and utilization of the military thus far the Junta appears to be up to it’s old tricks as it prepares for what could be a very contentious election.

A reporter for the Wall Street Journal has reported from Yangon that the junta has moved soldiers to the border areas in the East near China and Thailand.  The government anticipates possible conflicts with ethnic rebels because of the approaching elections.  The government has not released details including how many troops are involved. (WSJ) While the government has said that the reason for the buildup in eastern Burma is to quell uprisings, analysts have a different opinion.  They believe the buildup includes tens of thousands or soldiers and are intended to put pressure on ethnic groups for the elections.  Bertil Linter, a Thailand-based military expert believes that there will be military action and that the Junta could decided that now is the time to solve the border problem. (WSJ)   Others believe that the government will stop just short of launching a full assault at a time when they are trying to boost their image internationally by holding elections.  (WSJ)


The movement of troops to control borders for the election is very much in keeping with the government’s need to control the people and expand the role of the military within the country.  The generals have ordered ethnic groups, such as the Wa to use their soldiers as “border guards.”  (WSJ)  These guards would be under the control of the army, which would in turn severely limit their independence.  As an incentive to conform to this the government has said that they would be allowed to organize political groups and participate in the election.  (WSJ)

The upcoming elections, which are yet to be scheduled, are not likely to bring widespread change to the country.  The regime recently issued five new laws that international bodies and governments have already condemned saying that these rules lack credibility for a free and fair election (Latt)  These laws are seen as not being up to standards for several reasons one of the biggest being that each member of the election commission was handpicked by the Junta.  It is believed that because of this the commission will favor the Junta. (Latt)  The laws themselves have also been drawn up in a way that is not at all impartial.  The new laws were drafted unilaterally by the generals completely devoid of any and all public input. (Latt)  


This commission that has been chosen by the Junta also has the ability to regulate political parties and candidates and has the power to deny the registration of a political party for any of several reasons.  For example registration could be denied if the party includes a political prisoner as a member or a leader.  Registration could also be denied if he commission determines that the party has some sort of allegiance to a foreign government.  All decisions by the commission are final and cannot be appealed  (Latt)


The commission also has the authority to postpone the election if they deem that there is some sort of natural or security related disaster, and the authority to move a polling station to a safer location.  (Latt)  These provisions are quite troubling and could easily lead to denying voting rights to minority groups in areas such as Eastern Burma where the troops have been moved to quell unrest.  Analysts are afraid that these powers, which are extensive and far-reaching, could very directly affect the election’s outcome in the Junta’s favor.  (Latt)

In light of these election rules the National League for Democracy, the party of jailed pro-democracy opposition leader Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, has decided not to participate in the election.  (Fuller)  Because of the election law that says a party’s registration could be denied if a member or leader of the party was in prison they would likely not be allowed to participate and it is believed that that is precisely why that particular law was enacted.  This boycott of the election by the NLD has fed fuel to the argument that the elections will not be legitimate as Western governments including the United States have said that participation by the National League for Democracy was a prerequisite for legitimate elections.  (Fuller)  


U Win Tin, a founding member of the NLD spoke out recently saying that the 100 delegates all voted unanimously not to participate saying, “We will ask the people around us not to vote in the election: Please boycott.”  (Fuller)  By not registering for the election the party is officially disbanded according to a new law, but U Win Tin has said that the party could continue activities even after it is disbanded saying, “We will work for the people.”  (Fuller)  


The decision to boycott elections has far reaching consequences for the National League for Democracy that give an air of uncertainty to it’s future.  The NLD will most likely be officially disbanded by the May 6th deadline that election law requires at which point party assets like offices may be seized.  (Fuller)  The NLD  has been greatly important in the past two decades to the people of Burma.  It has served as a beacon of hope in what is otherwise a relatively bleak and hopeless situation.  However, the people can rest assured that Mr. Win Min, of the National League for Democracy has also said that “Some members may be planning to set up a new party.”  


While the election laws clearly favor the Junta and will ensure that they retain control of the country, some inside Burma believe that elections could offer at least a small positive step that could lead to some decentralization of power.  (Fuller)  However, this small bit of hope is vastly overshadowed by predicted unrest and the potential for civil war between the Junta and the armed ethnic groups that they have ordered to join the army or disarm.  (Fuller)  Win Tin has predicted, “A sort of civil war will flare up very soon.”    
The Military Junta in power in Burma today has been able to maintain its position of power through four main avenues.  First of all it has used the systematic creation of terror and fear throughout the country, and the violation of basic human rights to assert dominance over its people. Second, it has redefined and expanded military has changed the composition of the state, incorporating as many into the institution as possible.  In addition to this it has created laws, which the government closely follows, but are laws that are strip away fundamental human rights.  Third, It has been able to stay economically and military viable with economic and military assistance from the People’s Republic of China.  Finally it has been able to limit what information comes in and out of the country by violating the freedom of the press as well as violating freedom to information by limiting what may be taught in the schools.  

In recent history, specifically the events of the Saffron Revolution and the aftermath of Cyclone Nargis the Junta has proven that it’s number one objective is protecting its self and serving its own interests, not that of the people.  The Saffron Revolution demonstrated that the government has developed a somewhat skewed vision of who and what constitutes an enemy of the state.  Their open hostility toward Monks, the very same Monks that had been a symbol of stability and respect for thousands of years has shown the world just how far the generals will go to control their people.  

In the Aftermath of Cyclone Nargis it became apparent that even the most devastating of natural disasters and dire situation would not cause the Junta to act in the best interest of its people.  It showed that it certainly wouldn’t break its isolationist tendencies and allow outsiders to provide much needed help to the many people who were injured and cut off from resources.  The government has demonstrated by its reaction to these events and also by its treatment of the constitutionally mandated 2010 elections that it does not plan on giving up control any time soon.  

It’s hard to know for sure what direction Burma will go in the next year and even more difficult to see what the coming years will bring.  The election, though only a small step will bring change to Burma but what form this change take in is difficult to know and for many it’s hard to hope for the best while expecting the worst.  At best the election will lead to some decentralization of power, at worst it will mean that the status quo remains largely unchanged.  The uncertain future of the National League for Democracy, which has been the Junta’s primary opposition for 20 years, also lends an air of uncertainty to the future of Burma.  Even if the party continues it’s pro-Democracy activities after it is disbanded, it’s future is uncertain as it’s leaders continue to age.  Aung San Suu Kyi, the party’s leader is already 64 and U Win Tin, another influential party leader, is 81. (Fuller) As the NLD ages what groups will step up to fill the void?

While their future is uncertain the resilience of the people of Burma is unquestionable.  Even under extraordinary odds they have shown amazing strength in the face of oppression.  They have, again and again, persevered to rise up against maltreatment.  As long as both hope and fear exist in Burma the people will continue to rise up against tyranny because as Aung San Suu Kyi the imprisoned leader of the democracy movement, once said, “Even under the most crushing state machinery courage rises up again and again, for fear is not the natural state of civilized man.” 
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