In Quest of Democracy
This essay and the two which follow were written by the author for a
project she was unable to complete before she was placed under house arrest
on 20 July 1989. The project was intended to result in a volume of essays
on democracy and human rights which she had been hoping to dedicate to her

father as Essays in Honour of Bogyoke Aung San.

Opponents of the movement for democracy in Burma have sought
to undermine it by on the one hand casting aspersions on the
competence of the people to judge what was best for the nation
and on the other condemning the basic tenets of democracy as
un-Burmese. There is nothing new in Third World governments
seeking to justify and perpetuate authoritarian rule by denouncing
liberal democratic principles as alien. By implication they claim
for themselves the official and sole right to decide what does or
does not conform to indigenous cultural norms. Such conventional
propaganda aimed at consolidating the powers of the establishment has been studied, analysed and disproved by political
scientists, jurists and sociologists. But in Burma, distanced by
several decades of isolationism from political and intellectual
developments in the outside world, the people have had to draw
on their own resources to explode the twin myths of their unfitness
for political responsibility and the unsuitability of democracy for
their society. As soon as the movement for democracy spread out
across Burma there was a surge of intense interest in the meaning
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of the word 'democracy', in its history and its practical implications. More than a quarter-century of narrow authoritarianism
under which they had been fed a pabulum of shallow, negative
dogma had not blunted the perceptiveness or political alertness of
the Burmese. On the contrary, perhaps not all that surprisingly,
their appetite for discussion and debate, for uncensored information and objective analysis, seemed to have been sharpened. Not
only was there an eagerness to study and to absorb standard
theories on modern politics and political institutions, there was
also widespread and intelligent speculation on the nature of
democracy as a social system of which they had had little experience but which appealed to their common-sense notions of what
was due to a civilized society. There was a spontaneous interpretative response to such basic ideas as representative government,
human rights and the rule of law. The privileges and freedoms
which would be guaranteed by democratic institutions were contemplated with understandable enthusiasm. But the duties of
those who would bear responsibility for the maintenance of a
stable democracy also provoked much thoughtful consideration.
It is natural that a people who have suffered much from the
consequences of bad government should be preoccupied with
theories of good government.
Members of the Buddhist Sangha in their customary role as
mentors have led the way in articulating popular expectations by
drawing on classical learning to illuminate timeless values. But
the conscious effort to make traditional knowledge relevant to
contemporary needs was not confined to any particular circle - it
went right through Burmese society from urban intellectuals and
small shopkeepers to doughty village grandmothers.
Why has Burma with its abundant natural and human resources failed to live up to its early promise as one of the most
energetic and fastest-developing nations in South-east Asia? International scholars have provided detailed answers supported by
careful analyses of historical, cultural, political and economic
factors. The Burmese people, who have had no access to sophisticated academic material, got to the heart of the matter by
turning to the words of the Buddha on the four causes of decline
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and decay: failure to recover that which had been lost, omission
to repair that which had been damaged, disregard of the need for
reasonable economy, and the elevation to leadership of men
without morality or learning. Translated into contemporary
terms, when democratic rights had been lost to military dictatorship sufficient efforts had not been made to regain them, moral
and political values had been allowed to deteriorate without
concerted attempts to save the situation, the economy had been
badly managed, and the country had been ruled by men without
integrity or wisdom. A thorough study by the cleverest scholar
using the best and latest methods of research could hardly have
identified more correctly or succinctly the chief causes of Burma's
decline since 1962.
Under totalitarian socialism, official policies with little relevance to actual needs had placed Burma in an economic and
administrative limbo where government bribery and evasion of
regulations were the indispensable lubricant to keep the wheels of
everyday life turning. But through the years of moral decay and
material decline there has survived a vision of a society in which
the people and the leadership could unite in principled efforts to
achieve prosperity and security. In 1988 the movement for democracy gave rise to the hope that the vision might become reality.
At its most basic and immediate level, liberal democracy would
mean in institutional terms a representative government appointed for a constitutionally limited term through free and fair
elections. By exercising responsibly their right to choose their own
leaders the Burmese hope to make an effective start at reversing
the process of decline. They have countered the propagandist
doctrine that democracy is unsuited to their cultural norms by
examining traditional theories of government.
