INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

BURMA

Debating the Polls Promise

or several days, Rangoon’s

gamblers had swamped downtown

Maha Bandoola Street, eagerly stak-
ing kyats on the games of chance being
clandestinely played on the pavement. The
roadside betting did not last long. The auth-
orities soon ordered a crackdown, follow-
ing that up with a pointed editorial in the
state-controlled Working People’s Daily on
the evils of gambling. Even official disap-
proval, however, failed to deter many
Burmese from wagering huge sums of
money on the outcome of an
astrological prediction. Ac-
cording to the stars, Gen.
Saw Maung, who seized
power in a putsch last
month, would be ousted on
Oct. 18. But a similar fore-
cast made for the last week
of September had not come
true. And with the army still
firmly in control, it seemed
likely that Saw Maung
would yet again prove the
soothsayers wrong,.

Indeed, after weeks of
protest and thousands of
deaths, anti-government
forces seemed almost back to
where they had started from
in July, when longtime
strongman Ne Win officially
stepped down. An authori-
tarian régime loyal to Ne
Win was still in power, and
prospects for a shift to
democracy remained murky.
The only thing the dissidents
had gained was a nebulous
promise by the government

opposition National League for Democ-
racy (NLD): “I don’t think that this govern-
ment will willingly create free and fair
elections.”

Kyaw Nyunt insisted that was not so.
“There’ll be no monkeying with the
results,” he said. “As soon as polling is
closed, all ballot boxes will be opened then
and there, in the presence of candidates or
their representatives and local respectable
people such as leaders of students or
sanghas [Buddhist clergy].” He said polling

daughter of Kyaw Nyein, a former deputy
to prime minister U Nu, whom Ne Win
overthrew in a coup in 1962. U Nu has
remained steadfast in his opposition to par-
ticipation. Interestingly, one organisation
that had not registered with the com-
mission was the government-backed
National Unity Party (NUP), the new incar-
nation of the Burma Socialist Program
Party founded by Ne Win. Under the elec-
tion law, the NUP has to divest itself of
state-related holdings. But reports said

Election commissioner Kyaw Nyunt(/.): “No |"|10nkeying"

that was proving difficult for
the NUP because the erst-
while BSPP held substantial
amounts of real estate and
other fixed assets. Even
shorn of its wealth, however,
the NUP/BSPP organisation
would still be formidable in
an election.

None of the dissident
groups have actually agreed
to contest the polls, however.
NLD leaders, for example,
have repeatedly stressed that
participation would be depen-
dent on the formation of an
interim government and on
restoration of democratic
rights. According to Aung
San Suu Kyi, daughter of re-
sistance hero Aung San, the
NLD had registered only to
have some kind of legal um-
brella under which the scat-
tered opposition forces could
unite. Students, too, were
staying largely on the safe
side of the line. Last week,
70% of the 119 members of

Dominic Faulder

for multi-party national
polls. A five-man elections commission
had been appointed by civilian president
Maung Maung to work out the details,
and it had been retained by Saw Maung
after Maung Maung’s ouster.

Few analysts doubted the integrity of
the members of poll body, but most agreed
it lacked teeth. According to commission
member Kyaw Nyunt, 72, the government
would be advised to loosen its hold on the
media and give the opposition equal time
on state-run radio and television. But he
conceded that the commission had no real
powers to intervene. “We can only tell the
government what we require,” he told Asia-
week in Rangoon. “It must give us all the
supporting services towards speedily hold-
ing free and fair elections.” For the dis-
sidents, that was precisely the issue. How
valid would the proposed polls be? Noted
Aung San Suu Kyi, general secretary of the
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stations would be staffed by civil servants
without political connections, who would
be assisted by local elders. Elections would
be nationwide, he added, “except for a few
marginal areas under the control of insur-
gent groups.” More than a dozen rebel
Burmese minorities operate along the
borders with Thailand and China. Under
the election code, they are barred from
registering with the commission.

