
Contested Legitimacies and Governance in Burma/Myanmar 
 

 
David Steinberg: I want to thank SAIS and 
the Sasakawa Peace Foundation USA for 
hosting this meeting. We hope to exchange 
ideas. What we do not want to do is reach 
conclusions, but rather, to air issues that are 
necessary if we are going to think seriously 
about the society.   
 
As long as we talk about legitimacy in the 
country, we know one group would say it’s 
national unity, the other group would say 
that its elections; minority groups would 
say something else, perhaps. We know that 
Buddhism, that nationalism, that socialism, 
and a whole variety of topics have been 
used to justify regimes or proposed regimes 
and we want to get into some of the dy-
namics of the society. We also want to look 
at foreign views of legitimacy and know the 
internal views. We’re not trying to reach 
conclusions. 
 
There’s considerable literature about politi-
cal legitimacy in the west and it goes back a 
couple of hundred years, and everybody 
who has been to university has been ex-
posed to Max Weber, either directly or in-
directly at some time. There are also Asian 
views of legitimacy. Traditionally, in 
Northeast Asia, you have the Confucian 
concepts of governance, which provide a 
framework for legitimacy. And in Southeast 
Asia, Indian concepts have been amalga-
mated into those societies. We can talk 
about those things if we want, but we rather 
want to get into what the dynamics are in 
the current events.  
 
Kyaw Yin Hlaing: Thank you everybody. 
Before I start talking about legitimacy, I 
want to clear a few things. I’m here repre-
senting only myself, not anybody else, and 
whatever I say reflects only my views. I 

have never worked for the government and 
I don’t want to be associated with the gov-
ernment either. At the same time, even 
though I am working at the National Uni-
versity of Singapore, I am an independent 
scholar. Whatever I will be discussing here 
in my presentation or everything that I will 
saying is based on my research findings. I 
have been working on Burmese politics for 
the last ten or fifteen years, especially on 
this particular topic.  
 
I met David in Yangon in July and he told 
me he was working on the legitimacy issue 
in Burma and he asked me to help him out 
with his research. Since we have been 
friends for a long time, I said yes. We start-
ed talking about this Burma study confer-
ence. He said, “If you are going to the 
States, why don’t you come and give us a 
call?” And I said yes again. So what I did 
since that time was get different definitions 
of “legitimacy,” and those of us here who 
work on social sciences, the social science 
subjects that relate to it, I’m sure we are all 
quite familiar with those definitions.   
 
If I just kept repeating those definitions, it 
would get boring. When I was thinking of 
how I should help David with his research, 
I got one idea. Instead of defining legiti-
macy myself or to rely on other people’s 
definitions, I thought that I should just ask 
people how they would define legitimacy.   
 
In the last four or five months, I asked a 
good number of people – about 70 people 
who still live in Burma and about 20 people 
who are now living in Singapore and Thai-
land. I asked them how they would define 
legitimacy.  My talk is going to be based on 
my conversation with those people; not the 
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whole presentation, but a large part of my 
presentation will touch on that. 
 

Government Attempts to 
Legitimize Itself 

 
But before that, I want to talk about the 
state of the government and this legitimacy 
issue. Of course, everybody knows that the 
government we have in Burma is very re-
pressive and authoritarian. I don’t think I 
need to elaborate this point. But at the same 
time, we cannot simply assume that the 
government always wants to resort to co-
ercion. It has tried to legitimize itself in its 
own way. We will just have to acknow-
ledge that the government did try to legiti-
mize itself. 
 
What did the government do? Since 1998, 
the time it came to power, the government 
has been trying to convince the public that 
the country needs it, that they can do better 
than most people. There are a lot of things 
senior government officials have tried to 
do. As we all know, they tried to renovate 
historical monuments and pagodas, and 
tried to modernize the infrastructure.   
 
These days, hardly a day goes by without 
an opening ceremony of a new computer 
lab or some new building in Burmese news-
papers. What the government has been try-
ing to do are two things: the first thing is 
modernization. It has tried to modernize the 
country. The second thing is preserving na-
tional heritage. Senior government officials 
directly and indirectly mentioned in their 
speeches that these are the two things that 
they can do better than most people around, 
so the country needs them. This is the way 
the government has tried to legitimize itself 
in the last ten or fifteen years.  
 
I also want to note that instead of talking 
about how the central state tried to legiti-

mize the state as a whole, sometimes it’s 
more interesting to disaggregate the state 
into different levels and see what each level 
of the state has tried to do. One thing is 
clear: that when you read newspapers or 
watch television you see the prime minister 
going around the country, conducting open-
ing ceremonies and things like that. That is 
what people at the center did. And the mini-
sters also did the same thing. For instance, 
look at the education ministry. Burmese 
universities have been offering Ph.D. de-
grees in the last eight or nine years. Almost 
every university has the Internet. Of course, 
the Internet they have is very, very slow, 
but at least you can use it, even though they 
have blocked a lot of political websites.  
 

Legitimacy at the Local Level 
 

And then when you look at the divisional 
level, officials there also have done a lot of 
things to legitimize themselves. To give 
you one example, when I was doing re-
search in some areas in the western military 
region about three months ago, I asked 
some people about the underground lottery.  
A lot of people were really happy because 
the military commander there was cracking 
down on the underground lottery. I don’t 
really know whether it really happened or 
not, but when I was there, a rumor was 
going around that the military commander 
talked to a small storeowner about the 
lottery.   
 
The military commander asked her if she 
bet on the che-hti (underground lottery). 
This woman didn’t know who this person 
was and said, “We could not do it anymore 
because of Tha Aye, the military command-
er. He has taken so many actions against 
this underground lottery, so we cannot 
really do that anymore.” And then the com-
mander said to her that he was Tha Aye. 
The woman was frightened and kept apolo-
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gizing. He gave her some money, about 
10,000 kyats, and then told her not to bet on 
the underground lottery, but instead invest 
this money in her business. 
 
The rumors are spread around and even 
people don’t like the government, but they 
really respect this military commander. I’m 
not trying to defend this military command-
er, but in order to understand the way 
ordinary people view legitimacy, we need 
to understand the sort of experiences they 
went through in the last fifteen years or so. 
And the northern military commander was 
also very popular. A lot of people in the 
northern military command area liked him 
because he cracked down on drug dealers. 
Drugs were a big issue in that area.  
 
About six or seven weeks ago, I was back 
in Burma. One of my cousins was in Man-
dalay to get treatment for drug addiction. 
My mother asked him, “Are you still using 
drugs?” He said, “No, I cannot do it 
anymore.” “Why?” “Well, it’s not available 
in the region now because this military 
commander is taking actions against drug 
dealers and we cannot easily get it any 
more. Even when we find it, it’s very 
expensive.” I have heard many people say-
ing that this military commander from the 
northern military command is really good. 
He’s doing a good job.  
 
But you don’t see such things at the district 
and township levels. I will elaborate on this 
point later. People and officials in the dis-
trict and township that I visited often only 
implement instructions from the center. 
They don’t really do much. But I see differ-
ent things at the ward and village levels. 
These are the lowest levels of the state.  
 
When you go to rural areas, you see differ-
ent situations. In July, a couple of days be-
fore I met David in Yangon, I traveled 

around the delta area. A friend of mine took 
me to a village. When we got there, we 
talked to several people, including the 
chairman of the Village Peace and Devel-
opment Council. What I learned from the 
trip was that in that particular village, there 
were 13 well-to-do people. The township 
officers pick one of them as the chairman. 
But this guy has to take care of the entire 
village. In that village, most people are 
quite poor and the township Peace and 
Development Council asked the chairman 
of the Village Peace and Development 
Council to sell fertilizer to the peasants in 
that area. The fertilizer is produced by a 
factory owned by one of the family mem-
bers of a senior government official, so the 
village didn’t have a choice. But local peo-
ple didn’t want to buy it. That fertilizer is 
supposed to be organic fertilizer, but the 
local people only want to use the non-
organic kind. The chairman couldn’t do 
much; he had to pay for the fertilizer. Every 
year, it cost him about 2,000 U.S. dollars, 
which is a lot of money in Burma. He said 
that since he’s the community leader, he 
has to take care of his own people.   
 
Not surprisingly, people in the area really 
liked this chairman. When I asked them if 
they thought he was a good leader, every-
body said yes. But, of course, when you go 
to city areas, it’s a different story. In certain 
areas, local officials are really corrupt. Such 
officials only try to socialize with business 
people. People do not like such officials 
and complain about them all the time. 
 

Government Role More Popular 
In Rural Areas 

 
I also want to talk briefly about how people 
view officers from the center. In city areas, 
regardless of what they have done, people 
don’t like most of the senior officials. They 
always make fun of whatever the govern-
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ment has tried to do. But when you go to 
rural areas, especially areas where the gov-
ernment is undertaking several infrastruc-
ture development projects, the situation was 
different. Many people in those areas liked 
General Khin Nyunt because he really kept 
his promises. He made promises and then 
he delivered on them.   
 
General Shwe Mann is also very popular. 
He used to be commander of the delta area. 
Many people in the delta really liked him. 
They told me that Shwe Mann helped them 
solve many of their problems. They still 
remember what Shwe Mann did for them 
when he was commander in that area, as 
well as now. 
 
So after all these things, I asked people how 
they would define legitimacy and what they 
thought is a legitimate government.  
 

Population’s Views of Legitimate 
Government Varies 

 
I asked about 90 people that question. One 
group said it was a government that came to 
power through democratic procedures. 
Mostly urban, educated people gave that 
answer. Another group said whoever helps 
them out with their needs is legitimate. And 
the last one said that a legitimate govern-
ment is the one that leaves us alone. So, 
there are three different answers. The sec-
ond group had very few people from urban 
areas. Most people from that group are 
from rural areas. The last group – the ones 
that want the government to leave them 
alone – are mostly from minority areas. 
 
The way ordinary people look at the legiti-
macy issue is different from the way people 
with a western education would look at it.  
The people in the first group are urban and 
educated. That’s why for people like us 
who are interested in Burmese politics and 

who really want to understand Burma’s 
political development in the country, if we 
only talk to urban educated people, we will 
not understand the complex nature of the 
political development in that country.  
 
Thank you very much.  
 
Tin Maung Maung Than: Good morning. 
Thank you very much. Without going into 
detail about how you define legitimacy, 
because we scholars – or so-called scholars 
like me – tend to have theoretical and con-
ceptual definitions of legitimacy. But the 
trouble is that the people on the ground 
don’t read those books. Their form of legiti-
macy is different. That’s the basic thing. 
And we want to know – short of a huge 
survey and having them on the couch – 
what their real definition of legitimacy is. 
But if you want to talk about the political 
impact of what legitimacy means, these 
people will vote for that guy. It’s as simple 
as that, provided there is an election.  
 

