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Just a year ago Burma was mentioned in one league with North Korea as one of  Asia's 
cruelest regimes. It is a fact that “democratic” elections ordained by the junta took place in 
November 2010, but were universally regarded as a sham. That is why nobody believed the 
new President, previously no. 4 in the junta and its Prime Minister, when he proposed 
reforms in front of  the Hluttaw (parliament) in late March 2011. A turn of  tides came in 
August 2011, following yet another of  Thein Sein's reformist programs and his meeting 
with Nobel Peace Prize Winner Aung San Suu Kyi, one of  the icons of  the global 
movement for the protection of  human rights.

In the current issue of  the “Pulaski Policy Papers” our Senior Fellow Bogdan Góralczyk 
analyses the potential consequences of  the democratization processes in Burma. “Why is 
this turn of  tides a truly Copernican Revolution? The government in Naypidaw does not 
show its hand. We are forced to speculate. Some say that they got terrified by the Arab 
Spring, a rather doubtful assertion as the country has a different culture and North Africa is 
a distant region. A more convincing theory states that the ruling elite is afraid of  too large 
influence of  the Chinese as they entered an empty field, deserted by the West treating the 
junta as a pariah. When the Chinese had come, India, a democratic country, was quick to 
follow suit.”

We encourage you to read the new issue of  the “Pulaski Policy Papers”!
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Bogdan Góralczyk

Just a year ago Burma was mentioned in one league with North Korea as one of  Asia's 
cruelest regimes. It is a fact that “democratic” elections ordained by the junta took place in 
November 2010, but were universally regarded as a sham. That is why nobody believed the 
new President, previously no. 4 in the junta and its Prime Minister, when he proposed 
reforms in front of  the Hluttaw (parliament) in late March 2011. A turn of  tides came in 
August 2011, following yet another of  Thein Sein's reformist programs and his meeting 
with Nobel Peace Prize Winner Aung San Suu Kyi, one of  the icons of  the global 
movement for the protection of  human rights.
From that moment on the previously closed-down, isolated country, hitherto regarded as 
a pariah by the West (though not by Asian states) became a destination of  mass pilgrimages 
– and from many parts of  the world simultaneously. Let us consider only the events from 
March and April 2012 to understand the scale of  these unprecedented, historic changes.
By-elections to the Hluttaw were held on May 1, 2012. As many as 43 of  the 44 available 
seats (out of  664 total in both houses of  the Hluttaw) were taken by the representatives of  
the oppositional National League for Democracy (NLD), which boycotted the 2010 
elections. As a result Aung San Suu Kyi, who was held prisoner for 15 out of  the last 
22 years, was allowed to take her place in the parliament. The same day brought about one 
other event, less spectacular from the medial point of  view. The government decided to 
liberalize the kyat's rate of  exchange. In the internal sense the country previously known as 
Burma and now as Myanmar has started its march towards democracy and a free market.
Therefore, it comes as no surprise that such a breakthrough in a hitherto authoritarian 
regime brought about delight and wide repercussions. President Thein Sein has paid 
a historic visit to Japan and South Korean President Lee Myung-bak visited Myanmar for 
the first time in 29 years. The Indian Prime Minister also arrived in Myanmar after a 25-year-
long break and immediately signed as many as 12 agreements concerning the strengthening 
of  economic and trade cooperation and also opening a new, 500 million dollar line of  credit 
for the poor and undeveloped Myanmar.
Not only Asia started approaching Myanmar, but also the West. All ministers of  foreign 
affairs of  important European countries (Poland among them) have already paid a visit to 
Myanmar, always followed by large groups of  business people. What is more, the EU has 
not only suspended sanctions, but also established – in the presence of  Catherine Ashton 
herself  – a diplomatic mission in the country's biggest metropolis, Rangoon. Following suit 
were Canada, Australia, Norway and even the U.S., that received the Burmese minister of  
foreign affairs on May 17, 2012. Following his visit an ambassador was sent to Myanmar 
(also after a 20-year-long break) – the hitherto Special Envoy to Burma (the one who 
organized Hillary Clinton's visit in December 2011), Derek Mitchell. A historic visit to 
Burma was paid also by David Cameron, head of  government of  the former colonizer of  
Burma. In the outward and diplomatic sense Myanmar opened up to the world and stepped 
out of  isolation.
What is more, following this change of  tides Myanmar has secured for itself  the 2014 
chairmanship of  the Association of  South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN), an organization 
it has been a member of  since 1997, and on the national arena declares that it will hold truly 
democratic elections in 2015. This explains the fact, that sanctions are being suspended 
altogether.
The basic problem arises from the fact that the country is essentially ruled by the same 
people as before. They have undeniably released most of  the political prisoners and allowed 
the opposition to take seats in the parliament, but true power, as well as coercive means are 
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still in the hands of  the government from Naypidaw (literally – Abode of  Kings), the new 
capital. What we are dealing with is a top-down revolution, and not a grass-roots or 
dissident-led one. If  all goes well, a historic political compromise may be reached, as well as 
a reconciliation with numerous minorities, some of  whom has been fighting with the 
government for years (Burma is the world record holder when it comes to guerilla warfare – 
the Karens have been fighting since 1949).
There are more subtleties there because leaving military dictatorship and authoritarianism 
in neither easy nor simple. The Myanmar of  the last more than two decades, where the 
student protest and a genuine uprising of  1988 were suppressed, is nothing more than an 
arena where the military establishment has been taking over all sources of  profit. This 
dictatorial structure, known as Tatmadaw, is the only one, apart from the Buddhist Sangha, 
that has not been undermined or damaged in the recent past. 
Thus the country has to be built anew – economically, politically and most of  all in the 
spheres of  mentality, openness and the civil society etc. On the one hand, Myanmar, 
a country rich in natural resources, is an economic Eldorado. On the other, it is an 
intellectual and spiritual wasteland. Both these aspects tempt many to enter the country – 
and almost everybody does it. 
Why is this turn of  tides a truly Copernican Revolution? The government in Naypidaw 
does not show its hand. We are forced to speculate. Some say that they got terrified by the 
Arab Spring, a rather doubtful assertion as the country has a different culture and North 
Africa is a distant region. A more convincing theory states that the ruling elite is afraid of  
too large influence of  the Chinese as they entered an empty field, deserted by the West 
treating the junta as a pariah. When the Chinese had come, India, a democratic country, was 
quick to follow suit. At the same time, ASEAN kept following the policy of  not intervening 
into the internal affairs of  its member states – a true blessing for the brutal junta which yet 
drowned in blood the saffron revolution of  September 2007, a Buddhist monks' protest 
movement. The process of  isolation was thereby not complete. Asia viewed Myanmar 
differently than the West did. But now large areas of  the country are witnessing a truly 
geostrategic game that involves all the biggest economic players of  the world – the U.S., 
China, India as well as Russia, not to mention ASEAN or even the EU. In other words, 
Myanmar has become a place where a strategic clash between the biggest markets of  the 
West and the most important emerging markets is taking place. This is the essence of  the 
changes taking place there on the international arena – a fact worth remembering.
Now, when Nobel Prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi left her home country for the first time 
since 1988 and visited Thailand and later some European countries – a fact well covered by 
the world's media – she seems to have the same goal as the government in Naypyidaw. She 
needs money and investment that will modernize her backward country. The true sense of  
the change is that this time she is trying to achieve this abroad – a significant fact, 
considering that in 1999 she did not even dare to leave the country to attend her husband's 
funeral for fear of  not being allowed to return. This is another dimension of  the profound 
change taking place now in Myanmar. 

