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Historical Background

Constitutional  Period (1947-62)

On January 4, 1947, Burmagained itsindependence from the British who, inthe
19th century, had fought threewarsagainst the Burman Empireand finaly displaced
itin 1886. On the eve of the second World War, the Japanese secretly promised to
hel p Burmarecover itsfreedom by training 30 Burmeseyouth led by Aung Sanwho
then formed the nucleus of anational army. During thewar, the Japanese drovethe
British out of Burmaand governed the country directly under military authority until
August 1, 1943, when it was granted i ndependence under its protection.

TheBurmesearmy, on March 27, 1945, revolted against the Japanese and joined
theAllies. Alsoduring thewar period, theleadersof the new Burmesearmy, together
with an underground civilian group, formed abroad anti-Japanese coalition, “the
Anti-Fascist People' sFreedom League” (AFPFL). The AFPFL andthearmy were
led by General Aung San. On July 19, 1947, General Aung San and some of his
colleagueswere assass nated whilethe assembly for writing anew congtitution was
inrecess. U Nu, acivilian, was ableto lead Burmato gain itsindependence on
January 4, 1948. A Parliamentary federal union system was practiced after
independence.

Independence did not bring peace and progressto Burma. Within three months of
independence, the Communistsrevolted, taking two army battalionswith them. In
January 1949, following growing hostility between the Karensand Burmans, the
Karensasorevolted. Severa other ethnic and political groupsalso took up arms
against the state. The multipleinsurgenciesnearly caused the Union to collapse.
PrimeMinister U Numanaged to kegp thegovernment in power; it gradudly recovered
control of the peopleand territories, thoughit wasunableto bring thewarsto anend.

During thistumultuous period, democracy took root and began to grow. However,
in 1958, unity among the leadersof theruling AFPFL dissolved. PrimeMinister U
Nu proposed that the parliament decide which group should govern the country. U
Nu won by such a small margin that within a few months he resigned and
recommended that General Ne Win, thearmy head, replace him and conduct new
elections.
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General NeWin's Caretaker Government, comprising of senior military officers,
wasshort-lived; it lasted only 16 months. When the promised electionswereheld, a
U Nu-led factionwon. After heresumed leadership, U Nu called ameeting for
February 1962; he planned to charge all minority leadersto find asolutiontotheir
grievancesthrough peaceful and frank discussions. However, before U Nu could
announce hisown recommendationsfor peace, themilitary, led by General NeWin,
seized power on March 2, 1962. General Ne Win established a Revolutionary
Council comprised of 17 senior officers, effectively ending the congtitutiona period.

Military Rule (1962-74)

The Revolutionary Council established a military dictatorship, replacing the
parliamentary federa system of the past congtitution. 1n July 1962, the Revolutionary
Council created itsown party, the*“BurmaSocialist Program Party” (BSPP), after
having failed towinthebacking of theestablished palitica parties. TheRevolutionary
Council publisheditsfirst ideological statement entitled, “ The Burmese Way to
Socialism,” at theend of April 1962. A year later, it moved to aperiod of rapid
nationalization of policy and assumed direct control of theeconomy. 1n 1971, the
BSPPtransformeditsdlf into acivilian government, thoughit retained thesamemilitary
rulers, many of whom had retired fromthearmed forces. 1n1974, anew Congtitution
was adopted which additionally centralized powersand further entrenched BSPP's
position astheonly legal politica party inthecountry.