Different Concepts of Legitimacy 
 
Another thing is, legitimacy for them is 
whether the right to rule is accepted or not. 
If you don’t accept it, so what? The ques-
tion is, would you go out into the streets? 
For the moment, no, for all practical pur-
poses. The nature of power configuration 
that results from the changing of political 
systems in Burma or Myanmar – this is a 
very problematic concept, because even if 
you can define it in your own way, which is 
robust from the theoretical standpoint, in 
reality it may not translate into action or 
inaction.   
 
Jokes in Burma – the Czechoslovakian 
jokes, the Polish jokes – they translated into 
Burmese jokes during the BSPP era and 
then now into the SPDC era. Some of my 
friends are very good at doing that. But 
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Micro-macro Disconnect in Burma does that mean that those people are 
shunned by the people who joke about them 
and ridicule them? Of course not. When the 
time comes, in terms of instrumental ration-
ality, some people do engage. And those 
people who are benefiting from the system 
also make jokes about the system and 
sometimes become skeptical, and some-
times say bad things about it. It’s quite 
common. 

 
In fact, there is a micro-macro disconnect in 
Burma. The macro indicators all point to, 
say, when you talk to the ADB, or the 
World Bank, or people from the Burma 
Fund project, whoever, they are seen as all 
bad. But there is something in the micro 
economy. Of course, people can attribute it 
to the black box called the black market 
economy, but that is actually running away 
from the problem. There’s a kind of a micro 
economy working at different levels in 
which there are losers and winners. Even 
among the winners there are those who 
complain. The losers, of course, what do 
you expect – they curse, right? But the 
losers shift a lot. In the past, the winners 
were the textile workers in the late 1990s, 
in terms of the working class, because they 
were earning 6,000 to 15,000 kyats a month 
when prices were a little bit less than now. 
And then suddenly they become the losers. 
To put it crudely, those who turn to the 
nightlife as a vocation probably are winners 
in terms of monetary income. 

 
In Singapore, a lot of people make jokes 
about the authorities; a lot of people feel 
that they don’t like them, but they do vote 
the government in, and in, and in. And then 
when the government says you can be on 
your own, you don’t know what to do, 
putting it crudely, and they would look for 
the government for cues despite the fact 
that they want so-called liberalism. When 
they have this people’s corner set up in the 
first few weeks, people are talking, then 
later practically nobody goes there. What 
I’m trying to say is that it is not very easy 
and it will be rather condescending for us to 
define legitimacy for the people and talk 
about it. That’s my  premise.  

In that sense, the dynamics of the micro 
economy in Burma created differential ben-
efits to different people in which the con-
cept of performance legitimacy is somehow 
reacting with them. So, if you talk about ty-
coons at the top – maybe 50 of them out of 
the 50 million people of Burma, tycoons 
who are filthy rich with BMWs, Range Ro-
vers, Rolex watches, who shop and have a 
condominium in Singapore. Well, probably 
now there are another 50; maybe half of 
them are new ones, I don’t know, but that’s 
the top. The politics of envy, of course.   

 
In order for us to get some background, I 
would like to talk more about economic 
issues. Performance legitimacy, as defined 
by whoever, but then the question arises; 
We have been talking about this economy 
of Burma for the last how many years? Ten 
years? And David? What do we have? If 
the economic policy processes and macro-
economic – what you call the conventional 
wisdom of the Washington consensus is 
correct in Burma, Burma should have gone 
to the dogs in 19 what? 60, 70, 80, 90, 
2000?  They should have never recovered. 
People would have been in misery. But 
Burma didn’t go to the dogs. 

 
Thinbawthar Class Better Off 

 
And then there are the so-called thinbaw-
thar who are still quite good in a way. And 
the thinbawthar class, I suspect – I have not 
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done any proper survey on this, but given 
the fact that from revealed preferences and 
how the government policies work, they are 
quite okay now. They are better off. They 
are supporting a lot of people; there are 
about 50,000 thinbawthar and 25,000 at 
any time outside of Burma. They probably 
support 200,000 or 300,000 people back in 
the city. And because of the contradiction 
of the Burmese kyat’s downward spiral, in 
fact, this privileged class came about. Peo-
ple who work abroad are also privileged be-
cause their money is becoming stronger and 
stronger. Privileged people support whole 
extended families. And for them, because 
of the open economy, of course you say the 
price of getting a passport is rising too. But 
for the seamen, it is not as bad as that 
because they were quite stable. For shore 
jobs it is very hard for them to get a pass-
port. The amount of taxation on these peo-
ple abroad is supposedly 10%. It was 25% 
before the end of BSPP.  
 
Relatively speaking, they were better off 
and on top of that, now the government has 
allowed people, at least sailors, to take back 
a certain amount of money – not less than 
$500, which is considerable in the Burmese 
context – to go abroad so they can catch a 
plane in, say, Singapore. Of course, a lot of 
people don’t send money the way that 
everybody knows. For that particular condi-
tion, a lot of people say “Hurray, it’s nice.” 
And then the government just said, “Okay, 
you don’t need a form and all these things if 
you are a dependent passport holder and 
you come back to Burma and keep it; other-
wise, you have to bring back, take the pass-
port, return the passport, reapply, or what-
ever.”  
 
Now they say – at least what I was told – 
that you can keep it. Keep it for six months 
or every six months, you have to fill out 
forms, but you can keep it for the rest of 

your passport’s life. A very small amount 
of people – maybe 20,000 people who have 
relatives abroad – are happy. What I’m try-
ing to say is that it is time contingent – of 
course, it is a transient nature; maybe they 
will be unhappy next week, nobody knows.   
 

Stratified Employment Opportunities 
 
And you are talking about employment op-
portunities. Employment opportunities also 
are very much stratified and very much 
differentiated. There’s a lot of MBAs com-
ing out from the Burmese Institute of Eco-
nomics. I can vouch that at least the MBA 
program is rather relatively better than all 
the other programs because the people who 
are running it – not because they are my 
friends, I know about them because they are 
my friends – are quite robust, the MBAs, at 
least. Maybe it’s not like Harvard, of 
course, but it’s still comparable in the Bur-
mese context; MBAs are really good, com-
pared to others in the social sciences and 
even physical sciences, in terms of acquisi-
tion of knowledge and case study methods.   
 
MBAs are in great demand. But what hap-
pened was that they crowded out the ordi-
nary people. Nowadays, Burmese com-
panies require an MBA for even a relatively 
minor position, whereas if you have a 
Bachelor of Commerce degree, previously 
you could get that job. Now only MBAs 
can get it. But they get a better salary.  
 
The losers are the ordinary graduates who 
outnumber MBAs by a hundred to one. The 
same goes for every other thing. Jobs are 
requiring masters degree holders for just 
those that are held by a bachelor degree 
holder. This is the question of the prolifer-
ation of degrees. 
 
Talking about teachers, they are not much 
worse. A good number of them are able to 
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get by because of extra curricular activities. 
But on that score, the teachers themselves 
are able to make do in a way.  
 
Regarding the military, the rank and file, 
the soldiers also take part in road works, et 
cetera, and they are paid out of the military 
budget. They probably earn something like 
2,000 kyats a month, and out of that, they 
earn another 7,000 a month. There are ways 
and means whereby the corporate interests 
of the military have been upheld somehow. 
The professional arms of the military are 
the engineers and the doctors. In the past 
they didn’t have opportunities, but now, be-
cause a lot of government-run factories and 
joint ventures exist, they do have a role in 
them.  
 
And then, medical doctors – the medical 
doctors are prestigious. They can practice 
outside their working hours. Theoretically, 
the soldiers are on call 24 hours, but they 
can go out at the polyclinics in the city, esp-
ecially in the city of Yangon, Mandalay and 
other big cities, and practice medicine. So 
they’re happy too. 
 
What I’m trying to say is that there could be 
a minority of people within the economic 
hierarchy of Burma who are doing quite 
well, yet still bitching. They still bitch, but 
they do have a little piece of the cake. The 
question is, of course, if the cake stopped 
growing, what’s going to happen? So far, 
through rent-seeking and other ways, and 
because of natural gas sales, money is still 
coming in and there are still a lot of these 
things. 
 

Traditional Medicine An 
Important Part of Health Care 

 
Then, health care. If you look at the Bureau 
of Statistics, private health care costs take 
up 85% of the total health care expendi-

tures. That 85% goes to the doctors, clinics, 
medicine, et cetera. What about taingyin 
sai, the traditional medicine? A lot of peo-
ple are relying on traditional medicine.  
 
Traditional medicine, to be fair to the gov-
ernment, has been given a lot of research 
and development resources and some regu-
latory framework, which delimits the kind 
of worst case scenarios where practitioners 
give people a lot of unidentified things. If 
you stick to the standard ones and the big 
names in traditional medicine, you are sure 
at least to get – at least within the tradition-
al medicine and alternative medicine frame-
work – what is supposed to be good. A lot 
of people are turning to that for the ordinary 
flu. For influenza, you don’t need medicine 
theoretically, except to alleviate the symp-
toms. A lot of money spent in Burma at pri-
vate clinics is due to influenza during the 
cold season. That goes now to traditional 
medicine, although there is a corner shop 
where you buy your odd Panadol and things 
like that. A lot of younger doctors and doc-
tors with no foreign degrees are complain-
ing because they barely get by. And there is 
a big divide in the medical fraternity be-
cause the specialists are getting money like 
water in a bucket; whereas the ordinary guy 
is pressured by traditional medicine and 
self-medication.   
 
But what I’m trying to say is that people are 
constrained. They don’t go for lavish holi-
days but the crunch has not yet come. I 
don’t know when the crunch will be. No-
body knows. So the question is, when we 
talk about performance legitimacy, yes, it is 
not Singapore, it is not Malaysia, it is not 
South Korea, or Taiwan, but somehow we, 
the so-called macro economists, try to pre-
dict the turning point which we have not yet 
found. It may come, but nobody can tell. 
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There are a lot of microeconomic issues 
which I don’t know and you don’t know. I 
always ask my relatives how they get by. 
They never tell me. Of course, I do support 
them, but the kind of survey I can make is 
only about my relatives who I am support-
ing anyway. But not only that – there must 
be some ways of making money which they 
don’t tell us about. The usual refrain I heard 
from the traders, the black marketers and 
the small shop owners is that as long as 
they don’t engage in politics, everything is 
fine. This is probably true to a certain ex-
tent. Of course, they may get squeezed by 
the locals, but can still get along. 
 
What about bribery? The problem is that 
institutionalized corruption has not yet 
come to Burma. In a sense, the problem is 
uncertainty. Uncertainty is bad. It’s not bri-
bery, but it’s bad.   
 
