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BURMA WATCH

Wlmt is going on in Burma? This gquestion
was addressed by U.P. political science
professor Dr. Francisco Nemenzo in a loctiure-
discussion sponsored by the Third World
Siudies Cenier on 28 September 1988 at the
Center’s llbrary. However, he cautioned the
audience that he Is not a specialist on Burma
largely because of the difficully in oblaining
infermation about the country. Neverthe-
less, he shared his views as a Filiplno ob-
server,

The recent wave cfdemonstralions began
in March 1988, It was triggered by the
government's demonefization of B0 percent of
the kyats (Burma's currency) in circulation
without compensating the holders of the old
money In Seplember 1987. The demonstra-
lions were dlrected agalnst the Ne Win military
dictatorship which has been In power since
March 1962. N was the first major challenge
agaeinst the dictatorship since the studenis’
profests In 1962

As ihe studenis were joined by Bud-
dhist monks, lswyers, medical statf, dock-
workars, film stars, and other sectors in a
siruggle to end Me Win's dictatorship,Gen. Me
Win “retired" as head of the government and
chairman of the ruling Burma Soclalist Pro-
gram Party on 23 July 1988, He appoinied as
the country's president and party leader Brig.
Gen. Sein Lwein who was known for  his
netoriety,hence, the massacre of
demonstrators at Swedagon Pagoda,
Burma's most holy temple, on 28 July. Falling
o respond to the protests, Sein Lwein resigned
with only 17 days In power.

&7

Me Win, who still put himself in power,
appoinied Yale- educated jurlst Maung Maung
to replace Sein Lweln. The new sppelntes
proposed the holding of a refarandum 1o
amend the Me Win constitution to provide for
a multi:-parly system snd genaral elactions.
The oppositionists, always suspiclous of the
dictatorship, refjecited both proposals and con-
tinued with thelr mass actions,

Maung Maung's failure angered Me Win so
he had him “overthrown® in a coup led by
defense minisier Gen. Saw Maung on 18 Sep-
tember. Saw Maung immediately ordered the
viclent dispersal ot all anti-governmant
demonsirations resulting in the killing of more
than a thousand demonstraters. This stopped
the mass aclions but it forced ihe opposition
to go underground. Sludent mllianis have
established conneclions with  the clandesling
Mational Democratle Front, a conservative
united front of ethnic rebel groups fighting the
governmeni since 1948,

Burmese students have a tradition of
militancy. In fact, Ne Win, U Hu {the prime
minister deposed by Ne Win in 1962, and the
legendary Aung San would trace the origine of
their political Involvement to the time when as
studenis of the Rangoon College (now Linlvar-
sity of Rangoon) In the 1930s they founded the
antl- colonial group Dobama Asi-Ayone and
called themselves the Thakins.

During the Japanese period, most af the
Thakins collaborated with the Japanese who
gave them military training and positiens in the
puppet Ba Maw governmeni. As the war
neared Its end, however, Aung San and tha
Burma Mational Army which he commanded
furned against the Japanese. When the British
returned after the war they confronted the




provisional national government of Aung
San. As negotiations were going on between
the British and the Burmese nalionalist leaders,
Aung S5an was assassinated., U Mu replaced
the murdered nationalist.

Upnder U Mu Burma fell apart. The different
ethnic groups (Karens, Chins, Shans, Kachins
and the Arakanese} and the Red Flag and
White Flag communisiz revalled. The ruling
Anil-Fascist People's Freedom League split.
Pressured, U Nu inviled Gen. Ne Win to take
over in 1958 and 10 suporvise general elec-
tions. U Mu was reelecied in 1960 but was
deposed In a coup led by Gen. Me Win in March
1962,

Once in power He Win established the
Burma Socialist Program Parly (BSPP) as the
sole legal political parly, Actually, the BSPP
was and remains a military cligue. Some 90
percent of the milltary belongs to the party and
itz leaders weore former generals.

The Ne Win dictatorship Implemented a
policy of autarchy, Il declared Burma a
soclalist state although 1 was actually a
millary-controlled capitallst stale; the laboer
movemen! was a mere rubber stamp of the
dictatorshlp. Capitalizing on the Buddhist
aversion ie material goods, Ne Win tried 1o
justify the economic disaster brought about by
his regime's unpopular policies.

Aside from the siudenis and the ethnic
rebals, the anti- dictatorship forces include
Burmese exiles in Thalland and the U.S., the
Buddhist clergy ({the sangha), and the refor-
m isls within the military. The communists have
been marginalized.

Wha are the leaders of the opposition?
From the military, there are Tin Oo, a former
chief of staff and defense minister dismissed in
1976, and Aung Gyi, former Vice-Chairman of
Me Wins's Revolutionary Council who was ar-
resied on 30 July. Among the civillans weare

Aung San Suu Kyi, the late Aung San’s
daughter who has just returned after several
years of living In England; U Nu, the aging
former prime minister deposed by Me
Win In 1962; and Min Ko Maing, tho 28-year-
old student leadear.

Events in Burma have not gone unheard
by the United States. Thus, U.5. Rep. Stephen
Solarz talked with both the government and ihe
opposillon. The U.5. was Instrumental In per-
suading Maung Maung to call for elections and
in reactivating U Nu. I has encouraged the
military reformists 1o pressure the government
and e eyeing Aung San Suu Kyi as Burma's
Cory Aqguino. Inany cese, ihe Americans have
nothing 1o fear for the opposition fs clearly
antl-socialist {aithough the oppesiilon does
not really understand the real meaning of
secialism}.

Whatis likely 1o happen in Burma? Former
military officers Tin Oo and Aung Gyi and
civillan leader Aung San Suu Kyl have formed
the MNational Democratic United League and
have agreed to participate In governmeni-
sponscred elections  though they have very
little chances of winning given the monopoly of
power by the Burma Soclalist Program Party
{renamed the Mational Unily Party).

On the other hand, the students may
wage armed struggle against the government
in alliance with the ethnic rebels. Given strong
Burmese nationalism, fhis may well be a long
drawn-out war. There iz also the danger that
the ethnic warlords might become the new
capitalists of Burms after they take over.

A coup led by young military officers is a
distinct possibility. Although these officers, i
they succeed, may call for general elections
and hand power to the clvilians, they would
#lso ba encouraged to make another Me Win
and establish a new military diclalorship.
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