The military régime has so far recog-
nised nine political organisations, the most
potent being the NLD, led by key oppo-
sition figure Aung Gyi. He believes elec-
tions are bound to take place (see inter-
view, p. 30). Among six groups authorised
last week were two formed by oldtime left-
ist leaders, as well as the revived Anti-
Fascist People’s Freedom League headed
by ex-parliamentarian Bo Kya Myunt and
Cho Cho Kyaw Nyein. The latter is the

the executive committee of
the All Burma Federation of Students’ Un-
ions opted for achieving democracy
through legal means. The decision in-
cluded registering as a party with the elec-
tions commission. The remaining 30%
said they would continue clandestine anti-
government activities. The ABFSU
estimated there were some 4,000 students
underground in Rangoon while another
8,000 were with the rebels, mostly along
the Thai-Burmese border.

Federation spokesman Ye Naing
Aung, an executive committee member,
said the students planned no direct con-
frontation with the military in the near fu-
ture, although it was possible small radical
factions might try something on their own.
“We do not want to fight the government
by armed struggle,” said Ye Naing Aung
(@ nom de guerre meaning “Valiant
Victory”). “We now have two options.
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One is armed struggle. The other is legal
means. We prefer the second one. So we
have to form a party.” He said the ABFSU
had not yet decided on participating in the
polls. As analysts saw it, however, the cru-
cial issue for the “70% faction” was
whether the government would permit it to
register. Observers reckoned that the recog-
nition last week of the People’s Youth Fed-
eration (Burma) and the All Burma United
Youth Organisation was an attempt by the
government to pre-empt activist students.
Both fledgling youth groups were believed
to have strong links to the NUP.

Still to be seen was when polls could
be held. Coup leader Saw Maung had
declared balloting would be held only after
law and order was restored. Commission
member Kyaw Nyunt expected March
would be the “soonest possible date” for
staging the elections, which he estimated
would cost $7 million. “Gen. Saw Maung
is not dragging his feet,” he told Asiaweek.
“He has already said both openly and pri-
vately that what he is doing now is holding
a hot potato and he doesn’t want to pro-
long the agony.”

In other spheres, Burma seemed to be
limping back to a measure of normalcy last
week. Rice prices had begun to fall in Ran-
goon. It was business as
usual again for the city’s
hawkers and black mar-
keteers. But essential
goods such as petrol and
edible oils were scarce.
Despite the heavy mili-
tary presence, sporadic
looting of warehouses
was reportedly continu-
ing. The few brief “snap
rallies” that had flared
. v earlier were rarer.

ponine “Burma is smouldering
Cho Cho =
at the moment,” one
‘ diplomat was quoted as
saying. “The army has won this round, but
people are very, very angry.”

head were new potential flash-
Apoints. The health of Aung San

Suu Kyi’s bedridden mother, Khin
Kyi, widow of Aung San, was said to be
failing. Observers believed her death could
recharge popular protest in much the same
way as the funeral of respected Burmese
U.N. secretary-general U Thant had done
in 1974. The capital was also abuzz with
talk that Ne Win was planning a trip to
Austria for medical treatment. But
although he has made such trips regularly
in the past, analysts questioned whether
the enigmatic strongman would leave the
country at such a critical juncture. Of more
immediate worry to Burma’s dissidents
were rumours that Saw Maung was draw-
ing flak from hardliners in the army. The
charge: being too lenient on the oppo-
sition. [
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INTERVIEW/AUNG GYI

‘Ne Win Wants an Election’

uch of the groundwork for the dra-

matic events in Burma of the past
three months was laid by retired
brigadier-general Aung Gyi. His letters
to strongman Ne Win criticising the state
of the economy and detailing atrocities
during student riots were widely
circulated. In early July, Ne Win had
four of the letters in front of him when he
gave a severe dressing-down to several
aides (Asiaweek, Aug. 12). Now 70,
Aung Gyi was a key lieutenant of Ne
Win’s until after the general’s 1962 coup.
When the new régime charted a strongly
socialist path, Aung Gyi resigned. In
1965 he was detained for three years,
after which he set up a well-known chain
of coffee shops. He was jailed briefly
again in August. He is now chairman of
the National League for Democracy, the
leading opposition group formed with
key dissidents Tin U and Aung San Suu
Kyi.
Aung Gyi still faces suspicion, par-
ticularly among students, for his
longtime links with Ne Win. Early this
month, Aung Gyi left Rangoon for the
northern town of Maymyo by road.
Diplomatic sources confirmed that the
military government of Gen. Saw Maung
had provided him with scarce fuel to
make the trip. He was also permitted to
make speeches along the way, including
in the towns of Pegu, Meiktila and
Pyinmana. Aung Gyi says he does not
know Saw Maung personally, but he
makes no bones about his affinity with
Ne Win. “I am reading his mind,” he
says. “We have been together for so
many years. As army personnel, we have
to read the opposition general’s mind,
how it works.” Just before his Maymyo
trip, Aung Gyi spoke with Asiaweek’s
Dominic Faulder in Rangoon. Excerpts
from the conversation:

How do you see the situation now?