Military Rule  (1974-1988)

Thesecond condtitution of independent Burmadiffered markedly fromitspredecessor.
Thehighest level of government wasthe Pyithu Hluttaw or People’'sAssembly, a
singlechamber legidature. Under the new laws, U NeWin was chosen President of
the country and head of theBSPP. During thisperiod of military rule, thegovernment
faced popular unrest withworkersstaging violent strikesin 1974 and 1975. Students
also protested throughout this period; the most serious protest, in 1974, resulted
over astruggle between the students and the government over the proper burial of
theremains of U Thant, thethird Secretary General of the United Nations. Civil
warscontinued with themilitary launching regular campaignsagainst theforcesof the
ethnic minoritiesand the Burma Communist Party. Freedom of association, press,
and assembly were severely repressed under thisone-party government. 1n 1981,
NeWin abdicated the presidency, but continued to head BSPP,

In 1987, Ne Win suddenly began criticizing government reporting and management
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and caledfor economicreforms. A few weekslater, thegovernment, without warning,
demonetized three bank-notes of currency and offered no replacement. Nearly
70% of the currency in circul ation becameworthless.

In March 1988, studentsand local peoplewereinvolved in afracasat ateashop; a
major brawl ensued. Theintervention of riot policeled tothe death of astudent from
the Rangoon Institute of Technology. RIT studentsbegan protesting daily. The
protest spread to other universities. After twelvedaysof violent conflictswith police,
causing many deaths, the government closed the universities and promised to
investigatethe student deeths. When the studentsreturned to theuniversitiesin June,
they demanded an account of the still-missing studentsand called for the arrest of
those responsible for student deathsand injuries. Again, the policeand military
responded to the student protestswith force, killing at least 20 studentsand arresting
hundreds of others. And once again, the universitieswere closed. Thewave of
socia unrest spread; the resi stance movement became stronger asthe peoplecalled
for palitical change. Themilitary declared martial law.

On July 23, 1988, the BSPP appointed General Sein Lwin asthe new party head
and later President. A general striketook place on August 8, 1988 and in response
toit, the police and army attacked the demonstrators, killing an unknown number,
estimated in thethousands.

OnAugust 12, 1988, U Sein Lwinresigned and wasreplaced by acivilian lawyer,
Dr.MaungMaung. Duringthisperiod, thejailswere opened and criminal srel eased,
causing fear ascrimerose. Rumorsa so were spread by government agentsthat the
water supply was poisoned and that other villainous actswere being committed.

Peaceful student-led demonstrationswere snuffed out on September 18, 1988, as
themilitary staged abloody coup and established anew dictatorship under martial
law, called the* State Law and Order Restoration Council” (SLORC). It brutally
put down the popular movement resulting in thousands of desthsand arrests. Many
sudentsleft thecity and their homesand fled to border areas. The SL ORC suspended
the 1974 Condtitution.

SLORC’s Military Rule (1988-Present)

On September 23, 1988, having established himself as Burma'sleader, General
Saw Maung, head of the SL ORC, assured the public that the soleaim of hismilitary
intervention wasto restorelaw and order, improve the economic condition of the
people, and organize multiparty el ectionsassoon aspossible. Heingsted that it was
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not hisintentionto “cling to State power for long.”

Within months, parties began to register whileanew e ection law was drawn up.
TheNationd Leaguefor Democracy (NL.D) quickly emerged astheleading opposition
party led by Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of national hero General Aung San.
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi traveled widely and attracted large crowds, despitethe
SLORC decreesthat public gatheringsbelimited to four persons. Asshegainedan
ever wider following, themilitary tried to discredit her asnot having“ pure” motives,
being thewife of aEuropean. SL ORC announced that shewas being manipulated
by Communist membersin her party, and that she considered herself abovethelaw
when shecalled meetingsinviol ation of the SLORC decreeagaingt public gatherings.
Indeed, on July 1989, SL ORC placed Daw Aung San Suu Kyi under house arrest
and disqualified her from participating intheelections. In spiteof thesetactics, the
NLD achieved astunning victory intheelections, held on May 27, 1990, winning
392 of the 485 seats contested.

Having beenrejected at the el ections, SL ORC began systematically to eliminateits
opposition. It refused to allow the Pyithu Hluttaw to convene; it then said that the
actual purpose of the election wasto form a constituent assembly. On July 27,
1990, SL ORC promulgated Declaration 1/90 which said, among other things, that
“[the SLORC] isnot an organization that observesany condtitution; itisan organization
that isgoverningthenation by Martia Law.” Following thisannouncement, SLORC
begantoarrest and intimidate NL D membersaswell asmembersof other opposition

parties.