Recommendations

1. Myanmar is currently a grand experiment. The EU institutions should pay more 
attention to Myanmar, as it is a place where the interests of  all the most important countries 
clash.

2. Poland may be interesting for Myanmar as it is the homeland of  the Round Table talks 
and a witness to a peaceful transition from dictatorship to democracy. Thus a visit of  
a former dissident, someone like Lech Walesa, is more than recommendable.
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3. As a devastated country Myanmar needs all the resources it can get. Poland should offer 
this country economic aid – e.g. new technologies (inter alia in agriculture, mining or 
environmental protection) and support the development of  a civil society without which 
the Burmese experiment may not work out well. 

Page 4
Fundacja im. Kazimierza Pulaskiego | Casimir Pulaski Foundation

ul. Oleandrów 6, 00-629 Warsaw, Poland, tel. +48 22 658 04 01, office@pulaski.pl

               6/2012 The Burmese Copernican Revolution



Fundacja im. Kazimierza Pulaskiego | Casimir Pulaski Foundation
ul. Oleandrów 6, 00-629 Warsaw, Poland, tel. +48 22 658 04 01, office@pulaski.pl

The Casimir Pulaski Foundation 

Pulaski Policy Papers 

is an independent think tank which specializes in foreign policy, with a mission to promote 
freedom, equality and democracy, as well as to support actions of  strengthening civil 
society. The foundation carries out activities both in Poland and abroad, among others in 
Central and Eastern Europe and in North America. 

The Casimir Pulaski Foundation was founded due to political changes that took place in 
Poland after 1989. The principal values of  Casimir Pulaski (freedom, justice and 
democracy) are an inspiration for every initiative undertaken by the Foundation. A few of  
the Foundations activities include: conducting scientific research, preparing publications 
and analyses, organizing seminaries and conferences, providing education and support for 
leaders (www.instytutprzywodztwa.pl).

The Foundation is the main organizer of  the Warsaw Regional NGOs Congress 
(www.warsawcongress.pl), the co-organizer of  the Academy of  Young Diplomats 
(www.diplomats.pl) and publisher of  the Communication Platform for 
Non-Governmental Organizations (www.non-gov.org). 

The Foundation also awards the Casimir Pulaski Prize “The Knight of  Freedom” to 
outstanding people who have made a significant contribution in promoting democracy. So 
far the prizewinners were: Professor W³adys³aw Bartoszewski, former Minister of  
Foreign Affairs of  Poland, historian Professor Norman Davies, Alaksandar 
Milinkiewicz, leader of  democratic opposition in Belarus, Lech Wa³êsa and Aleksander 
Kwaœniewski, former Presidents of  Poland as well as Javier Solana, former High 
Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy, Valdas Adamkus, former 
President of  Lithuania, and Bernard Kouchner, former Minister of  Foreign Affairs of  
France.

The Casimir Pulaski Foundation is one of  only two Polish institutions that have 
a partnership status with the Council of  Europe. More about Foundation at: 

are the analyses of  foreign policy, international economy and domestic politics issues, 
essential for Poland. The papers are published both in Polish and English. Researchers 
willing to publish their articles in the Pulaski Policy Papers are asked to contact the editorial 
office (office@pulaski.pl). If  you would like to receive new issues of  PPP please add your 
e-mail at www.pulaski.pl.

www.pulaski.pl. 
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