The Buddhist view of world history tells that when society fell
from its original state of purity into moral and social chaos a king
was elected to restore peace and justice. The ruler was known by
three titles: Mahasammata, 'because he is named ruler by the
unanimous consent of the people'; Khattiya; 'because he has dominion over agricultural land'; and Raja, 'because he wins the people
to affection through observance of the dhamma (virtue, justice, the
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law)'. The agreement by which their first monarch undertakes to
rule righteously in return for a portion of the rice crop represents
the Buddhist version of government by social contract. The
Mahasammata follows the general pattern of Indic kingship in
South-east Asia. This has been criticized as antithetical to the
idea of the modern state because it promotes a personalized form
of monarchy lacking the continuity inherent in the western abstraction of the king as possessed of both a body politic and a
body natural. However, because the Mahasammata was chosen by
popular consent and required to govern in accordance with just
laws, the concept of government elective and sub lege is not alien
to traditional Burmese thought.
The Buddhist view of kingship does not invest the ruler with
the divine right to govern the realm as he pleases. He is expected
to observe the Ten Duties of Kings, the Seven Safeguards against
Decline, the Four Assistances to the People, and to be guided by
numerous other codes of conduct such as the Twelve Practices of
Rulers, the Six Attributes of Leaders, the Eight Virtues of Kings
and the Four Ways to Overcome Peril. There is logic to a
tradition which includes the king among the five enemies or perils
and which subscribes to many sets of moral instructions for the
edification of those in positions of authority. The people of Burma
have had much experience of despotic rule and possess a great
awareness of the unhappy gap that can exist between the theory
and practice of government.
The Ten Duties of Kings are widely known and generally
accepted as a yardstick which could be applied just as well to
modern government as to the first monarch of the world. The
duties are: liberality, morality, self-sacrifice, integrity, kindness,
austerity, non-anger, non-violence, forbearance and non-opposition (to the will of the people).
The first duty of liberality (dana) which demands that a ruler
should contribute generously towards the welfare of the people
makes the tacit assumption that a government should have the
competence to provide adequately for its citizens. In the context of
modern politics, one of the prime duties of a responsible administration would be to ensure the economic security of the state.
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Morality (sila) in traditional Buddhist terms is based on the
observance of the five precepts, which entails refraining from
destruction of life, theft, adultery, falsehood and indulgence in
intoxicants. The ruler must bear a high moral character to win
the respect and trust of the people, to ensure their happiness and
prosperity and to provide a proper example. When the king does
not observe the dhamma, state functionaries become corrupt, and
when state functionaries are corrupt the people are caused much
suffering. It is further believed that an unrighteous king brings
down calamity on the land. The root of a nation's misfortunes
has to be sought in the moral failings of the government.
The third duty, paricagga, is sometimes translated as generosity
and sometimes as serf-sacrifice. The former would constitute a
duplication of the first duty, dana, so self-sacrifice as the ultimate
generosity which gives up all for the sake of the people would
appear the more satisfactory interpretation. The concept of selfless
public service is sometimes illustrated by the story of the hermit
Sumedha who took the vow of Buddhahood. In so doing he who
could have realized the supreme liberation of nirvana in a single
lifetime committed himself to countless incarnations that he might
help other beings free themselves from suffering. Equally popular
is the story of the lord of the monkeys who sacrificed his life to
save his subjects, including one who had always wished him harm
and who was the eventual cause of his death. The good ruler
sublimates his needs as an individual to the service of the nation.
Integrity (ajjava) implies incorruptibility in the discharge of
public duties as well as honesty and sincerity in personal relations.
There is a Burmese saying: 'With rulers, truth, with (ordinary)
men, vows'. While a private individual may be bound only by
the formal vows that he makes, those who govern should be
wholly bound by the truth in thought, word and deed. Truth is
the very essence of the teachings of the Buddha, who referred to
himself as the Tathagata or 'one who has come to the truth'. The
Buddhist king must therefore live and rule by truth, which is the
perfect uniformity between nomenclature and nature. To deceive
or to mislead the people in any way would be an occupational
failing as well as a moral offence. 'As an arrow, intrinsically
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straight, without warp or distortion, when one word is spoken, it
does not err into two.'