Meanwhile, SLORC continued waging war against the minorities. Having won
Thailand’ssupport by granting timber and fishing concessionsin the border areaand
thed ong the Tenasserim coast, SL ORC was ableto mount amgor campaign against
the Karens and M onswith new weapons purchased from Singapore, China, and
Pakistan. The SLORC even crossed theriver frontier and launched attacksfrom
Thai territory. During the offensive, thearmy forced innocent villagersto serveas
portersinthewar zonesand killed many who fell from exhaustion or injury.

In 1989, the army achieved an unplanned victory of sortsinthe north, along the
Burma-Chinaborder. A minority cadreturned against the BurmaCommunist Party
(BCP), driving its leaders across the border and declaring themselves free and
independent of their former BCP leaders. The SLORC quickly entered into
agreements with the leaders of the minority BCP cadresin Kokang and the Wa
State, promising to allow their former enemiesto keep their weapons, retain power
inther traditiona areas, and pursuelocal trade (mostly opium) inexchangefor ending
their wars against the SL ORC and even fighting on SLORC’ s side against other
minorities.
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Astime progressed, the SLORC persistently refused to allow the newly elected
NLD-led Parliament to assemble. Some elected MPsfledtoliberated areasonthe
Thai-Burmaborder. 1n December 1990, the Parliament met secretly and el ected the
“Nationa Coalition Government of the Union of Burma’ (NCGUB) with the support
of al mgjor ethnic groups struggling to assert themsal veswithin Burma.

On April 24,1992, two years after the el ections, SLORC issued Order No. 11/92
entitled" Convening of aNational Convention.” Itindicated that aNational Convention
would be convened“in order tolay down basic principlesto draft afirm condtitution.”
In January 1993, the Convention finally assembled with 702 del egates, of whom
only 106 were el ected representatives. Theremaining delegateswere either hand-
picked by the SLORC to* represent” workers, peasants, intellectuas, national races,
and service personnel or were* specially invited persons.” The SLORC stated that
the Convention would only bedrawing upthe*” principles’ of anew congtitution, and
thefinal draft would still bewritten, as promised, by the el ected representatives.
Moreover, SLORC dtated, the principlesdiscussed by the delegateshad to conform
withthe*objectives’ of the Convention, asdefined by SL ORC, whichincluded the
“participation of the Tatmadaw (armed forces) inthe national political leadership
roleof the Stateinthefuture.” Despite repeated callsin UN resolutionsfor the
SLORC o giveatimetablefor the Convention, thereisno signthat the Convention
isnear conclusion.

OnJuly 10, 1995, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi wasreleased from her almost six-years
under housearrest. Although her releaseinitialy raised hopesfor animprovementin
thehumanrightssituationin Burma, nothing haschanged. Indeed, thepaceof politica
arrestsand persecution has accel erated dramatically since November 1995 when
the NLD withdrew from the SL ORC-controlled National Convention dueto the
undemocratic process. SLORC responded tothe NL D withdrawal by expellingthe
NLD permanently from the Convention. A call fromtheNLD to beginadiaogue
withthe SLORC in order to start aprocessof national reconciliation hasbeen refused
by the SLORC.

Politica turmoail in Burmahasincreased sgnificantly sncetheNL D announced that it
would hold ameeting in late May 1996 to commemorate the sixth anniversary of
their 1990 election victory. The SLORC reacted by arresting hundreds of NLD
M Psand other supportersin an effort to prevent themeeting. Inaddition, on June?,
1996, SL ORC issued Law No. 5/96, the sweeping provisionsof which alow for up
to 20 yearsimprisonment for anyonewho expressestheir politica viewspublicly.

