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Writing Between the Lines:

Practicing Journalism under Censorship in Burma

Soe Thein, a.k.a. Maung Wuntha

[Tt is a great privilege for me to have the opporunity today to tell you something abour the
a jourmalist in a military-controlled dictatorship. I will try my best not to disappoint you.

nately, because of the sensitivity of my subject, this will be my only chance to discuss it freely
strch a knowledgeable audicnce, so [ fook forward greatly to hearing your comments and quesss

The job of a journalist in Burma is akin to shadowboxing, a constant
fort to dodge the Censor Board without compromising one’s independence
the integrity of one’s message. Having grown sophisticated at this work durm
a forty-year career in journalism, | would like to share my experience with
writers in Burma, as well as in other countries where media is strongly
trolled by the state. My observations may also be instructive to Burma
who frequently struggle to understand just how and why the Censor Boasd
lows well-known dissident journalists like me to continue to publish. Th
let me try to explain the dynamic between the Press Scrutiny Board,
cated Burmese readers, and us writers, who have learned to get our m
the people. Though this triad is in some ways unique to Burma, it may also
lessons for journalists in other closed societies. 1 will offer an introduct
journalism in Burma, move on to talk about the triad of censors, readers.
writers, and then offer conclusions and recommendations.

[Let me start with a lintle background. ]



An Introduction

With a population of nearly 60 million, Burma is a Southeast Asian country
located between India, China, and Thailand. It has large energy reserves, thou-
sands of miles of coastlines, and long borders, making it strategically impor-
tant—at least to its neighbors. With the exception of the British colonial period,
Burma has existed a5 an independent country for more than one thousand years,
Afier British rule ended in 1948, it was governed by elected civilian government
for about a decade, but fell prey to successive military dictators after 1962. It
comains to be scen whether the political transition now underway in Burma will
eventually lead to the return of civilian democracy. but for the foreseeable future
it will continue to be a government and country dominated by the military in
one form or another.

Censorship has been a hallmark of Burma’s military dictatorship since
1962. both to control public information and to propagandize public views of
military rule. Burma’s military regime monopolizes the output of radio, televi-
sion. and other media. Opposing views are not allowed. Even religious dis-
course is forbidden.

Among the prohibited topics are:

— critical reporting on poverty, unemployment, and low health care and

education

standards;

-- reporting critical of Chinese influence in Burma’s economy and trade

or the increasing

Chinese population in the cities of Upper Burma;

--reporting on political activity involving any ppposition to the govern-

ment,

In addition to government-controlled media, there are a number of pri-
vately owned monthly magazines and weekly journals. Some of these pub-
lications are pro-regime, but many of them are independent. There is also a
collection of privately owned, but apolitical, tabloids and sports journals. All
publications are subject to strict censorship by the government. Their articles,
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stories, cartoons, cover designs, and even illustrations are regularly blocked
the censors without any justification. For example, some weekly news jou
were banned for one or two weeks recently for showing Aung San Suu K
photo on the front page. A

Despite heavy-handed censorship, some journalists have managed 0.8
velop strategies to bypass the censors. They express their opinion by write
in a round-about-way. And Burmese people have learned to "read be i
lines." allowing writers to use allegory, analogy. metaphor, and other fc s
expression to gel messages past the Censor Board. Often this involves -
ing on the rich historical memory of the Burmese people, as well as preses
powerful implicit parallels between the Burmese situation and events in. t
countries.

A famous example of writing between the lines took place dunng
week of Aung San Suu Kyi's recent release, when the leading sports jo
First Eleven used its headlines about soccer results to splash news of the dem
racy icon on its front page. By playing with the placement and lettering ¢ *
of some innocent-looking headlines—“Sunderland Frecze Chelsea,” :
Stunned by Villa,” and “Arsenal Advance to Grab Their Hope”—the joss
was able to spell out a very different message: “Su Free Unite & Ad nce
Grab The Hope.” When the authorities decoded it, the sports journal was
pended for two weeks.

The Censors
Practicing journalism under censorship in Burma involves the interplay of
parties: clever writers, sophisticated readers, and the censors, who are alse
ers. Working backwards through the triad, let’s start with the Press Scrutimss
Registration Division, or the PSRD, which was established originally as as
of the Home Ministry, but now resides in the Information Ministry. We jokis
call the PSRD “Sarpay Kimpeitai,” or the Literary Sccret Service. Kimpes
the Japanese word for the military secret police who struck fear in the Bun
during the Japanese military occupation from 1942 to 1945. It is ironie ha
present PSRD occupies the old Japanese Kimpeitai office building.