My personal impression is that we
are bound to face elections one way or
the other. I think the present situation is
quite favourable. For the army itself,
[running the country] is a very big bur-
den. There is no foreign exchange, and all
international organisations, including
banks, the Japanese government and the
American government, have given very
strong warnings — they’ve even con-
demned our military government. So
there is no chance of getting aid or grants
any more. Our economic situation is in
such bad shape, we’ll have no foreign ex-

change in 1989. I don’t think there’s any
chance of exporting anything. That
means zero-minus conditions — $4
billion minus. All our country has been
destroyed by hooligans. All the raw
materials are gone. The rail transport is
just negligible. With all these difficulties,
I don’t think any military authorities
want to take the responsibility.

But some would say the economy
of Burma has been close to rock-
bottom for a very long time.

The real impact has come only now.
Because we are Buddhist people, we are
very tolerant. Now it’s beyond our toler-
ance. All of a sudden . . . because of all
these economic troubles and people’s in-
tolerance, the whole country has
spontaneously risen to challenge Ne Win
himself. So Ne Win after deliberation
thought he couldn’t carry on any more.
That’s why he quit totally — and I think
he really meant it.

Are you suggesting that Ne Win is
out of the picture?

I have been associated with Ne Win
for the last 40 years and we are very close
to each other — we are complementary.
In social life, he is like my godfather, but
in the political [sphere] we are contempor-
ary and can more or less speak on equal
terms. Since 1965, I have written [him] let-
ter after letter. I criticised throughout the
23 years, but he didn’t think it was very
serious. Their real impact came between
March and July. [One missive, written in
May,] we call the “41-page letter.” Only
then was he shocked, when he saw how
critical our economic situation is and
how our economy has been damaged
when we compare it with Thailand’s.
Throughout, all the subordinates had
given a very rosy picture — every four-
year plan was successful up to the last mo-
ment. All of a sudden he realised that all
these things were just nonsense.

Asiaweek carried an account of
how on your way to Australia last year
you flew to Bangkok, and you were so
shocked by what a modern, powerful
city it had become that you wept in
your hotel room.

Yes, that is true.

But Ne Win has been going abroad
for 26 years. He has known all along.

This is the difference between Gen.
Ne Win and myself. When Ne Win
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visited, it was like sightseeing. He never
went to the root, never studied the real
troubles in the Burmese economy. Since
1937 as a student, I have been a poli-
tician. Economy is my line, so I feel it.
When I stepped down from the plane [in
Bangkok], what I saw struck my heart. I
didn’t realise there was such a vast differ-
ence between Thailand and our country.
It was so vast — I couldn’t control my-
self.

Isn’t Ne Win responsible?

The overall policy failure is Gen. Ne
Win’s responsibility. But executive re-
sponsibility should be with San Yu [who

one-party system is hopeless. They exer-
cise too much power. They shut every eye
and every mouth.” He was so agitated.
He decided to abolish it. The words he
used [calling for a multi-party system in
July] were not mine. It is his conviction.
In this matter, public opinion and myself
may differ. The public doesn’t [have]
trust any more. They know Ne Win was
very powerful so they think he was be-
hind all these things. . .

When Ne Win saw Sein Lwin’s presi-
dency ruthlessly kill a lot of students —
in Rangoon alone, small children of
about 11-13 — when he knew that, he
just called Sein Lwin and kicked him out.

Aung Gyi at home in Rangoon: “’Public opinion and myself may differ” ’

resigned as president in July] and all the
prime ministers. Ne Win relied for every-
thing on his lieutenants. He is not a real
administrator; all the economic planning
has been carried out by his subordinates.