And then the question is that the country is 
sluggish, but still getting on somehow. 
Food security, well, there were some prob-
lems of that in the Wa area. Unfortunately 
and ironically, the opium eradication pro-
gram has been quite successful, despite all 
the detractors. And that has deprived a lot 
of people in the Wa area of income, and 
they are having problems because they 
forego opium, and the state cannot yet pro-
vide them with enough money or alterna-
tives.   
 
These are problems that come out of good 
intentions. I don’t want to get into the sanc-
tions debate, but these issues are there. Sup-
posing tomorrow we lift sanctions; not a lot 
of money will come to Burma suddenly. I 
know that because of the kind of alterna-
tives available to investors. You want to go 
to Vietnam? Yes. You want to go to China? 
Yes. Wouldn’t you like to go to Burma with 
that money? If the rate of return is less, you 
definitely won’t go. So is it a more complex 

issue than lifting sanctions tomorrow? Will 
manna come from heaven? Not quite. So 
that’s the issue. 
 

Burmese Face Stratified Incomes 
 
What I’m trying to say is basically that in a 
differentiated society, it is somehow strati-
fied in terms of income. I would say tomor-
row you may be a winner, but today, you 
are a loser. Are you talking about oppor-
tunities in that sense – not in a real sense – 
the convoluted opportunity in the sense that 
some go down and some go up and some-
thing comes out of the rent-seeking system. 
And all of the 1.4 million civil servants, 
what do they have? Well, they have assets. 
When Hlaing Thayar (new town) was first 
formed, a lot of people grumbled because 
they were moved out from the suburbs 
across the Hlaing river into an open ground 
which was basically rice fields. Few ameni-
ties were available.   
 
But suddenly, there was a boom in the 
1990s. There was a bridge and suddenly the 
price of land there quadrupled, then quin-
tupled, and increased about a dozen times. 
And these people have a windfall and they 
were very happy and they said the govern-
ment was very good.  
 
Speculating on cars and speculating on 
gold, and speculating on land are for the 
idle rich, you might say. But there’s a great 
cascading effect on ordinary people. Sup-
posing there is a place where you have a car 
brokerage where a lot of people trade cars, 
and then you have small little shops spring-
ing up all around, and then when they were 
chased off, they have to go to another place. 
And these industrial zones are there. Some 
businesses are doing very well, some are 
not doing very well. Costs go up because 
you have to move your little shop in town 
up to the industrial zone, you have to send 

8 



  

your workers 15 miles out – that’s costly, 
but for some, it’s a God-sent opportunity.   
 
It’s a differential. You have to pay a million 
kyats per acre, whereas you were doing it in 
your mother in law’s house which was 
cheaper. But there are others who took the 
opportunity. The problem of finding work-
ing capital is a big issue. Some banks failed 
last year; now they are back to normal. In 
fact, the FATF (Financial Action Task 
Force) has now released Burma from re-
strictions because of the government’s mea-
sures against money-laundering.  
 

Unorthodox Banking Methods 
 
This unorthodox method like Mahathir’s, 
and what he did during the financial crisis, 
worked. Everybody says it’s wrong, but we 
did it. The unorthodox method of making 
those who have borrowed money to give 
back seems to work. I don’t know how.  
But on the whole, it recovered to a certain 
extent within the limited confines of the 
Burmese banking industry, which is very 
remarkable. I don’t know how we are going 
to study it.  
 
Whether you have confidence or not, you 
still had to eat, you still had to feed your 
children, so you work within the system. Of 
course, that is what brings us back to the 
big picture of not having the cake growing 
big enough. But so far, the cake is growing 
for some reason, because of the pent-up 
energies of the private sector. 
 
The private sector also complained. The 
FCCI – the Federation of Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry – has a huge wish 
list. Some of them were okay, a lot of them 
were not. They complained: “We don’t 
make money.” But then you ask them, “Are 
you really desperate?”  “No. I have so many 
lines.”  In Burma, it’s called lines. One line 

of business, another line of business. So 
many lines criss-cross each other. But there 
are compensatory mechanisms for the peo-
ple supporting the state’s policies.  
 
This is the very complex situation and legi-
timacy issues go back and forth from there. 
The situation is very confusing, and for us 
researchers, it is very difficult because we 
can’t go around and take a survey, a robust 
random survey. We can’t go around talking 
to people seriously asking them figures 
from their income tax returns.  
 
The taxation issue – Burma is a poor exam-
ple of public revenues. There’s a lot of 
holes in its system. They do one thing, like 
taxing a car transfer. And you have this 
change of custom duty from 100 kyats to 
the U.S. dollar, which is very undervalued 
given the 900 kyat exchange rate. Now they 
changed it to 450, which was the FEC rate. 
So the revenue has shot up this year. These 
are not permanent solutions, but they do 
have enough leeway to do all these things 
to prop up the system. You can’t do it for-
ever, I’d say, but the thing is they’ve been 
doing it now for how many years?  
 
I don’t have all the answers. I’m just throw-
ing out all these things. Thank you.  
 
Zaw Oo: I am from American University 
and I would like to focus more on the ob-
jective analysis about the situation of legiti-
macy in Burma. But of course, it would be 
a delusion if I pretended that I am also an 
independent academic, because I’ve been 
working with the democracy movement for 
the last sixteen years. Some of my opinions 
are not necessarily influenced by the demo-
cracy movement, but I share many of their 
views.  
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Contestation of Legitimacies between the 
Government and Social Organizations 

 
I also would like to thank David for organi-
zing this very important conference at a 
very significant timing, because there have 
been changes in Burma. The prime minister 
has been removed in a very polished coup, 
or purge. My point would take what Kyaw 
Yin Hlaing already brought in. He said 
there has been conversation on legitimacy 
between the government, which legitimizes 
them, and some of the society groups, 
which want to contest them. I would say the 
crisis of legitimacy in Burma stems from 
the inability to implement the national man-
date that the whole country was given in the 
last elections of 1990. So when you talk 
about the contestation of legitimacies be-
tween the government and the society 
groups, it will be much more accurate to 
say that the society groups had already 
elected a legitimate popular government in 
1990. But the problem has stemmed from 
the time the military government refused to 
honor the national mandate, which the 
whole country voted for in 1990. 
 
I might also follow my fellow panelists to a 
wide definition of legitimacy, but perhaps I 
would offer some of my observations about 
the state of legitimization as a process. In 
that case, I also find an analytic framework 
as a very useful tool to analyze the process 
of legitimization in Burma.  
 

Electorate Democracy 
Introduced to Burma in 1948 

 
Muthiah Alagappa has put forward the 
normative framework as a way to the legiti-
mization process, and the importance of 
sharing norms and values. And I would say 
that the Burmese people have already 
accepted the electoral democracy as a part 
of the legitimate procedural basis of elect-

ing leaders. So it would be appropriate to 
point out that that concept of electorate 
democracy has been introduced in Burma 
since our independence in 1948. Of course, 
even before Burma gained independence in 
1948, there have been some limited forms 
of electoral democracy where the popu-
lation elected local governments, even un-
der the British occupation.   
 
Since independence, Burma has experi-
enced three elections – in 1952, 1956 and 
1960. In all these elections, the electorate 
turnouts were quite impressive, compared 
to any of the elections that are happening in 
Southeast Asia. In fact, there had been elec-
tions – at least in 1956 – elections which 
actually elected a new prime minister, and 
of course that process of electorate demo-
cracy was disrupted quite permanently in 
1962 when the military came to power by 
staging a coup against the civilian govern-
ment. The winner of the 1990 election was 
a very popular government which, like the 
National League for Democracy that won 
the elections in 1990, the party of the form-
er Prime Minister U Nu also won 60% of 
the electoral votes. Right after the elections, 
the military staged a coup and then, of 
course, the rest of history is very much 
associated with successive rules of military 
regimes.   
 
Both in terms of normative and procedural 
aspects, Burma has been quite familiar with 
the electoral democracy concept and people 
have been quite knowledgeable about how 
to elect leaders. It was quite a surprising 
outcome during the 1990 elections because 
the people voted overwhelmingly to elect 
the National League for Democracy. If you 
look at the historical timeframe between 
1962 and 1990 – nearly 30 years of dis-
ruption by military rule – the people are 
still very familiar with how to vote for 
whom they like, and I think they have exer-
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cised that right quite independently at the 
time of the 1990 elections. 
 

Performance Legitimacy 
 
Regarding performance-related processes, 
performance legitimacy enhances the in-
cumbent government; I think that Tin has 
already elaborated quite extensively about 
how, in terms of performance legitimacy, 
the current government stands. I won’t go 
very much into this aspect, but maybe I can 
pick up some of his observations about the 
growing cake, or maybe I can call it the 
shrinking pie. Whether the cake grows or 
whether the pie shrinks and leads to a 
serious crisis of legitimacy within the 
current government, all of the stakeholders 
involved in taking a share of the pie have to 
struggle to get their share of the profits. In 
that sense, the latest situation that has come 
out in Yangon, which stems from some sort 
of a business dispute at the Muse border 
checkpoint in Northern Burma, reflects that 
there is some ongoing problem, in that 
aspect.   
 

Legitimization Process in Burma 
 
About the consensual part of the legitimize-
tion process, I think Kyaw Yin Hlaing has 
already shared his findings, so the level of 
public acceptance of the current govern-
ment is quite clear. I’m quite relieved that 
my perception and observation from Wash-
ington is not very different from what has 
been found by Kyaw in very remote areas 
of Burma. In that sense, we have a very 
strong agreement, that in terms of the con-
sensual and the performance, the accept-
ance of the public of the current govern-
ment is very, very low.   
 
Of course, if you talk about the alternative 
personalities and the acceptance of the pub-
lic figures, we can always draw some coro-

llary from the last elections in 1990, when 
the NLD won 60% of the electoral vote. So 
I think the NLD’s popularity inside Burma 
is still very strong. But if you look at the 
latest poll organized by Time Magazine, it 
is not surprising that Aung San Suu Kyi has 
come up first. According to Time Maga-
zine, she is the most popular public figure 
in Asia. These examples provide evidence 
about who is winning the game of the legi-
timization process in Burma.   
 
In terms of charisma and personality, Kyaw 
Yin Hlaing has come up with a very inter-
esting description about the various top 
military commanders, and it’s very unfor-
tunate that the most charismatic leader has 
now gone out of power. Perhaps that also 
has become very problematic for the cur-
rent military government to maintain legiti-
macy in the eyes of its own people, the rank 
and file of the armed forces. In terms of 
what Muthiah Alagappa has emphasized as 
the political defining moments, I saw an 
opportunity to increase legitimacy or de-
crease legitimacy.   
 
In our history, there have been politically 
defining moments. Our independence mo-
vement before 1948 has been the most 
important influential factor for national 
political leadership. But that was about 60 
years ago, so no one actually lives nowa-
days after 60 years of history – I mean in 
terms of Burmese political leadership.  
 
