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It was only a few years ago that the political situation in Myanmar was reported on daily basis in Japanese
news broadcasts. This keen interest in Myanmar was an indirect outcome of the democratization process,
which seemed to open the way to investment and tourism. Ever since the military coup of 2021 this
excitement has vanished. The new government closed Myanmar’s doors again, and the country has been
sliding back into a state of isolation. It seems safe to say that much more so than other Southeast Asian
countries, such as Thailand or Vietnam, its history and culture remain shrouded in mystery.

A military government that forcefully monopolized political and economic power after being challenged
by Aun San Suu Kyi and the democratic forces: the basic political outlook does not seem too complicated.
However, once we step a bit closer, many questions arise that cannot be answered in a simple manner. How
can the military support their might and how can they justify their rule; why was repression of the Rohingyas
in the northwest of the country continued at the time when Aun San Suu Kyi took part in government; how
can we understand the political role played by the Buddhist clergy? There is much that defies simplistic
answers, easy on the ears of those who lack expert knowledge.

A somewhat mysterious impression; and fragmentary news items that do not add up to much--- Just when
we were wondering if there wasn’t any expert around who could put these into a framework of solid
knowledge regarding Myanmar’s history and legal system, its linguistic situation and political set-up, we
found Prof. Makino Emi, vice-director of the CALE Institute, ready to come to Kochi and fill the gaps in
our understanding.

CALE stands for Center for Asian Legal Exchange, and is an education and research institution that takes
as its mission the coordinating of research and theory regarding legal provisions, as well as supporting the
training of legal professionals in and outside of the Asian countries involved. More specifically: since the
early 1990s, the Center has offered advice to the Japanese government in order to support former socialist
countries in Asia that turned toward democratic government during the period. We may think of Myanmar
as a predominantly Buddhist nation, which is the case, but it used to be a socialist country — hence CALE’s
involvement in research on Myanmar’s legal and political situation.

Even so, as often is the case, we need to look back further than the 1990s to understand what is going on
in 21st century Myanmar. Take the ethnic divide-and-rule policy adopted by the British Empire during its
colonial rule of the country. Myanmar has been a multi-ethnic nation ever since its independence, but a

stable balance between these ethnic groups has not been realized. There are other examples of Myanmar’s



recent history bearing bitter fruit for which the seeds were sown in a faraway past. For instance: why is the
army so dominant in politics? In fact, the role of Japan cannot be overlooked. When the Japanese imperial
armies invaded Burma, they trained and organized army groups to fight the British colonial rulers, turning
them into a prominent force once independence was achieved (by then Burmese forces were fighting the
Japanese occupiers rather than the British troops).

The roots of the army’s strong sense of destiny, which has led on multiple occasions to the trampling of
democratic processes, and its unwavering confidence in military rule being synonymous with national
strength and internal order, run deep. On the other hand, ethnic minorities who were being promised
participation in the political decision process at the time of independence are finding themselves in an
increasingly dire position. The dismantling of democratic processes has a direct effect on their autonomy.
The reason why ethnic groups other than the Burmese majority have turned to arms and continue to fight
the central army cannot be explained as narrow-minded regionalist chauvinism.

Prof. Makino, a legal scholar, points at the importance of the constitution. In Japan, the constitution is a
document that, notwithstanding various debates and attempts at reinterpretation, has not been revised at
all over the last 80 years. Whereas the constitution may seem to be something immovable to us in Japan,
the constitution of Myanmar, and the penal code and other laws in its wake, has been turned into a tool to
solidify the military’s grasp on power and ever so cunningly suppress any democratic force from taking
center stage. To give but two examples: in both lower and upper houses the military are allotted one fourth
of all seats, and army-appointed candidates are to occupy the position of president or vice-president at any
given moment. Surely Prof. Makino managed to show us how important constitutional provisions are to
safeguard democracy, in whatever part of the world.

Seen from a universal perspective, the struggle for democracy in Myanmar hints at something that is an
important lesson for all of us: Aun San Suu Kyi is serving a 27-year prison term, but what she is up against
is more than the might of the military; it is the idea — an idea that can corrode healthy democratic processes
anywhere — that the existing status-quo of power is desirable above all alternatives. We should realize that
what awaits us at the other end of “good old structures” is not chaos. Progress and the realization of a more
just and morally justified order can only be made through a process that leaves room for diversity and
mobility.

In Kochi alone there are more than 250 nationals of Myanmar. It seems to me that they chose to leave
their country and build up a life here because they wanted to discard the shackles of an old order, and
cherish other, better visions for their home country. Exactly because it is such a complex and diverse country,
I feel that it could well turn into a place for humankind to grow and make progress. Against all odds, I
remain an irremediable optimist who does not give up hope, all the while keeping a close eye on what is

going on in the world.

Many thanks, Prof. Makino!

We look forward to seeing you at our next event. Lectures will be announced on our website.

For direct notification, contact japanstudies@el.u-kochi.ac.jp
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