Kindness (maddava) in a ruler is in a sense the courage to feel
concern for the people. It is undeniably easier to ignore the
hardships of those who are too weak to demand their rights than
to respond sensitively to their needs. To care is to accept responsibility, to dare to act in accordance with the dictum that the ruler
is the strength of the helpless. In Wizaya, a well-known
nineteenth-century drama based on the Mahavamsa story of Prince
Vijaya, a king sends away into exile his own son, whose wild ways
had caused the people much distress: 'In the matter of love, to
make no distinction between citizen and son, to give equally of
loving kindness, that is the righteousness of kings.'
The duty of austerity (tapa) enjoins the king to adopt simple
habits, to develop self-control and to practise spiritual discipline.
The self-indulgent ruler who enjoys an extravagant lifestyle and
ignores the spiritual need for austerity was no more acceptable at
the time of the Mahasammata then he would be in Burma today.
The seventh, eighth and ninth duties -- non-anger (akkodha),
non-violence {avihamsa) and forbearance (khanti) ~ could be said
to be related. Because the displeasure of the powerful could have
unhappy and far-reaching consequences, kings must not allow
personal feelings of enmity and ill will to erupt into destructive
anger and violence. It is incumbent on a ruler to develop the true
forbearance which moves him to deal wisely and generously with
the shortcomings and provocations of even those whom he could
crush with impunity. Violence is totally contrary to the teachings
of Buddhism. The good ruler vanquishes ill will with loving
kindness, wickedness with virtue, parsimony with liberality,
and falsehood with truth. The Emperor Ashoka who ruled his
realm in accordance with the principles of non-violence and
compassion is always held up as an ideal Buddhist king. A
government should not attempt to enjoin submission through
harshness and immoral force but should aim at dhamma-vijaya, a
conquest by righteousness.
The tenth duty of kings, non-opposition to the will of the
people (avirodha), tends to be singled out as a Buddhist endorse-
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ment of democracy, supported by well-known stories from the
Jatakas. Pawridasa, a monarch who acquired an unfortunate
taste for human flesh, was forced to leave his kingdom because
he would not heed the people's demand that he should abandon
his cannibalistic habits. A very different kind of ruler was the
Buddha's penultimate incarnation on earth, the pious King
Vessantara. But he too was sent into exile when in the course
of his strivings for the perfection of liberality he gave away
the white elephant of the state without the consent of the
people. The royal duty of non-opposition is a reminder that the
legitimacy of government is founded on the consent of the
people, who may withdraw their mandate at any time if they lose
confidence in the ability of the ruler to serve their best
interests.
By invoking the Ten Duties of Kings the Burmese are not so
much indulging in wishful thinking as drawing on time-honoured
values to reinforce the validity of the political reforms they
consider necessary. It is a strong argument for democracy that
governments regulated by principles of accountability, respect for
public opinion and the supremacy of just laws are more likely
than an all-powerful ruler or ruling class, uninhibited by the
need to honour the will of the people, to observe the traditional
duties of Buddhist kingship. Traditional values serve both to
justify and to decipher popular expectations of democratic
government.

II
The people of Burma view democracy not merely as a form of
government but as an integrated social and ideological system
based on respect for the individual. When asked why they feel so
strong a need for democracy, the least political will answer: 'We
just want to be able to go about our own business freely and
peacefully, not doing anybody any harm, just earning a decent
living without anxiety and fear.' In other words they want the basic
human rights which would guarantee a tranquil, dignified existence free from want and fear. 'Democracy songs' articulated such
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longings: 'I am not among the rice-eating robots . . . Everyone
but everyone should be entitled to human rights.' 'We are not
savage beasts of the jungle, we are all men with reason, it's high
time to stop the rule of armed intimidation: if every movement of
dissent were settled by the gun, Burma would only be emptied of
people.'
It was predictable that as soon as the issue of human rights
became an integral part of the movement for democracy the
official media should start ridiculing and condemning the whole
concept of human rights, dubbing it a western artefact alien to
traditional values. It was also ironic - Buddhism, the foundation
of traditional Burmese culture, places the greatest value on man,
who alone of all beings can achieve the supreme state of Buddhahood. Each man has in him the potential to realize the truth
through his own will and endeavour and to help others to realize
it. Human life therefore is infinitely precious. 'Easier is it for a
needle dropped from the abode of Brahma to meet a needle stuck
in the earth than to be born as a human being.'