The most influential figure that came out of 
that era was General San, father of Aung 
San Suu Kyi, and General Ne Win who was 
one of the members of the 30 comrades 
who liberated Burma. General Aung San 
was assassinated in 1947, but he is still re-
garded as the national hero and the liberator 
of Burmese independence. Of course, most 
of the legitimacy of Aung San Suu Kyi in 
the early days of the democratic movement 
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actually was inherited from her father’s 
legitimacy. She also earned it during the 
last 16 years by standing very firmly for her 
beliefs in non-violent struggle, and also the 
struggle for democracy in Burma. 
 
About General Ne Win, of course, he act-
ually lived quite long. He died at the age of 
91, but he died very quietly because the 
current military leaders do not like him very 
much. That was kind of the beginning of 
the fall of the current charismatic leader 
General Khin Nyunt because he has been 
the protégé of General Win for years. That 
defining moment of national independence, 
the struggle against all foreigners, par-
ticularly from India and China – these his-
torical events have become less relevant in 
the current context.   
 

Defining Moments in Burmese History 
 
The most immediate important events that 
are still in the memory of many of the Bur-
mese population are of the 1998 popular 
uprising, because people do not forget these 
events very easily; the whole country rose 
up against the socialist government and 
many unarmed civilians were killed during 
the suppression by the military government. 
Those who participated in and those who 
suppressed the popular uprising in 1998 are 
still vividly remembered by the population. 
 
The 1990 election is also another very im-
portant defining moment in our history, be-
cause the whole country actually partici-
pated in the national election, thanks per-
haps to a miscalculation by the State Law 
and Order Restoration Council at that time. 
The people experienced a quite free and fair 
election, at least on the day of the election 
on May 27, 1990. I think these are quite 
relevant and politically important moments 
that can be a very important factor for the 

political leadership in Burma to increase or 
decrease its legitimacy. 
 
Last but not least, Muthiah has also empha-
sized the importance of international sup-
port, and when it comes to international 
support, the state of legitimacy in Burma is 
now at the very lowest it has been. For in-
stance, the United States government has 
put forward sanctions since 1997 and it re-
newed the sanctions last year. The Euro-
pean Union has imposed similar sanctions 
around 1996, but they also decided to up-
grade their sanctions just a month ago when 
the current military regime refused to re-
lease Suu Kyi ahead of the ASEM confer-
ence.   
 
Support from neighboring countries to the 
current military regime is also very critical.  
I still remember the writing of our late 
colleague Chaotzang who correctly pointed 
out how debilitating military governments 
in 1988 and 1989 were saved by the influx 
of visits from neighboring governments and 
states, along with other economic support 
and foreign investment that resuscitated the 
military regime at the time of crisis, around 
the early 90s.   
 

Burma’s Relationship with ASEAN 
 
The question is, given the latest problems 
coming from Yangon, there is speculation 
whether ASEAN can still maintain its un-
questioned support to the regime. There 
have been a number of comments made 
recently within the ASEAN leadership cir-
cles that the regime has failed to meet the 
obligations of ASEAN as an association. 
Some of them have already ironically been 
made by former Prime Minister Mahathir, 
who actually brought Burma into ASEAN 
in 1997. He said, “Maybe it is not wrong to 
start thinking about taking Burma out of 
ASEAN,” which was recently echoed by 
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some of the ASEAN elite. Some ASEAN 
experts have already put forward a kind of a 
roadmap that might be able to save Burma 
from the ongoing crisis. 
 
These are the kinds of frameworks that 
Muthiah has elaborated well in his quite 
seminal book on legitimacy in Southeast 
Asia. With all these frameworks, I might 
come to a conclusion that there is a huge 
crisis on legitimacy in Burma. I would like 
to focus on the legal situation in Burma, be-
cause when you talk about legitimacy – I 
think Muthiah has also described the level 
of democracy – you can talk about the legi-
timacy of the government, the legitimacy of 
the regime, and maybe the legitimacy of the 
institution.  
 
It is appropriate to talk about the legitimacy 
of the regime, perhaps even the legitimacy 
of the armed forces as an institution, be-
cause the latest crisis in Burma has not only 
highlighted the legitimacy of the govern-
ment, but the legitimacy of the regime of 
the armed forces as an institution. It started 
out with the contestation of the shrinking 
resources in Burma, but it has stemmed 
from a much deeper level of crisis within 
the regime and within the army as an insti-
tution.  
 

Military Government Undermines 
Military as Institution 

 
To summarize, I should borrow from Alfred 
Stepan, who said that when the military 
government became a government, the 
military as a government always under-
mines the military as an institution. This is 
exactly what happened in Burma because 
the military has intervened in politics, sup-
pressed the democracy movement since 
1988, and has been actively involved in 
governing the country and also managing 
its economic resources. The management of 

government affairs and the active execution 
of government has eroded the military as an 
institution.   
 
The military as an institution has always 
had to maintain a command structure. 
When you have a military that expanded to 
a government administration and became 
the government, it has somehow compro-
mised the command structure, because 
when the military becomes the government, 
it has strong reasons to maintain political 
legitimacy, to maintain the regime’s legiti-
macy, and the rent-seeking process. It’s be-
coming part of the instrument used by the 
military as a government, to maintain the 
legitimacy, because you can’t actually run 
the country without any segment that has 
some degree of support and allegiance to 
the government in power.   
 
The military government started out as 
what’s known as the State Law and Order 
Council in the early 90s, and used the rent-
seeking process to win favor from some im-
partial segments of the society; they have 
used all kinds of rent-seeking devices such 
as what Tin has described – licenses, pass-
ports, export permits, exchange credits, all 
these instruments to win favor from some 
segments of society. They also have used 
the military as a kind of channel to dis-
tribute the rents. It’s not surprising to find 
out that the government has favored a lot of 
construction projects these days.   
 

Construction Projects Benefit Military 
 
As some of my economist colleagues have 
explained, these days construction drives 
the GDP growth in some ways. Construc-
tion projects have become a favorite econo-
mic activity for the regime. There’s a slo-
gan in Burma that when you see a river, 
you build a bridge. That shows the magni-
tude of how the construction projects have 
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been emphasized by the military govern-
ment in the last ten years. But in a way, 
construction projects, which Transparency 
International and other watch dogs have 
emphasized, are the best recipe for making 
rents and devising the bribery schemes for 
high officials.   
 
In Burma it’s become quite problematic, 
because the military units are often awarded 
to do some construction projects. The mili-
tary institution receives additional rents in 
the form of construction projects. The pub-
lic military units used all these public funds 
to enrich themselves. And they asked some 
local villages to build their construction 
projects. That’s where all the human rights 
and the forced labor situations have enor-
mously increased during the time of relative 
peace in Burma. Although the ILO has 
come up with the most creative measures to 
help prevent abuses, some atrocious crimes 
occurred. These have increased during the 
last three or four years under the nose of the 
ILO monitoring unit in Yangon. 
 
The whole phenomenon of rent-seeking, 
demilitarization, forced labor, and other 
kinds of human rights violations are so en-
trenched in the system that they beg the 
question whether any improvement in legi-
timacy can be done in a piecemeal manner. 
I will stop now and perhaps discuss further 
more policy-oriented and practical action-
oriented questions during the discussion. 
Thank you.   
 
Steinberg: Thank you, Mr. Zaw Oo. Before 
I open it to the floor, I’d just like to make a 
few comments. On construction, to me it 
seems that the military, because it does 
construction, something it can do, has used 
construction as a form of legitimacy. So it’s 
legitimacy is through infrastructure, having 
claimed that they’ve done more than any 
other government since independence, or 

maybe more than all governments com-
bined since independence. Not only does it 
involve corvee labor, but it also means that 
they’re printing money to do this.   
 
A former minister told me that to build a 
bridge over the Irawwady costs about $20 
million. They charge some tolls on those 
bridges, very small tolls. He said, “Well, a 
bridge might last, what, a hundred years? It 
will take at least 300 years to get back the 
costs from the bridge, so it’s completely 
uneconomical as an investment.” 
 
Another issue is the question of the voting, 
and certainly there’s no question about how 
the votes turned out. Whether that was a 
vote for the NLD or a vote against the gov-
ernment, or both, or some combination 
thereof is something that we ought to con-
sider, because the vote in 1990 which was, 
as you said, a fair election, U Nu got 
elected against the wishes of the military 
because people didn’t want the military 
involved. 
 
Let me turn to another issue which Charles 
mentioned in passing and is based upon a 
couple of days in Myitkyina that I had in 
August. This is a minority issue, and some 
said that people wanted to be left alone, and 
if you leave us alone, the central govern-
ment is legitimate. I asked the question of a 
number of people – what kind of govern-
ment is legitimate? Well, the part of it was 
what they answered before, but the other 
part of it was – and this went later to iden-
tity issues – “We want to be able to have 
our own language. We want to be able to 
have our own literature.” “Well, how was 
your language taught?” “It was taught in the 
churches, it was taught after school, but not 
in the school system.” So a legitimate gov-
ernment in the minority areas might well 
consider having a certain amount of in-
struction in the local language.  
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If you look at the writings on the Mon state 
party areas, you’ll see that one of the big 
things that they’re doing is having language 
instruction in the whole set of schools, and 
teaching Mon literature. So probably civil 
society development in the minority areas is 
in fact furthering the identity issue. I know 
that even many years ago, when I was in 
the Shan state, people surreptitiously would 
show me Shan textbooks from the Sipsong 
Bana area (in Yunnan), with great envy, be-
cause they didn’t have those things in this 
state.   
 
Here’s another element in the legitimacy 
equation, if you will. I will throw this open 
to the whole group here, even those at the 
back benchers there. You’re not supposed 
to be sitting back there; you’re supposed to 
be contributing to our discussion.  
 

Q&A 
 
Questioner: I’m a writer and I’m a senior 
program associate at the Burma Fund. 
When we think about Burmese society, I 
think that the problem of legitimacy in Bur-
ma is beyond the political level. It goes into 
the social and cultural level.  
 
At the cultural level, we have to deal with 
what I’d like to say is the alienation in each 
individual because we Burmese have a dual 
attitude. At one side, we respect the govern-
ment and king traditionally. That is, we 
have to learn in the monastery. We are 
taught to obey because the king is very dan-
gerous to you. On the other hand, we want 
in this modern era the public service from 
the government.   
 
Questioner: This is a session about legiti-
macy and the whole week over at the Bur-
ma service center, too, we’ve been talking. 
And I wrote a little note to myself which is 
from T.S. Eliot: “I must go back to where 

all the letters start, to the rag and bone shop 
at the heart.” And of course, I also work at 
the Burma Fund, which helped the govern-
ment itself. We have to go back to human 
rights, because how can the government be 
legitimate if it is not good to the people?   
 
