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Impoverishment as the Road to Freedom
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“For 26 years Myanmar experienced impoverishment in the
name of socialism; it now appears there is to be impoverish-
ment in the name of democracy.”
- Dr. Khin Zaw Win,
/

| wasrelased after 11 yearsof imprisonment for sedition
and human rightswork on 6 July thisyear. During my
yearsin prisontheexterna agency that had the grestest
positiveimpact on prison conditionsand thelives of
theinmateswasthe International Committeeof the Red
Cross. With anot-too-large budget and staff, it has
managed to visit nearly all the prisons and alarge
number of convict labour campsin Myanmar and its
effortshaveresulted in marked improvementsin many

aspectsof prisonlife.

Perhapsit was helped by arriving
at a time when the domestic
establishment wasready for reform
but then this only shows the
importanceof timing. Theway the
ICRC is set up and its modus
operandi are perhapsunique. And
there'sstill so much to bedone-
shortages, deprivation, neglect and
corruption are everyday things.
Nevertheless this organization
ingtituted criticd inputsat acritical
time, and it hasbecomeapresence
that is effective and welcomed,
evenanintegrd partintheworkingsof thenation.

Itisthereforesad torecdl that itsre-entry to Myanmar
in expanded form in 1999 had been in the face of
vehement opposition from an unexpected quarter.
Theirony isinescapable: theeconomic declineduring
the previous one-party state in Myanmar and its
attendant hardshipshad been onemainimpetusbehind
theupheavd of 1988. Now economic hardshipisbeing
prescribed to bring about democracy. For 26 years
Myanmar experiencedimpoverishment inthenameof
sociaism; it now gppearsthereisto beimpoverishment
inthe nameof democracy.

If that weren’t enough irony, the
present sanctions - intended to bring
about political talks, national
reconciliation, democracy (and adozen
other high-minded objectives) - denote
thetolling of thebell inaway. Tak about
acts that are irredeemable. Initialy
sanctions and other measures were
instituted to push for political change.
Atthefoca point and cutting edgefor
such change, opportunitiesdid arise,
but they were either thrown away or
misused. And for thisthe country is
being subjected to more punitive measuresfrom the
world’seconomic powers. Themood - and perhaps
thelikely consequences- hark back to the Treaty of
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VesdllesandtheU.S involvementinlranand Vietnam,
al of which havefew pardldsasenginesof ingahility.
| would liketo repesat what was said about the Vietnam
debacle: thewrong strategy at thewrong placeat the
wrongtime. If instability isviewed and prescribed asa
precursor of democratic change, we are on pretty
desperate ground indeed.

Myanmar isbeing subjected to economic warfareno
less. Inthe assumptionsand hopesof some, thiswould
lead to political instability. And then what? In an
atmosphere pervaded by coup and countercoup
(actud andthreatened), regiond rebellionand outright
hostilities, orderly democratic transitions, elections,
constitutions and kindred things shall all come to
naught. Evenif thoseextremestuationswereaverted,
adivided and ineffectua military set against aweak,

In the absence of a system that orders state power,
this has been accompanied by varying degrees of
uncertainty and crisis. TheArmed Forcesare having
tolearn the hard way that only such alegitimate and
broadly-acceptable system can offer assurancefor its
long-term integrity as an institution. A mutual
dependency of interdependence with liberal
democracy appearsto be emerging.

Wha Myanmar needsisnot just democracy, but stable
and liberal democracy. Thisisn’'t merely a pious
statement nor an academic one, nor aformulathat
peoplefrom well-meaning internationa organizations
recite. Itisan expression of painful necessity.

The country’s past experienceswith democratization
have not been atogether happy. After four decades of

Myanmar is being subjected to economic warfare no less. In the
assumptions and hopes of some, this would lead to political
instability.”

faction-ridden and equally ineffective democratic
government aredtill invitationsto disaster.

These are not nightmaresthat only happen to other
peoplein other countries. They happenedrightinthis
country not so long ago. The spectre of the years
immediately following independencedtill hauntsliving
memories. Havethelessonsnot been learnt?

Had ademocratic government beeningtaled early on,
shortly after 1988, acoming to termswiththemilitary
would have been necessitated. Not only that, the
government would have had to deal with factionsor
blocswithintheArmed Forcesto avert dissension or
worse. In so doing, the loyalty and goodwill of the
bulk of the Forceswould havebeen critical. It should
be clear by now that thisthen wasthe delicate path
that any government would have had to tread.

Alas, tothenation’sdetriment, thiswasdismissed out
of hand. The military, onits part, is going through
multipletrangtionsof itsown.

alienation thereisnow to be another, hopefully more
sengble, atempt. It'sgoing toinclude decentrdization
too. Call it multistage or phased democratizationif you
will, but it's certainly not a case of reverting to
dictatorship. If thereal lessons of the setbacksand
disappointments are taken and internalized, we can
look forward to Myanmar’ sfuture democracy being
on amuch sounder footing. The Myanmar people
should be enabled to make sober, unemotional and
respong blechoicesregardingtheir own palitica future.
Atthisparticular juncturethereisredly just astraight
choice between two paths:

* Taking themost viable path thereisand attempting
tomakeit aslibera aspossible.

* Conversely, taking themost-touted libera path and
attemptingto makeit viable.

Theinternationd community could haveahandineither.
Of onething we should beclear though: attempting to
keep the country poor and undevel oped isnot theway
to any kind of political solution, democratic or
otherwise.
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What can be seenin Myanmar isasociety, apeople,
making themost of what they’ vegot, exploiting every
new opening, stretching their own safety nets, stepping
into theunknown. Most of thisisbeing donewithout
any formal assistance or guidance, whether fromthe
state or from overseas. Itisaquiet but extensiveand
far-reechingexercisein sdf-hdp. If thisCountry makes
it through, itislittlethanksto thosein high places, at
homeand abroad. For any number of reasons, andin
thelong run, thisredlly isthebest way.

Thisisatimeof tria for the nation. There have been
others. siegesand conquests, warsagainst imperial
powers, fascist occupation, civil war.

Thenation hasseen and endured al this, and hascome
through. It shall do so again. Theoverriding question
now for acitizeniswhether onestandswiththebeseger
or with the besieged motherland; that for aconcerned
personfrom abroad iswhether the present Sege, flawed
astointention and to method, should be allowed to
continue. Theseare stark and clear-cut questionsand
thereisno avoiding them.

Dr. Khin Zaw Winwasrecently rel eased “ Prisoner of
conscience” (Timein prison 11 years, 1994-2005).
We are sorry we do not have permission from him.
We hope theauthor will understand the situation.
Editor- Rebound88.