All publications in Burma are required to submit their contents
PSRD for approval before printing and distribution, Writers, poets, and jos
ists are classificd by the Censor Board according to three categories wh
“brown,” and “black”™—based on reports about their writing by military:
ligence and secret police.  Those on the “white list™ are checked less b
Censor Board and can write more or less frecly. If their writing betwes
lines overrcaches the limit, they are downgraded to the “brown list.” Write
the “brown list” are not banned from publishing, but every piece they W
thoroughly scrutinized. Blacklisted authors are flatly banned from pub i
They should consider themselves lucky not to be in prison.




[ and my publications-—the magazine Thought & Viston and the politi-
cal weekly journal the People's Age—are listed in the ‘brown category,” so the
censors approach us with suspicion and look carefully for messages hidden be-
tween the lines. | just opened the People’s Age last year, and though my name
still does not appear on my long-running magazine as an editor, Thought & Vi-
sion, | routinely write articles for it along with other “brown-listed” writers.

Within the PSRD there are a variety of attitudes and personalities among
the censors. Some junior officers are careful not to get in trouble and tend to
be easily intimidated. They just look at the pen names, the writer’s ‘category,’
and the reputation of the publication. They are not experienced enough to read
between the lines, so when they have any doubts, they simply censor things out.

However, scme of the more senior censors are carcer civil servants and
much more sophisticated readers. Most of them around the age of 45-50 resent
the civil-military apartheid that was introduced to Burma’s government bureau-
cracy during the SPDC years. They know their careers are deadlocked and they
have no chance of promotion to positions of director or deputy director of the
Censor Board because the military monopolize all these positions. The Major
and Lt. Colonel-level army officers occupying these positions are often more
inexperienced than the civilian officers under their dircction,

Though senior civilian censors in the Censor Board are usually quite
sophisticated at reading the manuseripts between the lines, sometimes they de-
liberately ignore hidden messages and round-about-ways of writing, allowing
the writer’s message to go through. This is especially true when the message is
subtle and they are sympathetic, In fact, these censors are also readers and often
identify to some degree with the people. They operate in a gray zone between
the people and the military regime.

A classic example of this is the story of the great Burmese poet Tin Moe,
one of the leaders of intellectual wing in the NLD who was sentenced to five
years in prison in the early 1990s. When he was in the jail, his daughter Moe
Cho Thinn wrote a short story about how much she missed her father. Moe Cho
Thinn's short story was passed by the censors and printed ina popular magazine
in February 1993, It is unlikely that the censors failed to recognize that this
story was about Tin Moe because his poems were so familiar among Burmese
families. Many Burmese, therefore, believe that this short story was allowed to
pass by virtue of a secret understanding among certain officers in Censor Board
who were fans of the poet and sympathized with his family.

The Readers

The second element in the triad is the readers. There are, of course, many differ-
ent kinds of readers. Most Burmese read the tabloids and sports journals. How-
ever. for a number of reasons, including the shortage of printing paper and high
transportation costs, the periodicals are limited largely to Yangon and Mandalay
and do not reach the rural areas. Thus, the majority of the sophisticated reading
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public is largely an urban population, consisting of students, white collar work
ers, and pensioners. _
In any event, Burma’s ordinary citizens are tired of the military regs
and long for genuine democracy in Burma. They view the regime’s idiotic she
gans and propaganda as an insult to their intelligence, When the current gene
took power in 1988, they introduced the slogan “Only Tatmadaw is our mothes
Only Tamadaw is our father.” This was a deliberate reversal of the original €
cept of the army when it was founded by Gieneral Aung San, who represens
the tatmadaw as sons of the people. The army’s motto for more than fours
cades before 1988 had been “Only the people is our mother. Only the peoples
our father™,
All Burmese publications must feature the regime's so-called ;
Main National Causes” and a series of the junta’s slogans on the first pa
They are: 1. Non-disintegration of the Union, 2. Non-disintegration of Natioms
Solidarity, and 3. Maintenance of National Sovereignty. Many publications
1o hide the hated slogans in the lower part of the first or second pages, bus
authorities ardered them to place them prominently at the top of the first pas
In December 1994, a bookshop owner in Mandalay, Than Htay, was sentes
to seven years in prison for tearing the slogan-pages out of books before he &
tributed them to customers and retail shops. ]
The dissident public can easily read between the lines of the private j
nals and magazines, rejoicing at the hidden messages they find from the we e
Sometimes, they understand the writer’s intent immediately when they s
word or a line or a sketch. We call this practice “just showing the shadow, 3
the material”™,
But | am sorry to admit that the majority of readers, especially 3
people, are more interested in reading tabloids and sports journals. They &
to be apathetic about politics since the regime hijacked the 1990 clections
intensified its attack on political activity. However, when popular protests §
the Saffron Revolution break out, their interest quickly revives and they
talking about politics again. One of my goals in publishing a political weelk
to reinforce political awareness among young people and the general pub "“
1 hope will lead to mobilization. '