And now, we see from your survey that no 
one likes them anyway, no one thinks they 
perform well. The human rights watch re-
port on child soldiers brought out that many 
of the army are not even regional com-
manders, I think. They are at lower levels, 
but they have their own kind of private 
farms in the barracks. But these are run by 
the conscripts, the young children essen-
tially who are brought there and enslaved, 
picked up while their parents are not there 
and then used to grow vegetables and so on, 
which is their private income.   
 
I don’t agree that the corruption is not 
widespread, or it’s a small thing, or a way 
of getting by. Yes, it’s a way of getting by, 
but now it’s all within the system and that 
needs to be addressed. What Zaw Oo said 
about legitimacy and then the crisis and the 
defining moment, he outlined very well the 
defining moments in our recent political 
and economic history. In my view, SPDC is 
in crisis; otherwise, why the big flap about 
sanctions?  And now, this latest purge. It’s 
part of the continuing purge which is al-
ways there, but it’s cannibalizing the 
shrinking pie. So whether it erupts or not, 
nobody can tell, but it’s certainly in crisis. 
It’s an institution in crisis.  
 
Questioner: First of all, I thought it was a 
very interesting panel, but my question is 
back to the question of legitimacy and tied 
a little bit to David’s question: how do we 
really know what the 1990 vote was about? 
When I was listening to the three speakers, 
I became a little confused about what you 
were really talking about. Were you talking 

15 



  

about legitimacy; were you talking about 
control; were you talking about authority? 
I’m not sure if these things are all the same.  
 
I think this conversation would benefit by a 
broader regional discussion, because if you 
look at these questions of authority and 
legitimacy, take South Asia for example, or 
you take Thailand or Sri Lanka – any coun-
try in the region – and there are various 
forms of legitimacy in legitimating authori-
ty. In the context of Burma, the question, as 
David asked, in 1990 was: do we know 
what the people were voting for? In a sense, 
it doesn’t really matter if they were voting 
to legitimize the NLD or they were voting 
to de-legitimize the military. In essence, the 
vote in the end de-legitimized one force and 
legitimized another. And that’s the starting 
point for any discussion about political legi-
timacy in the country now.   
 
Much of the discussion that we heard this 
morning talked, to a degree, about control 
authority and how local people accommo-
dated themselves to that authority. And I 
think that’s very different than looking at 
the question of legitimacy. If there’s a pow-
erful regional commander in your area who 
is in a position to provide resources, school-
ing, stipends, salaries, you might accommo-
date yourself to that authority for a whole 
lot of personal reasons, but that does not 
equate itself with the question of you seeing 
that person as legitimate. 
 
The second point is I’m always very skep-
tical of this – I call them Asian values, 
which is part of what the discussion was. 
Every country around the world, every local 
society, has a different way of legitimating 
authority. You can do it through temples, 
through churches, through landowners, and 
elections.   
There are lots and lots of different ways of 
doing it. But there’s no country in Asia that 

has legitimated authority at the national lev-
el through elections that does not support 
democracy. In essence, what you are asking 
us to say is that in 1990 the country had 
elections; it has a different history than 
other countries, and it has a different way of 
legitimizing authorities than other coun-
tries. At the end of the day, they held elec-
tions; the people turned out and voted for or 
against en masse, in unison. It’s impossible 
to go back in history and really get the an-
swer. But in the end, they did legitimize 
their force. Many people in the country 
clearly accommodated themselves to auth-
ority.  
 
My question for the panel is, really, are you 
talking about accommodation and control 
authority, or are you really talking about 
legitimacy, because no one here has really 
challenged the legitimacy of the opposition 
or, in fact, no one has even supported the 
claim that the military until today is the 
legitimate government. They might be the 
government in power; they might have ab-
solute authority and absolute control. The 
question really is, what are we talking 
about? 
 
Steinberg: First, a couple of things to ask 
the panel. One of the issues is how does the 
military view itself? Obviously, they view 
themselves as something different, not as 
part of the de-legitimization through the 
electoral process. The outside world, gen-
erally – except maybe for China, India, now 
Thailand – view that process somewhat 
differently. We tend to take the universal, if 
you will, acceptance of elections as legiti-
mizing governments.   
 

National Unity Is Critical Issue 
 
The question then is, internally, how does 
this work? The military said no, the real 
issue in legitimization – I’m not saying that 
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I subscribe to this understanding but I think 
it’s a deeply held belief which is different 
from whether it’s right – they, I think, be-
lieve national unity is the critical thing. 
That is really the legitimating function of 
government. No other force in the society 
can keep the country together. You may ar-
gue that yes, because you basically elimi-
nated all other potential forces that could 
have kept it together except for the military.   
 
The question of authority and power is diff-
erent from, or somewhat related to legiti-
macy, but it is different. Certainly, as Mu-
thiah Alagappa wrote, the more illegitimate 
the government is, the more coercive power 
has to be used to keep it going, and there-
fore, the cost of such governments go up, 
thereby probably lessening the ability of 
those governments to deliver the goods and 
services to the people. That is this perfor-
mance function. That’s a complex deal that 
other people in this panel probably have 
something to say on this. 
 
Tin Maung Maung Than: Well, this is, as 
I see it, the conceptual befuddling that is 
there all the time. There are people who 
question the concept of ethnic conflict too 
recently; well, not quite recently, which is 
quite a debate. And there are people who 
question the concept of corporatism. In 
terms of legitimacy also, we can see that 
maybe it’s a red herring. I’m sorry to say 
that, but that could be the case. You can 
look at it from a different light. Unless we 
have another lecture tomorrow, we won’t 
know. 
 

Definition of Legitimate Government 
 
If we use that simple definition of legiti-
mate government through elections, what 
are we talking about in between elections? 
People says it’s not a legitimate govern-
ment, so what? I mean that’s the question 

that SPDC will ask, right? Because this 
government rules de facto and there’s no 
way from their point of view that they 
could be removed. Practically, it’s irrele-
vant to them. I’m just stretching a bit. Of 
course, they do mind it.  .  
 
If the authority is extended to all the corn-
ers of Burma, that’s good for them in prac-
tical terms and in empirical terms. I can’t 
give you a clear-cut answer to this problem, 
but the question is: what are we talking 
about? Since the 1990 elections – that’s the 
benchmark – to now, 2004, would the kind 
of various markers of legitimacy be applied 
to that to say that it has gone down, gone 
up?   
 
That may be a valid research question that 
we really can’t answer. It could vary widely 
with anecdotal evidence. You might say 
that it is not worse than 1990; that’s the 
only way I can say it. But of course, short 
of a real poll, we cannot really determine it. 
But what I’m trying to emphasize is that we 
pontificate on legitimacy in theoretical 
terms, but on the ground, I’m not sure that 
the kind of legitimacy we are talking about 
is relevant. That’s the point. 
 
Kyaw Yin Hlaing: Is it an Asian values 
argument. That’s the last argument I would 
want to make. When I talked about legiti-
macy, I was not talking about accommo-
dating authorities. It is difficult to translate 
the term, legitimacy, into Burmese. When I 
interviewed people, I had to phrase the 
questions in the language they would 
understand. I paid attention to values and 
norms in my research, but I did not buy the 
Asian values argument.  
 
Zaw Oo: Sorry if I didn’t make myself very 
clear to you when it comes to the question 
on legitimacy, but when I stated the 1990 
election was the beginning of a historical 
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period, I have no doubt that the final 
moment actually decided what is legitimate 
and what is not (for this conference). My 
curiosity actually is about the process of 
legitimating the illegitimate and I’m trying 
to use my analysis to give a little score of 
whether the military regime is and whether 
the legitimization process of the illegitimate 
is succeeding or not. When I use Muthiah’s 
methods to analyze the legitimization pro-
cess, I came up with the conclusion that the 
current military regime is not succeeding in 
legitimating the illegitimate authorities.   
 
What is still very important, at the very last 
resort, comes back to the very original 
assertion of the military as a legitimate 
institution to rule the country. This added 
dimension is quite relevant to our Burmese 
context, so I’m offering my recent analysis. 
I have just come up with a policy brief for 
which I have copies in front of the hall.   
 

Military as a Problematic Institution 
 
Our observation about the military as a pro-
blematic institution became very pronoun-
ced when the military actually entered into 
the business of running the government.  
The military regime is even losing the sole 
institution that can maintain its authority. 
This is a time of crisis, because if you look 
around and if you look at the terms of 
engagement which the Asian governments 
are willing to engage in with the current 
military regime, they believe that the mili-
tary is a strong institution which can hold 
the country together.   
 
In a way, that presumption, or the basis of 
engagement, is now collapsing because the 
military is not in the state of a coherent and 
united institution. There is even additional 
doubt within the region. This is where the 
state of the legitimization process is coming 
to be a big problem. If you combine this 

with the everyday formal resistance, it’s 
happening everyday in Burma. With this 
combination of the crisis of legitimacy, the 
problematic legitimization process and 
everyday formal resistance from below, it’s 
going to have a huge impact on the current 
state of affairs in Burma. 
 
Steinberg: I think whether the military is 
losing legitimacy may be accurate, but how 
are they trying to get legitimacy, not only 
through national unity, but to use a number 
of actions and organizational structures to 
try and do this? How effective this is, of 
course, I don’t know. But clearly, the use of 
Buddhism is one way. You cannot read the 
New Light of Myanmar without everyday 
seeing some military figure paying ob-
science to the monks, doing something with 
sangha, ensuring that in the public’s eye, 
they are equated with the primordial force 
in that culture, which is Buddhism. U Nu 
used Buddhism as well to get legitimacy, 
but the military has been assiduously trying 
that. How effective this is, again, I don’t 
know.  
 

Military Re-writing History 
 
The military has also been re-writing his-
tory to show that its (the military’s) past is 
so important to the history of the country 
through the independence movement and so 
forth, that they legitimately inherit this 
mantle from an earlier period. They have 
also been concerned, as you know, about 
the unity of the military. I agree that that 
has been a problem. And the worst crime in 
the country is trying to split the military.   
And that’s what Suu Kyi was accused of in 
the very beginning. That there are tensions 
within the military is not only apparent 
from the present problems that we’ve had in 
the past few days, but it’s been apparent 
from the very beginning, because you see 
shifts in policy, where first you allow re-
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porters in, then they keep reporters out, and 
then they switch around. These things indi-
cate that there is some tension within the 
military leadership, although I have been 
told that they need each other so much that 
these differences are over. But now these 
differences have not papered this new crisis 
that the military faces.   
 