On November 9, 1996, agroup of about 200 young men attacked Daw Aung San
Suu Kyi’smotorcadewithiron barsand sticks. Themenwerethought to bemembers
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of the*Union Solidarity Development Association” (USDA), aSLORC sponsored
group. InDecember 1996, morethan 2,000 people, including hundreds of students,
involvedin peaceful sudent demongtrationswerearrested for calling for humanrights
reforms. Public gatheringson weekendsin front of Daw Aung San SuuKyi’shome
have been banned since the end of 1996. Daw Aung San Suu Kyi isrepeatedly
refused permission to leave her compound, and has been effectively confined to her
housefor long periods.

Since 1989, the SL ORC has sought amilitary cease-fire with some of the ethnic
forces, bringing akind of peacetotheareasunder their control. 1n December 1994,
arenewed offensveagaing the Karen Nationa Union (KNU) waslaunched following
asplit withinthe KNU and theformation of the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army
(DKBA), which was supported by the SLORC. In February 1995, the KNU
retreated fromitsheadquartersin Manerplaw. Sincethenthe offensivehastakena
new turnasDK BA and SLORC troopslaunched thefirst of severa raidsintorefugee
campsin Thailand. DKBA and SL ORC troops have had easy accessto refugeesin
Thailand. Theraids, whichwereintended to terrify therefugeesinto returning to
Burma, have continued. TheKNU hasmade severd offersto the SL ORC to engage
incease-firetalks. However, whilethere have been meetingsbetween thetwo sides,
thereisno sign of any progress.

Inthe Karenni State, the Karenni Nationalities Progressive Party (KNPP) signed a
cease-fireagreement at aceremony in Loikaw in March 1995. In June, the KNPP
issued astatement claiming that the SL ORC had broken thetermsof the agreement.
| ntermittent fighting continues between the SL ORC troopsand the KNPPin Karenni
State. SLORC undertook massive rel ocation operationsin Karenni State, Shan
State, and Tenasserim division during 1995 and 1996, causing a massinflux of
refugeesinto Thailand.

In mid-February 1997, SL ORC launched two new major offensives against the
KNU. SLORC’'s1997 offensive against the KNU hasresulted in morethan 7,000
new refugeesentering Thailand.

In November 1997, the SL ORC wasrenamed asthe State Peace and Devel opment
Council (SPDC). Although the three most senior members of theregimeretained
their postsin the SPDC, 14 former members—all senior military officers—were
moved to 4-member advisory group. Inlate November threemembersof thisadvisory
group were placed under house arrest. The three were former tourism minister,
Lieutenant-General Kyaw Ba; the ex-commence minister, Lieutenant-General Tun
Kyi; and theformer agriculture minister, Lieutenant-Genera Myint Aung. A number
of their aides and staff at other ministrieswere also placed under investigation.
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Following the detention, the advisory group was dissolved on December 10, 1997,
lessthan one month after itsformation. Officias said the members of the advisory
group nolonger heldtheir military posts. The changedid not stop there. On December
20, there was an unexpected reshuffle of the second tier of the military regime, the
cabinet. Another eight postsin the cabinet were reshuffled and one new member
was added to the cabinet.

Although themainimpetus behind recent changeshasbeentoimprovetheregime's
image, many seethemovesas cosmetic attemptsto quell international criticism.

On December 12, five membersof the NLD Central Executive Committee met the
SLORC Miniger for HomeAffairs, Colond TinHlaing, a theinvitation of theregime.
The delegation did not include Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, or the NLD chairman U
Aung Shwe. Colonel Tin Hlaing asked the NL D to stop i ssuing statementsand to
discontinue party organizationa activities, such aseffortsby Aung San SuuKyi to
attend party meetingsin order to reorgani zethe youth wing of the party. L ater, the
officid pressof theregimereported that, unlessthese demandswere met, movesto
wardsadiaoguewould dow even further. In astatement issued after the meeting,
theNLD said that, asalegal political party, it wasentitled to continue with such
activities.
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