For the last 26 years he was reading
all these false inflated figures and he
thought everything was working. But all
of a sudden when he got my “41” letter,
only then — he was so shocked. And
then after that [came the student riots].
Gen. Ne Win only knew that two persons
were killed. He didn’t go outside — he’s
very isolated. He had to believe the re-
ports he got. But when I wrote about all
these atrocities, that even rape was in-
cluded, he made enquiries himself and
[found that] what I wrote was correct.
The economy on one side, and then the
human rights violations, these things
combined, he couldn’t tolerate it.

So he decided to quit. He said, “This

He asked Maung Maung to carry on and
asked him to prepare for democratic elec-
tions.

That was definitely Ne Win’s de-
cision? .

Only he can do that. Though he quit
all these presidencies and chairmanships,
the army is still very loyal to him. Since In-
dependence, he has been the prime
father-like figure in the army. I was depu-
ty [chief of staff] and I know their men-
tality. He still controlled the army. So
when Maung Maung’s works failed — be-
cause a lot of rioters and all these
hooligans came and looted all these
things — he decided the army should
take over and suppress it. Then he told
the army, “As soon as possible you must
have free and fair elections.” That is what
I wanted. That is the assignment he gave
to Saw Maung.

So he also ordered the coup. Yet
the result was a bloodbath. We don’t
know how many people were killed.

Well, I think in this military coup
the casualties won’t be more than 500 in
Rangoon. But the previous August, all
those killed in the Rangoon area [may
total] about four or five thousand. That
is my estimate. In August in the whole
country I think it may be around 8,000

people.

What does Ne Win feel now?

Ne Win wants to see that an election
is carried out very quickly, and then he
wants the army to quit quickly and take
their old previous line. The army should
stay in the barracks.

A lot of things are being written at
the moment about Ne Win’s daughter,
Khin Sanda Win. She has been accused
of masterminding atrocities. Are the
stories true?

Ne Win is not very well, so all the
fingers pointed at Sanda Win. Sanda Win
is like my daughter. She was brought up
on my knee. I don’t think such an intelli-
gent and such a professional, educated
lady as Sanda Win is so cruel. This is un-
believable. Of course, there are some intel-
ligence people in junior echelons, they
may have used [the hallucinogenic drug]
LSD and all these nasty things [against
the demonstrators], and then a lot of
beheadings were carried out. So I person-
ally wrote to Gen. Saw Maung, “Gen.
Saw Maung, we are not barbarians. This
task is barbarous. Whoever it may be,
they should stop all this, and then from
our side we will control the beheadings.”
Since that day, whether it is coincidence
or not, it just stopped.

Do you think Ne Win or Sanda Win
would talk to the outside world?

I don’t think they will come directly
into politics. They will stay aloof. And
after their so-called mission, the multi-
party system is established, then they
may think their mission is accomplished.
Only then will Ne Win quit, or he will
stay behind. [Whether] his family will go
out or not, that is [not clear].

Ne Win’s place in history is often
mentioned. Yet he is so little under-
stood because he never explains any-
thing to his own people.

It is very peculiar. Burma as a whole
is very peculiar. You know, nobody out-
side Burma can believe how such tolerant
people all of a sudden burst like atomic
bombs. Burma is such a place. Especially
Gen. Ne Win’s character. We don’t know
what is actually in his mind. ]
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Shan State Army: Factionalism

Rebel Prince

THE SHAN OF BURMA:
Memoirs of a Shan Exile

By Chao Tzang Yawnghwe
Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies, Heng Mui Keng Terrace,
Pasir Panjang, Singapore.

276 pages. S$27 (paper)

hen Burma became an independent

state in 1948, its first president was
Chao (“Prince”) Shwe Thaike. He was a
member of the Shan minority, one of ten
ethnic groups that have since banded to-
gether under the banner of the National
Democratic Front to wage a war of liber-
ation against the majority Burmans. The
author of this memoir is his son.

In Exile, the young aristocrat tells of
how his idyllic existence came to an abrupt
end in 1962. In the early morning hours of
March 2, a crack army unit quietly sur-
rounded the family mansion. Ne Win, the
army chief of staff who took control of a
caretaker government in 1958, had staged
a coup. The soldiers opened fire, killing
Chao Tzang Yawnghwe’s 17-year-old
brother. His father, who was at the time an
MP in the Upper House, was taken away at
bayonet point. He died — or was killed —
in prison before the end of the year.