The other issue, it seems to me, is that the 
military has created itself as the legitima-
ting force of the government. If U Nu used 
Buddhism, I think the military has tried, 
maybe not effectively, but has established 
itself as the primal force in the society and, 
therefore, legitimacy is equated with the 
military itself. That is a very questionable 
thing to do and it is questionable whether it 
will succeed. Does anybody have views on 
this?   
 

Khin Nyunt’s Downfall Rationalized 
 
Tin Maung Maung Than: Going back to 
the recent case, it may be read differently. 
Of course, we won’t know the conse-
quences, but one thing that comes to mind – 
I am not there of course, but indirectly – a 
lot of people do not shed tears over Khin 
Nyunt’s downfall, especially the urban 
masses, the silent majority, because they – 
what do I say, hatred is not the right word – 
their disdain for the military intelligence is 
there. “Good riddance,” a lot of people say. 
Grand children were purged. Good ridd-
ance. I am trying to be objective in that 
sense. You see, people tend to see things 
anecdotally in the countryside. No, they be-
lieve they are different guys, that the mili-
tary is now a different guy.  
 
Another thing is that they probably antici-
pated this would happen some way or the 
other. This is cutting off the guys before it 
becomes too big a problem, where there 
could be bloodshed. That’s how I see it. So 

when the other guys feel very bad about it, 
let us do it now rather than later, when you 
have to take a bigger cut, to cut off the arm 
and leg rather than a part of it. But the thing 
is that this will not severely diminish the – 
let us use this – social capital of the tatma-
daw leaders within the tatmadaw. This is a 
military issue and a kind of self-legitimi-
zation, a re-writing of history. We are all 
intellectuals, but the people on the ground, 
including some of my relatives, they be-
lieve it. And they say, “What a great job,” 
because it was not affecting them anyway, 
in a negative way. They were very proud.  
 
Skeptical people do exist, but most of them 
are educated, most of them are from the 
elite and all those who have independent 
means. But the thing is, most of the people 
who were born in 1988 again feel neither 
here nor there – the students who are now 
in high school. Their main aim is to make 
money. They’re just like the Chinese kids – 
they want to get rich somehow, to take 
shortcuts in other ways. There’s a kind of 
shift.  
 
Supposing the seven point plan is carried 
out, which they said they would. Supposing 
somewhere down the line, there would be a 
referendum. If this thought or line of rea-
soning is correct, in that referendum, you 
would expect a “No,” right? But the acco-
mmodation side would say “Yes,” because 
authority-wise, they will have to accommo-
date and it will be “Yes.” The referendum 
will carry despite all the so-called misgiv-
ings.   
I think this is very difficult intellectually, 
conceptually, given the realities on the 
ground.  
 
Questioner: It is tempting to see the Khin 
Nyunt purge simply as a raw struggle for 
power for control of military intelligence, 
but is it possible that it is a move on the part 
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of the hunter to somehow diminish the role 
of Khin Nyunt’s organization and the in-
telligence apparatus? In Burmese society, 
was it an attempt somehow to increase the 
legitimacy of the larger government itself? 
Is it possible to say it that way? 
 
Steinberg: Several things. We will all com-
ment on this, I’m sure. One is, to go back to 
1962, General Ne Win got rid of General 
Tin Oo because General Tin Oo was be-
coming too powerful. He was in charge of 
military intelligence at the time.   
 
The result was because loyalty is so person-
al, rather than institutional in the country, 
so there was an extensive purge of every-
body who was involved with Tin Oo, which 
meant that military intelligence was deci-
mated. And thereby you got the North Ko-
rean attempted assassination of Chun-doo 
Hwan, the South Korea president, when he 
came to the Aung San mausoleum; 17 
members of the South Korean cabinet and 
officials were killed, and three Burmese, as 
I recall.  
 
The question that has been raised in sort of 
private discussions is whether Maung Aye, 
the number two, who was a rival of Khin 
Nyunt – according to all the rumor mills in 
Yangon – had actually been concerned 
about the increased role of General Than 
Shwe and thus whether General Than Shwe 
may have been trying to eliminate this dual 
threat and thereby weaken any opposition 
to him. This would be very natural in terms 
of the Burmese Buddhist political culture. 
But other people have different views. 
 

Regime Uses Military 
As a Legitimating Approach 

 
Zaw Oo: I agree with David when he said 
the regime uses the military as a legiti-
mating approach. It becomes a dicey thing. 

I think the latest crisis in fact highlighted 
how dicey it was, and then also I think the 
rationale (citing health reasons) used by the 
newcomers on the purge of Khin Nyunt is 
becoming very problematic, even for the 
military itself. Of course, he seems to be the 
fittest person in the junta. He is 65 and the 
two generals, the top general in the country, 
is about 72 and he seems to be suffering 
with illnesses lately.   
 
General Maung Aye, the second guy, is 
about 67 years old and he is suffering from 
some sort of a prostate problem, and people 
are speculating about the prostate cancer for 
which he got treatment in Singapore. When 
the military started to use that idea to legiti-
mate that kind of purge, it becomes quite 
problematic for the rank and file.  
 
Just two days ago, General Shwe Man and 
the new foreign minister, Major General 
Nyan Win, categorically used corruption as 
a reason to remove Khin Nyunt. Surely it 
goes down to the rank and file as a very 
problematic issue, because everybody 
knows the military is somehow involved in 
all kinds of corruption.   
 
If you look at all these personalities and 
who controls which kind of resources, Khin 
Nyunt seems to be the guy who actually 
controls the least among the resources un-
der his control. He is a guy who chairs all 
the less lucrative committees like the 
National Education Committee, National 
Women Affairs Committee, and National 
Literacy Committee, soft groups which do 
not really control any resources. Then you 
compare this with the top generals, like 
General Than Shwe, who is the chairman of 
the special projects committee, which in a 
way oversees all the mega-projects of con-
struction, oil and gas exploration, and all 
kinds of projects with the neighboring 
countries, ranging from the hydro-electric 

20 



  

generation facilities to the bridge building 
inside the country.   
 

Purge of Khin Nyunt on Corruption 
Charges Problematic for Burma 

 
General Maung Aye, by the way, is chair-
man of the National Trade Council. He con-
trols all the licenses and permits, so I think 
these are quite well known within the army 
and within the country. Where the military 
is using corruption as a basis of removing 
Khin Nyunt, it becomes hugely problematic 
for the rest of the country. Yesterday we 
heard an official announcement that the Na-
tional Intelligence Bureau (NIB) has been 
dissolved, which is a kind of inter-depart-
mental kind of committee that oversees all 
kinds of intelligence operations, covering 
about 45 ministries.   
 
It’s a huge undertaking which will deprive 
maybe at least thousands of intelligence 
officers and all the officers who are in-
volved in clandestine activities within Bur-
ma. That provided a huge shock to the mili-
tary, which I doubt it can resolve quite 
nicely. 
 
Tin Maung Maung Than: Two things on 
NIB. NIB basically was formed under the 
socialist era. The first guy was Colonel Bo 
Ni who left because of corruption. NIB is a 
coordination body. It doesn’t have its own 
units, and is coordinated at the prime mini-
ster’s office on all aspects of its intelligence 
functions. It’s a national intelligence coun-
cil type of organization. And the prime 
minister is supposed to be the chair, be-
cause knowledge is power. That’s why I 
think that was dissolved, because it could 
be a very powerful instrument that could be 
used for blackmail.  
 
Another thing is the military’s method to 
remove Khin Nyunt. They used three terms, 

which may not be exact: insubordination, 
corruption, and not carrying out duties pro-
perly, or something like that. Insubordina-
tion is the biggest issue. I think that’s the 
main reason, in a sense.  
 
Use of military as a legitimating factor. 
When you look at all the speeches given by 
generals in the last ten or fifteen years, they 
sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly, 
refer to the current period as the fifth union. 
The first one was the unification of Ana-
wrahta. Back in those days, I didn’t see that 
much after 1997, but when you look 
through their old speeches, especially the 
ones given by Saw Maung used quite fre-
quently, they refer to this as the fifth union.  
 
Back to the current situation, they keep 
talking about corruption. They didn’t say 
that Khin Nyunt was corrupt. He was held 
accountable for corruption among his sub-
ordinates.  
 
Questioner: I have a question for Zaw Oo.  
It seems to me that the government is trying 
really hard to legitimize itself by two differ-
ent processes, like modernization and eco-
nomic growth. But they are contradicting 
themselves in a way that they are encour-
aging these rent seeking activities. I guess it 
will come to a point where transaction costs 
are too high at peoples’ expense. So with 
these factors, combined with corruption and 
lack of any form of freedom in the country, 
to me it seems like it will have a big impact 
on economic growth through productivity, 
and ultimately over human growth. Would 
you agree if I say their legitimacy is too 
short-lived to be dependable? 
 
Zaw Oo: Can you rephrase the last ques-
tion? 
 
Questioner: To me, their roadmap to legiti-
macy is too short-lived to be dependable. It 
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doesn’t seem very credible at all if you are 
focusing on long-term economic growth or 
development. Would you say it’s depend-
able at all, or do you think it’s credible that 
way? 
 

Consequences of Rent Seeking Process 
 
Zaw Oo: I think you hit a very important 
aspect of the consequences of the rent seek-
ing process, which has increased the trans-
action costs and undermined the economic 
development project, which is part of the 
performance aspect of legitimating the pro-
cess. On the other hand, it also has a very 
debilitating effect on institutions.  
 
One of the defects is that many of the peo-
ple who have been given authority to man-
age this rent seeking process become very 
short-term oriented because they don’t real-
ly see a kind of a long-term pay-off struc-
ture. They focus more on the short-term 
activities that would generate sufficient 
rents for themselves so they can just make 
themselves rich in a very short period of 
time. Their hiring is apparently short-lived 
with all these institutional affects coming 
from the military being involved in the gov-
ernment. Then the military is being eroded 
as an institution because of the problem Tin 
has stated about the border supervisory con-
trol mechanisms.  
 
It happened because many of the groups in 
the border were collecting all kinds of fees 
according to the authority which they were 
given, like customs officers and immi-
gration officials getting bribes, the local 
LORCs were also imposing fines and fees, 
and other officers were collecting fines. 
And now they try to rationalize the process 
or try to manage the process while appoint-
ing the military intelligence as a kind of 
supervisory body to coordinate the collec-
tion process, which is now getting out of 

control because those military units are be-
coming greedy and will take over any other 
institution to take all the bribes for them-
selves.  
 
That was the kind of dynamic process 
which got out of control and which started 
to undermine the military as an institution. I 
think it’s not going to be surprising if you 
see a more uncoordinated, more destructive 
form of rent seeking process coming to 
Burma, because there’s a huge uncertainty 
and apparently the time horizons of all the 
leaders are very limited and very short-
lived. 
 