But despotic governments do not recognize the precious human
component of the state, seeing its citizens only as a faceless,
mindless - and helpless - mass to be manipulated at will. It is as
though people were incidental to a nation rather than its very
life-blood. Patriotism, which should be the vital love and care of
a people for their land, is debased into a smokescreen of hysteria
to hide the injustices of authoritarian rulers who define the
interests of the state in terms of their own limited interests. The
official creed is required to be accepted with an unquestioning
faith more in keeping with orthodox tenets of the biblical religions
which have held sway in the West than with the more liberal
Buddhist attitude:
It is proper to doubt, to be uncertain . . . Do not go upon
what has been acquired by repeated hearing. Nor upon
tradition, nor upon rumours . . . When you know for yourself that certain things are unwholesome and wrong, abandon them . . . When you know for yourself that certain
things are wholesome and good, accept them.
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It is a puzzlement to the Burmese how concepts which recognize
the inherent dignity and the equal and inalienable rights of
human beings, which accept that all men are endowed with
reason and conscience and which recommend a universal spirit of
brotherhood, can be inimical to indigenous values. It is also
difficult for them to understand how any of the rights contained
in the thirty articles of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights can be seen as anything but wholesome and good. That
the declaration was not drawn up in Burma by the Burmese
seems an inadequate reason, to say the least, for rejecting it,
especially as Burma was one of the nations which voted for its
adoption in December 1948. If ideas and beliefs are to be denied
validity outside the geographical and cultural bounds of their
origin, Buddhism would be confined to north India, Christianity
to a narrow tract in the Middle East and Islam to Arabia.
The proposition that the Burmese are not fit to enjoy as many
rights and privileges as the citizens of democratic countries is
insulting. It also makes questionable the logic of a Burmese
government considering itself fit to enjoy more rights and privileges than the governments of those same countries. The inconsistency can be explained - but not justified - only by assuming so
wide a gulf between the government and the people that they
have to be judged by different norms. Such an assumption in
turn casts doubt on the doctrine of government as a comprehensive spirit and medium of national values.
Weak logic, inconsistencies and alienation from the people are
common features of authoritarianism. The relentless attempts of
totalitarian regimes to prevent free thought and new ideas and
the persistent assertion of their own lightness bring on them an
intellectual stasis which they project on to the nation at large.
Intimidation and propaganda work in a duet of oppression,
while the people, lapped in fear and distrust, learn to dissemble
and to keep silent. And all the time the desire grows for a system
which will lift them from the position of 'rice-eating robots' to the
status of human beings who can think and speak freely and hold
their heads high in the security of their rights.
From the beginning Burma's struggle for democracy has been
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fraught with danger. A movement which seeks the just and
equitable distribution of powers and prerogatives that have long
been held by a small elite determined to preserve its privileges at
all costs is likely to be prolonged and difficult. Hope and optimism
are irrepressible but there is a deep underlying premonition that
the opposition to change is likely to be vicious. Often the anxious
question is asked: will such an oppressive regime really give us
democracy? And the answer has to be: democracy, like liberty,
justice and other social and political rights, is not 'given', it is
earned through courage, resolution and sacrifice.
Revolutions generally reflect the irresistible impulse for necessary changes which have been held back by official policies or
retarded by social apathy. The institutions and practices of democracy provide ways and means by which such changes could be
effected without recourse to violence. But change is anathema to
authoritarianism, which will tolerate no deviation from rigid
policies. Democracy acknowledges the right to differ as well as
the duty to settle differences peacefully. Authoritarian governments see criticism of their actions and doctrines as a challenge to
combat. Opposition is equated with 'confrontation', which is
interpreted as violent conflict. Regimented minds cannot grasp
the concept of confrontation as an open exchange of major
differences with a view to settlement through genuine dialogue.
The insecurity of power based on coercion translates into a need
to crush all dissent. Within the framework of liberal democracy,
protest and dissent can exist in healthy counterpart with orthodoxy and conservatism, contained by a general recognition of the
need to balance respect for individual rights with respect for law
and order.