Later that year Chao Tzang
Yawnghwe had another brush with death.
He was working as an English tutor at Ran-
goon University when Ne Win’s troops
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stormed the campus. “The military
declared that soldiers had had to break up
an unruly student mob, and maintained
that minimum violence had been used,” he
writes in bitter retrospect. “Only sixteen
shots were fired, resulting, most un-
fortunately, in sixteen deaths. The univer-
sity was declared closed and the Students
Union Building . . . was flattened by demo-
lition charges, the sound of which was
heard throughout the capital. It is still
widely believed that dead and wounded stu-
dents were dumped into this building be-
fore it was demolished.”

The violence of 1962 prompted Chao
Tzang Yawnghwe to “answer the call to
battle,” and in April 1963, several months
after the cremation of his father, he joined
the Shan State Army. For the next thirteen
years he served with it as an administrator
and commander.

He writes in considerable detail of the
extreme factionalism that beset the Shan re-
sistance. Pitted against each other were
those who dealt in opium and those who
did not, those who believed in cooperating
with the Communist Party of Burma and
those who opposed such ties (among them
Chao Tzang Yawnghwe). There were also
the petty rivalries of local warlords.

The faction that opposed cooperation
with the communists lost the debate in
1976, and Chao Tzang Yawnghwe re-
signed as secretary-general of SSA’s politi-
cal organisation. He wrote Exile in Chiang-
mai, Thailand, and now lives in Canada.

Aside from the autobiographical ma-
terial, nearly 100 pages are devoted to cap-
sule biographies of scores of Shan,
Burman and other personalities. The book
also reviews Shan-Burmese relations since
the earliest and very fragmentary chron-
icles of the Shan people.

It is difficult to envision what form of
government will emerge in Burma when
the turmoil of recent months
finally subsides. But Chao
Tzang Yawnghwe contends
that all the Shan and the other
minorities want is what the
Union’s founders originally
envisioned: a federal system in
which the minorities would
have a limited measure of con-
trol over their own affairs.

The problem, he asserts, is
not an ethnic but a political
one. “It is Burma’s misfortune
that Burmese policy-makers
have not, and are still reluctant, to rethink
the framework of the relationship between
the major and minor components of what
could become a real nation,” he writes.
“Given a correct perception and grasp of
political and historical realities and politics
by Burmese leaders, there seems little
reason why national unity cannot be
achieved without resort to war and
bloodshed.” DAVID BUTLER

~

LKL~ - -

LETTERS

A Message from Burma

difficulties, but you authorities abused
your power and treated us badly. This
time we have decided to continue. We
will never give up until you respect our
rights. We learned we could not win by
dying. But we will fight you for our
rights, and when necessary there will be
weapons in our hands. Not only you.
Everyone who would lead our country
but who cannot keep promises, we will
fight.

If, deep in your heart, you care
about your people, you must respect
their rights. You are the only person
who can save the country. We want the
freedom to speak the truth. No more of
one person in control for a long time,
please. We are willing to give up our
lives for the next generation of Burm-
ese. Remember that you cannot kill us
-all. Remember that if I die today,
someone will take my place tomorrow.
Remember this. NAME WITHHELD

Rangoon Arts & Sciences University
Rangoon, Burma

vamy e me Véagmasan-
sweats it out in the tropics and
feels duty-bound to defend the
West against Asian frailties
such as an intolerance for hard-
working foreign correspon-
dents. Do not look in these pages for en-
nobling insights into Asia’s soul. The
profoundest Bloodworth gets are such
observations as “the Asian sense of pro-
priety is offended by men caught with their
pants down.” The reader is better advised
to look only for amusing anecdotes and
juicy tales, even if these sound like the cellu-
loid exploits of a swashbuckling foreign
correspondent. T.J.S. GEORGE

2 To the editors of Asiaweek
; I am a student at un-
i iversity. For us
1 here, tears flow in
t thankfulness each
time we learn that
t the magazine has
i not closed its eyes to
1 ) us. Now, through
t Asiaweek, I send these words to our
{ present leaders:
{ The _years of socialism have
| brought living death to the people of
i Burma. We wanted to explain our daily
{
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