The Writers
We compleie the triad with the writers. For purposes of this presentation, b
draw on my experience as a journalist and my own personal story (o g
a picture of how journalists work inside Burma. Since the 19605, 1 ha
ten under the pseudonym Maung Wuntha. Under the military-dominated s
ist regime, we editors and reporters were government servants and wer 2
treated as professional journalists. Military appointed non-professior als 1
placed in positions above us In every newspaper and the authorities ke
under constant control.
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But the nation-wide public uprising on August . 1988, changed every-
thing. At that time, | was working with the Vanguard daily, the official organ of
the ruling Socialist Party. | became a leader of the Newspaper Strike Commutice
to support the people fighting in the streets. We stopped obeying the Information
Ministry and moved to the people’s side. For 26 days, we were able to create our
own free press. Listening to the people's voice, we decided to support Aung San
Suu Kyi, the daughter of our national hero, General Aung San, as the undisputed
leader of the mass movement. All state-owned newspapers under control of the
strike committee openly supported her. When the military overturned the social-
ist government in 1988, more than two dozen leading journalists were forced to
retire. | was at the top of the list.

Adfter my forced retirement, I joined the National League for Democracy
led by Aung San Suu Kyi. | was elected as a NLD MP from my hometown in
the 1990 elections and imprisoned three times during my political life, This is a
photo of me following my second release from prison in 1992, Here | am with
my family at the gates of Insein Prison. At that time, Aung San Suu Kyi was still
under house arrest, Deciding to abstain from politics, [ re-entered the literary
world, However, since the authorities had blacklisted me, 1 was obliged to write
secretly under other pseudonyms. In 1994, two good things happened. The Cen-
sor Board put me on its “brown list,” and I became the editor of a new journal,
though my name did not appear on its masthead since 1 was still barred from
being an editor,

When Aung San Suu Kyi was first released from house arrest in July
1995, [ rejoined her—but nine months later | was arrested again and imprisoned
for five years. Though banned from politics after my release in 2001, | returned
to journalism one year later when I was allowed to write again. [ realized that |
could be more politically effective as a journalist than a politician—that the pen
is indeed mighty. At first | had to write under strict surveillance, with the cen-
sors poring over every line, searching for the hidden message. But | succeeded
nonetheless in getting my message through. I also regained my readership.

Last July, with other editors, | opened my own weekly journal, the Peo-
ple’s Age. Weekly journals are a special opportunity for independent press in
Burma, The regime began to license them again in 1997, and though coverage
was first limited to culture and some economic news, they gradually began to
cover international politics and other serious news. Though weekly journals still
cannot openly cover current Burmese politics, we editors and writers know how
to push the system. In the People’s Age, | have a column that runs every week on
the third page and is accompanied by this caricature of me with a headline that
reads, “Because | want to talk so much.” Actually 1 publish this journal because
| want to talk so much, but talking can be difficult sometimes.



Writing Between the Lines '
Writing between the lines is a delicate art. Writers are always in a § 3
place—a kind of near-trap almost. If the censors do not like our writing.
fairly easy for them to punish us, putting us on the “black list” or cven §
Indelicate writing can trigger the trap at any time. When | describe writ
akin to shadow boxing, 1 have in mind a kind of proxy fight between
them. But the trap is always there. The “us”™ is the democratic elements ans
“them” is the pro- military junta elements. In shadow boxing we try to m
control of the cultural domain, using the privately owned weekly journals
platforms. Article writing is our medium. I'll give you some examples. j
Once, a pro-junta writer, Ko Ko Maung Gyi, who was also a vl
socialist politician, one of the main authors of the late Burma Socialist F o
Party’s ideology, wrote an article in a pro-regime weekly journal on the cass
the BSPP's fall in 1988. He laid the blame on the party cadres, but never s
tioned the military’s domination and command of the party. | was so annoyes
his arguments and conclusions that I wrote a rebuttal to his article and gave
a neutral news journal, which managed to get it approved by the Censor B
My article revealed the generals’ incompetence in management, &
lack of concern for the people, and their intolerance for criticism. Howes
never used the words military or army or generals. Instead | attributed the 88
the BSPP and the failure of the country’s economy to lack of responsibil
the part of those who chose to disregard reality. I described them as the typ
people who won't accept the fact that there is a hole in the water bottle, e
ing they can just issue a command for water regardless of the hole in the 5
Readers knew very well what [ meant because they were quite familiar v
saying “Don’t tell me about the hole on the bottle. Just get the water amym
possible.” If T had criticized the military directly, my article would have &
rejected and 1 would have been in grave trouble.
I shadowbox in many contested domains—ideological, cultural, an
litical—and, writing my articles using metaphors, manage to get thro
censors. From 2007 to 2010, for example, 1 focused on political leaders
wrote profiles of veteran Burmese politicians, such as General Aung San a
old colleagues, Thakin Wa Tin, U Thein Pe Myint, and the late prime mi
Nu. I took advantage of every opportunity to mention the name of Aung Ss
order to remind people not to forget his daughter, Burma's democracy icon \
San Suu Kyi. who was under house arrest. _
My articles about veteran politician Thakin Wa Tin were popular &
Burmese intellectuals and politicians. 1 portrayed him as a rare politician, :
reputation spoke for itself. He was one of the top leaders, along with Ge
Aung San, during the struggle for independence; however, he never cep
ministerial portfolio because he was immune to the lure of power, position
money. The military leaders claimed to the people that the civilian po [itie
were self-seekers and power hungry types. So I tried to refute their accus