Steinberg: It sounds like the functioning of 
the intelligence officers in the military is 
very much like the Chinese Communist 
party cadre in the Chinese military, where 
there is a distinct difference in the com-
mand structure.   
 
On the present situation, related to legiti-
macy and foreign perceptions of legitimacy, 
Khin Nyunt had two or three different attri-
butes that were perhaps important. One, he 
had more knowledge of the outside world 
than any other member of the SPDC. Two, 
he had more contact with foreigners. And 
three, he had more unfiltered information, 
so he had more information about what for-
eigners thought about the processes intern-
ally in the country than any other person. 
I’m not calling him a democrat or a liberal. 
That perhaps might have been important.   
Now, whether Than Shwe or others who are 
influential in that society, in the new confi-
guration, will be able to at least consider 
how foreigners view the legitimacy issue in 
the same manner as Khin Nyunt, is in ques-
tion. Then why did Khin Nyunt meet with 
people like me? He didn’t have to, but he 
wanted information about how external 
people thought about the society and what 
was going on in the country. Will the others 
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Economic Breaking Point do that? That’s an interesting question and I 
don’t have the answer, but it’s something 
that we should be thinking about. 

 
What I’m trying to say is that the exports of 
the so-called $2.4 billion will probably be-
come $3 billion in the year 2008 and im-
ports will be something like that. It’s a very 
small amount, but so far, it is at least run-
ning the economy in a very low-key sense. 
The question of a breaking point is if we are 
aiming high and there’s a big push, it is 
faster, then there will be a breaking point 
that will come faster. If we are smart or stu-
pid, it can be both ways, to carry on this 
muddling through. It can last a bit longer, 
but if the rice crop goes for twice the price 
two years in a row – the rice price is now 
something like 12 thousand kyats for one 
bag of rice, which is one and a half baskets; 
I don’t know how many pounds or kilos. 
Anyway, it is enough for a three-person 
family for a month.   

 
Tin Maung Maung Than: You are asking 
about the carrying capacity of the econo-
my? If it will break under its own weight of 
rent seeking? The question is, is Burma a 
very small economy? Last year, the fiscal 
year from April to March 2003/2004, ex-
ports were only $2.4 billion. $2.4 billion in 
exports for a country of 52 million people; 
imports were only $1.9 billion. There was a 
surplus. They have had a surplus for the last 
two or three years because they severely 
restricted imports, which had a cascading 
effect of cost on industry. But nevertheless, 
that kind of economy, which is a very small 
economy, has food security. 
 
Another thing is, what are the exports? 
Forty percent on natural gas, plus minerals. 
Minerals are small, just peanuts. Natural 
gas is maybe 39%. And it is going to in-
crease by 100% when they sell to the In-
dians, provided it comes about. Of course, 
you’ll never know, but they are banking on 
it. 

 
The income should be something more than 
that – 12 thousand kyats a month. The prob-
lem is that for most people, if you are work-
ing as an artisan, incomes are more than 
that – 20 thousand kyats, or something like 
that. I heard that even football coaches are 
going to be paid 100 kyats. There are ways 
and means of doing it – printing money, all 
these things. But we really don’t know 
where the breaking point is. It hasn’t come. 
I hope it won’t happen for the sake of the 
people of Burma, too, but it’s very difficult. 
People are saying that the Chinese economy 
could not have this kind of growth since 
’79; it’s still going. Of course, people say 
the figures are fudged and accounting isn’t 
accurate, but we don’t know. 

 
And 16% of agriculture products includes 
beans and rice. You have another 15% from 
timber and forest which has reached satur-
ation. As far as I know, timber has reached 
saturation, but the agricultural products of 
course can go up depending on how the 
market is being managed. Mineral products 
and natural gas will probably go up in five 
years’ time, by the year 2008. Textile and 
garments, at 14%, will go down, but once 
the multifibre agreements go, it also goes. 
Marine products, at 7%, have the potential 
for doubling sometime in the future. And 
precious and semi-precious stones, forget it.  

 
Contact with Suu Kyi and Ethnic 

Nationality Groups Are Important 
Non-Military Factors 

  
Steinberg: Just a very quick comment. 
One, I think equally important to Khin 
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Nyunt’s contacts with the west were his 
contacts with Aung San Suu Kyi and his 
contacts with the ethnic nationality groups. 
And this needs to be taken in context with 
the national convention, where the ethnic 
nationality groups posed a challenge to the 
convention process, and where all sorts of 
things were excluded. So if you are looking 
at this, it strikes me that those two factors, 
in essence, are two of the most – if not the 
most – important non-military factors in the 
country, more so than the external contacts 
that Khin Nyunt might have had.  
 
The second point about it is just to build on 
what Zaw Oo had said. Part of this legitimi-
zing process – Zaw Oo talks about the 
military legitimizing itself through various 
means – it’s also equally true that its legiti-
macy rests on de-legitimizing the opposi-
tion National League for Democracy and 
you can’t look at those in isolation. 
 
Questioner: I’d like to go back to a ques-
tioner’s first point about a half hour or so 
ago, where he talked about how this dis-
cussion might have been better served by 
looking at the region more broadly. When 
you look at the 1990 election, it was pro-
bably the freest and fairest vote there might 
have been in Asia ever.   
 
I’m not talking about the campaigning lead-
ing up the election – that certainly was not 
the case. There were all kinds of restrictions 
on the NLD and all the opposition. But 
when the vote was finally tallied, you had 
the government grossly miscalculating. 
They thought that they would win; they 
only won 10 seats out of 480-something, 
and there was no final arbiter. If that had 
happened in Thailand, let’s say, you would 
have at least had a king. During times of 
crisis, people from disputing parties would 
go to the king and would literally crawl on 
the carpet. That doesn’t exist in Burma. In 

other countries, look at the Philippines and 
Indonesia during times of crisis, you at least 
had factions within the military that ruled 
when people came out in the streets in the 
Philippines in ’86 and in ’98 with Suharto.   
 
Getting back to the panel’s discussion about 
the SPDC as a legitimating force; it’s really 
become synonymous: to criticize the mili-
tary is to criticize the states. This is some-
thing that I think is very undesirable and 
not good for the country’s political devel-
opment. So I really don’t have a question, 
but I think to look at it more broadly would 
be important. Hopefully, institutions would 
be created to resolve such a crisis in the 
future.  
 
Questioner: You used some words earlier 
in the discussion like the price of legitimacy 
or its breaking point, yet I don’t really see 
recent events leading to any change. I’m 
wondering if this dramatic event of the re-
moval of the prime minister will have a 
fundamental change in a military and cul-
tural structure that hasn’t really changed 
things very much. What could make a 
change? To follow on that, earlier you men-
tioned that you felt the younger generation 
was much like China was; it had a different 
type of education and had some different 
priorities. Do you think that their different 
interests could change the issue of legiti-
macy in Burma? 
 
Kyaw Yin Hlaing: I’ll deal with your last 
question first – the concept of legitimacy. 
But at the present moment, what most peo-
ple are thinking about is survival, not the 
legitimacy issue. When I was in college in 
the ‘80s and also in the 1990s, when I was 
doing my research, students liked to talk 
about politics. These days, you rarely find 
any young people who show some interest 
in politics. That’s one thing.  
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Role of Military Strongman The breaking point – here again, I used to 
be cautiously optimistic. When I gave my 
very first presentation in this room which 
was in 2002, I was cautiously optimistic, 
while most people were very pessimistic. 
At this point, I really don’t want to think 
about the breaking point that much any-
more because we keep waiting for it and it 
hasn’t come yet. One thing is when we 
started hearing about this national conven-
tion, I didn’t expect much out of it, but at 
the same time, if people ask me whether I 
would want to be a part of it, I may say yes. 
One thing is, I don’t think Burma will be-
come a democratic country overnight. But 
I, for one, think that we should try to get a 
larger political space. As we all know, we 
now have only very limited freedom. We 
cannot express our unhappiness or our 
opinions freely. If the government gave us 
more freedom, I would take it. The oppose-
tion should be prepared to compromise on 
anything but the right to political oppo-
sition.   

 
What happens is whenever the military has 
a strongman, he will use the military intelli-
gence to gather off all the power rivals, par-
ticularly from the combat divisions. And 
then, in that process, he accidentally and 
knowingly promotes military intelligence to 
the head the power. So the military intelli-
gence became very powerful.  
 
That cycle at least happened twice in Bur-
ma in the ‘60s or ‘70s. But one interesting 
phenomenon out of that cycle is when the 
military intelligence has purged its leader, 
they have purged the whole institution. The 
direct consequence of that purge can be-
come quite evident in the day-to-day 
actions of the political movement and the 
activists, and I think it’s not a simple coin-
cidence.  
 
The purge of military intelligence in the 
‘80s was followed by the attack and follow-
ed by other erratic policy decision making 
by General Ne Win in his final days, 
followed finally by the popular uprisings in 
1988. If you go along these phenomena, 
which we have already experienced twice 
in Burma, I can envision that kind of scen-
ario again in Burma. That’s one clue about 
the breaking point.   

 
I don’t want to wait for the breakpoint. I 
really want this national convention to 
come up with something that will give us 
more political freedom.  
 
Zaw Oo: I think it may be a bit dangerous 
to draw any conclusions from the legiti-
macy question, and to not mention whether 
the military regime is going to endure or 
collapse because of a low or high level of 
legitimacy, which can apply to any govern-
ment. The question of legitimacy is whether 
it’s sufficient enough to support the en-
durance of the regime, but if I may specu-
late, I’d like to go back to what David has 
pointed out about what happened in the 
1980s. In fact, I also found the similar phe-
nomenon in the ‘60s and ‘70s, which I call 
the poly-cycles, the poly-cycle or strong-
man within the military.  

 
The second which, in the context of Burma, 
especially when it comes to economical 
projects and growth, also very much de-
pends on the amount of regional support 
that the current military regime is giving. 
The current crisis caused a huge shock 
within the regional governments, which are 
now recalculating and reconsidering all 
their perceptions and all their attitudes to-
wards the current military regime. That as-
pect, the withdrawal or maybe even the 
stopping of the support given by the region-
al governments to the current military re- 
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gime can be a very debilitating factor and it 
can accelerate toward the breaking point. 
 
Steinberg: That’s very interesting. And 
now I have a different possible, supplemen-
tary explanation, and this is an incident in 
an authoritarian highly hierarchical society. 
It’s almost inevitable that some low-level 
guy does something egregiously stupid to 
please his superiors and the result becomes 
then a crisis of the regime.   
 
You had that in Sygman Rhee, when some 
minor police officer kills a student, throws 
his body into the bay in Masan; you had a 
student revolution and Sygman Rhee is 
overthrown. We almost had it in 1988 when 
41 people suffocated in that van when Ne 
Win was out of the country and when he 
came back, a man I know was at the meet-
ing. Ne Win was shaking. He was so angry 
at this because it’s the kind of stupidity that 
can destroy regimes. And it’s likely that 
some incident at some time will do that.   
 