The words 'law and order' have so frequently been misused as
an excuse for oppression that the very phrase has become suspect
in countries which have known authoritarian rule. Some years
ago a prominent Burmese author wrote an article on the notion
of law and order as expressed by the official term nyein-wut-pi-pyar.
One by one he analysed the words, which literally mean 'silentcrouched-crushed-flattened', and concluded that the whole made
for an undesirable state of affairs, one which militated against the
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emergence of an articulate, energetic, progressive citizenry. There
is no intrinsic virtue to law and order unless 'law' is equated with
justice and 'order' with the discipline of a people satisfied that
justice has been done. Law as an instrument of state oppression is
a familiar feature of totalitarianism. Without a popularly elected
legislature and an independent judiciary to ensure due process,
the authorities can enforce as 'law' arbitrary decrees that are in
fact flagrant negations of all acceptable norms of justice. There
can be no security for citizens in a state where new 'laws' can be
made and old ones changed to suit the convenience of the powers
that be. The iniquity of such practices is traditionally recognized
by the precept that existing laws should not be set aside at will.
The Buddhist concept of law is based on dhamma, righteousness or
virtue, not on the power to impose harsh and inflexible rules on a
defenceless people. The true measure of the justice of a system is
the amount of protection it guarantees to the weakest.
Where there is no justice there can be no secure peace. The
Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognizes that 'if man is
not to be compelled to have recourse, as a last resort, to rebellion
against tyranny and oppression', human rights should be protected by the rule of law. That just laws which uphold human
rights are the necessary foundation of peace and security would
be denied only by closed minds which interpret peace as the
silence of all opposition and security as the assurance of their own
power. The Burmese associate peace and security with coolness
and shade:
The shade of a tree is cool indeed
The shade of parents is cooler
The shade of teachers is cooler still
The shade of the ruler is yet more cool
But coolest of all is the shade of the Buddha's teachings.
Thus to provide the people with the protective coolness of peace
and security, rulers must observe the teachings of the Buddha.
Central to these teachings are the concepts of truth, righteousness and loving kindness. It is government based on these very
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qualities that the people of Burma are seeking in their struggle for
democracy.
In a revolutionary movement there is always the danger that
political exigencies might obscure, or even nullify, essential spiritual aims. A firm insistence on the inviolability and primacy of
such aims is not mere idealism but a necessary safeguard against
an Animal Farm syndrome where the new order after its first
flush of enthusiastic reforms takes on the murky colours of the
very system it has replaced. The people of Burma want not just a
change of government but a change in political values. The
unhappy legacies of authoritarianism can be removed only if the
concept of absolute power as the basis of government is replaced
by the concept of confidence as the mainspring of political authority: the confidence of the people in their right and ability to
decide the destiny of their nation, mutual confidence between the
people and their leaders and, most important of all, confidence in
the principles of justice, liberty and human rights. Of the four
Buddhist virtues conducive to the happiness of laymen, saddha,
confidence in moral, spiritual and intellectual values, is the first.
To instil such confidence, not by an appeal to the passions but
through intellectual conviction, into a society which has long
been wracked by distrust and uncertainty is the essence of the
Burmese revolution for democracy. It is a revolution which moves
for changes endorsed by universal norms of ethics.
In their quest for democracy the people of Burma explore not
only the political theories and practices of the world outside their
country but also the spiritual and intellectual values that have
given shape to their own environment.
There is an instinctive understanding that the cultural, social
and political development of a nation is a dynamic process which
has to be given purpose and direction by drawing on tradition as
well as by experiment, innovation and a willingness to evaluate
both old and new ideas objectively. This is not to claim that all
those who desire democracy in Burma are guided by an awareness
of the need to balance a dispassionate, sensitive assessment of the
past with an intelligent appreciation of the present. But threading
through the movement is a rich vein of the liberal, integrated
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spirit which meets intellectual challenges with wisdom and courage. There is also a capacity for the sustained mental strife and
physical endurance necessary to withstand the forces of negativism, bigotry and hate. Most encouraging of all, the main impetus
for struggle is not an appetite for power, revenge and destruction
but a genuine respect for freedom, peace and justice.
The quest for democracy in Burma is the struggle of a people
to live whole, meaningful lives as free and equal members of the
world community. It is part of the unceasing human endeavour
to prove that the spirit of man can transcend the flaws of his own
nature.