One other thing, when I testified before the 
House of Representatives’ Asian-Pacific 
Subcommittee in March about the sanc-
tions, Congressman Rohrbacher, who is 
probably the most conservative person in 
the House, I think, said “Why doesn’t the 
military just get rid of these guys?” I said 
“Well, Aung San Suu Kyi doesn’t believe 
in violence. That’s what keeps the NLD 
alive, of course.” And he dismissed that 
completely.  
 
We also now have a few questions in add-
ition to previous ones that I discussed with 
people – the two factors: the ceasefires and 
the minority issues of the national conven-
tion. Very clearly, what to do about this has 
split this convention in the expatriate Bur-
mese community. Should you participate as 
the last chance to influence policy, or not? 
And some say, “Yes, this is the last chance, 

so we better be involved.” Others say no. 
“No, you’re a traitor to the cause, the pure 
cause of reinstituting the May 1990 election 
results. But the present situation has, of 
course, fudged that issue and made it dub-
ious at best. And so there is a problem in 
the expatriate community as well.  
 
Questioner: Question to Kyaw Yin Hlaing 
and Tin Maung Maung Than. Some people 
say that the national convention cannot go 
anywhere, so I would like to have your 
opinions whether the national conference 
can produce some results. If a constitution 
is to be adopted – this is the second ques-
tion – and if it goes to a referendum, do you 
think it will be approved? I would like to 
have your opinion because there will be 
some controversy or maybe debate in the 
near future.  
 
Kyaw Yin Hlaing: Well, I wish I knew.  
To be honest, I don’t know the answer, but 
I would just guess that the junta will make 
sure that something really comes out of 
this. But that something might not be the 
one we all want.   
 
I think that regardless of whatever happens, 
there will be enough people at the national 
convention. I don’t think all ethnic groups 
might boycott. Even if some did, I don’t 
think it would have a significant impact on 
the national convention.  
 
Tin Maung Maung Than: I tend to agree 
with that. Basically, the national conven-
tion, the ethnic groups, the ceasefire groups, 
will be quite a block vote, if I may. But 
there is no voting in the first place. Basic-
ally, what do they want, what do their so-
called leaders want? For them, the stake is 
if the SPDC is going to give them their own 
states or whatever on a platter, they’ll take 
it. And you have a state assembly, so your 
subordinate will be the state assemblymen.     
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Ethnic Groups Want to Elevate 
Status of Territory to a State 

 
What they were asking for, what I heard, 
whether true or not – when they supposedly 
ganged up and gave the petition, the peti-
tion is not a demand – they want to enlarge 
the territory only. They want to elevate the 
status of territory from a zone to a state. 
That’s all they want because they want 
more resources. They’re not asking for even 
self-rule. Well, the tricky part is the demo-
bilization of the armed forces. I don’t know 
how they will do it  
 
Somehow they have to do that. I don’t 
know whether the way they do it in Cambo-
dia – of course, giving the ex-soldiers one 
sewing machine and one thousand Riels 
each may work, or it may not work. Okay, 
you take it or leave it. They will take it.     
 
There will be a referendum. What will hap-
pen in the referendum? What happened in 
our referendum in 1973? They didn’t cheat 
and got 98%. Why? Because we’re tired. 
Something is better than nothing. If we 
don’t go again, they will have another. We 
might as well end the process right there 
and then. 
 

Seven Point Plan Process 
May Not Give Expected Results 

 
If there is a referendum, it will carry not 
98%, but maybe 60%. So what? We will 
get some form of so-called presidential rule, 
right? That’s how I see it. Nobody knows, 
of course. In politics you can never say 
never. I’m not supposed to say that. It is not 
working in that sense. For practical pur-
poses, regarding the seven point plan pro-
cess, it’s not giving the results that we wish 
for. That’s the problem, that’s the heartache 
that you guys have. I don’t think there’s any 
answer on that. That’s why they don’t re-

lease her in the first place, because then you 
have to re-arrest her again. 
 
Questioner: I’m a student of the Southeast 
Asia program here in SAIS. Several non-
democratic regimes in Asia sustain them-
selves beyond coercion to some degree 
through economic liberalization, etc. Part of 
that certainly comes from greater mobility, 
as well as keeping the economic elites in 
line, etc. My question in Burma is, to what 
degree is some growth of the private sector 
and some economic liberalization, to what 
degree is that contributing to a small 
amount of social mobilization or economic 
mobility?    
 
And also, in terms of the elite, I certainly 
understand how they are being kept in line 
by having all of these benefits, etc. But is 
there also a part of that where they would 
see greater openness to the outside world as 
there’s going to be a lot of more economic 
benefits if they open up, in which case they 
would be more amenable to looking at an 
alternative path? 
 
Zaw Oo: If I may try the question, I think it 
would have been some semblance of grad-
ual change like what you might have seen 
in China or maybe perhaps in Vietnam, that 
economic liberalization helped the incum-
bent regime to sustain some sort of perfor-
mance legitimacy. So I think actually the 
Burmese socialist regime did try that in 
1988. When I compare Burma and Viet-
nam, you’ll see both regimes began to liber-
alize the economy around the late 80s. Viet-
nam started and Burma also opened up the 
country. They called it an open door policy. 
But sixteen years later, Vietnam did suc-
ceed in what it did and it transformed the 
economy from a rice-importing, consuming 
economy into the world’s third largest rice 
exporter. If you look at other manufacturing 
and industrial development, I think Viet-
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In the export sector, I think the government 
controls the monopoly. So what they did 
was to suppress the rice sector so that they 
can have very cheap rice prices that can 
compensate the rest of the population in the 
other sectors, because that was the popula-
tion that rose up against the socialist gov-
ernment in 1988. This policy is actively 
practiced because of the political consider-
ations. 

nam has huge potential. It’s catching up 
with China quite impressively.  
 

End of Reform Process in Burma 
 
But the reform process in Burma became 
partial and aborted like the way it happened 
in Russia, because the regime in Burma did 
not face similar kinds of constraints. The 
Vietnamese and Chinese leadership were 
being constrained because Burma has rich 
natural resources, so the leaders of the mili-
tary regime can afford not to reform the 
economy because they can always survive 
by selling off all the natural resources. This 
is a typical resource curse coming to Burma 
that’s aborted and stopped all the liberali-
zation efforts in the mid-90s.   

 
Burmese Government Cared Little 

About International Legitimacy 
 
Kyaw Yin Hlaing: I have a slightly differ-
ent position on this issue. I think the differ-
ence between the Vietnamese communist 
government and the Burmese military gov-
ernment is that the Burmese military gov-
ernment did not have international legiti-
macy. That is important. Not that the Bur-
mese military government didn’t want to 
reform or liberalize the economy. I do think 
that it wanted to. It did try, but because of 
the lack of international legitimacy, little 
Western investment and no foreign aid, it 
has not done well. That is what made these 
two countries different. They were not that 
different in terms of development at the 
very beginning. The Vietnamese govern-
ment is as incompetent and corrupt as the 
Burmese military government.  

 
Until then, what we have seen is rampant 
corruption and rent seeking activities that 
combined with rich natural resources; this 
policy framework has become the best reci-
pe for a rent seeking economy. The richness 
of the natural resources, policy framework 
and the rent seeking society – that really 
killed the whole economy reform agenda. I 
don’t think at this point the junta is quite 
ready to liberalize the economy.  
 
They did try in early 2003 when they 
announced they were going to liberalize the 
rice export sector, but it didn’t take months; 
they reversed the order and then they said 
forget it. All the contracts that they have 
signed with African and Singaporean mid-
dlemen were just canceled. What they did 
was to go back to the idea of still suppress-
ing the country’s main economic sector,  
which is the rice sector. That’s the way it is. 
The government liberalized a little bit about 
the purchasing price, but they are still non-
price controlled at the farm level. In the 
domestic level, there are so many disrupt-
tions that there’s no permission for any rice 
trader to trade rice from one area to another.  

 
I’ve been trying to study the political eco-
nomy of Vietnam, especially the political 
economy of rice in Vietnam. Many of my 
Vietnamese students in Singapore who are 
government officials complained about the 
corruption among Vietnamese government 
officials. But in Vietnam, there is no legal 
opposition. The Burmese military govern-
ment has it: the NLD. As a consequence, 
there are Western economic sanctions on 
Burma, but none on Vietnam. When you 
look at a Burmese bureaucrat and a Viet-
namese bureaucrat in the early 1990s, they 
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are more similar. They are not that com-
petent, but the private sector in Vietnam 
grew over time because of private business 
enterprises that could not work with their 
foreign counterparts freely. In Vietnam, for-
eign investments kept coming in and they 
also received a lot of assistance from EU 
and Western countries, especially the 
World Bank and IMF. The Burmese mili-
tary government received nothing. In the 
long run that makes a lot of things different 
in the two countries. That’s my take on this 
issue. 
 
Steinberg: Let me close by making a cou-
ple of comments. On direct foreign invest-
ment into Burma, it is failing not only be-
cause it has been sanctioned, it’s because of 
the abrupt change of policies, the unpredict-
ability or lack of continuity – that means 
that investors will go elsewhere because 
you can’t trust the system, even though the 
investment law was very liberal. 
 

Military Has Enormous Influence on 
Burmese Society 

 
Two other things: if we look at the future 
economy of the country, I think two things 
in my mind stand up. One, that even if there 
were a completely civilian government to-
morrow, the military control over that eco-
nomy would be profound, because of the 
Myanmar Economic Holding Corporation 
and the Myanmar Economic Corporation, 
which are not part of the public sector. 
They are considered part of the private 
sector but, of course, they are completely 
military-controlled and they will have an 
enormous influence on that society, let 
alone the influence of military leaders in 
their personal positions in this society. 
 
And last, if we look at the future, the mid-
dle class is likely to be composed of basic-
ally two groups. One is the higher level 

military or retired military, and the second 
is the Chinese community. The Chinese 
community has access to capital and inter-
national contacts, and capital that is lacking 
for the private Burmese firms and entre-
preneurs because most of the banking mo-
ney goes to state economic enterprises or to 
joint ventures. So I think that this is some-
thing to keep in mind because this could be 
very dangerous for the society, in terms of 
ethnic relations in the future.  
 
I want to thank you all for spending three 
hours in an intense conversation. I want to 
thank the Sasakawa Peace Foundation 
USA, and I have to mention here that Fred 
Brown is wearing his Burma Rifles tie, 
courtesy – in the old days at least – of 
Brooks Brothers. I know that since I have 
one of my own. Thank you all.   

 
[End] 
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