i
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by telling about unselfish civilian politicians. Moreover, | wanted people to see
the comparisan with the military regime's corrupt proxy politicians, and fortu-
nately the reading public got it.

1 also wrote about former prime minister U Nu, head of the last popularly
elected civilian government in the early 1960s. When General Ne Win seized
power, he held Prime Minister U Nu in detention for more than four years. As a
journalist, I was able to meet U Nu when he was released from military prison in
1966. | wrote about my encounters with him to remind readers that the military
leaders had achieved power through thievery and were not genuinely popular
leaders. Although I made no reference to current army leaders, people under-
stood my message,

Some writers use events metaphorically to convey their message to read-
ers. In 2008, a young poet, Kyi Maung Than, who was angry about state ter-
rorism, employed metaphor very cleverly in a poem describing an event in the
vicinity of Depayin in the early 19th century, when the great Burmese General
Maha Bandula was mayor. In this event, many heroes disappeared, betrayers
were taking flight, and a youth lost his motorcycle. A lady was near death, but
miraculously survived. Since the poet gave the title of the poem in Pali lan-
suage, “Diparinga,” readers understood immediately that he was describing the
assassination attempt on Aung San Suu Kyi at Depayin in 2003, At first the cen-
sors missed the connection, but when news of the poem spread and the maga-
zine sold out in a week, the Censor Board summoned the publisher and ordered
the editor’s dismissal. Kyi Maung Than's poems were banned from publication
for a period of time.

Writers also use events in other countries to give readers a comparison
with events in their own country. When Aung San Suu Kyi was released from
house arrest on November 13th last year, she appeared almost immediately at
her front gate, offering olive branches to the military leaders and promoting
national reconciliation through dialogue among the military, the democratic
forces, and ethnic nationality leaders. As an advocate of national unity, [ wanted
1o write about her words in my weekly political journal, the People’s Age, but of
course I could not do so direetly. So without mentioning anything about Burma,
| entitled the article “Examples of National Unity” and talked about successful
iransitions in other couniries like Indonesia and South Africa.

I explained that Indonesian President former General Yudoyono had re-
ceived the approval of the people when he was elected president twice. I was
making the point that the direct popular balloting system is more desirable than
the momination of the president by the parliament. I also described the joint
«ffort of de Klerk and Mandela in South Africa, how they participated in a na-
tional unity government after ANC won the 1994 general elections. The South
African example, | said, was a model for national reconciliation in both form
and content.
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Sometimes the censors are clearly in the dark. Burma’s military leades
and its censors, for example, recognize the National Endowment for Democras
(NED) as the funding organization of one of their great enemies, the DVEBL!
they do not know that the Journal of Democracy is a NED publication. ne:
friend of mine, who is also a central committee member of the NLOD, rransis
a remarkable article from the Journal of Democracy entitled “Does Authorits
anism Pay?” Using the example of Singapore, the author explained how peops
suffer economically without genuine democracy and warned against “unde
cover” authoritarianism. It was very subtle and only those who were able8
read between the lines could understand that this was also a hidden refes
Burma. In any case, the article was approved by the Censor Board and publisé
in a magazine's section on “Fconomics and Management Affairs.” If it hiad bes
labeled as “Politics,” it would surely have been banned.

And then there are times when the censors see the obvious lessons
ple may draw [rom events abroad and try to limit access to this informats
When Iranian crowds took to the streets in June and July 2009 to protesta
election, Burma’s official press selectively censored the news by dro ing?
events in Tehran with articles about bombings in Iraq and Afghanistan. |
some of the nearly 200 journals published privately in Rangoon and Mangs
seized on the topic as a way to pass subversive messages o readers, carryin
many stories and pictures of events in Iran as possible.

Sometimes writers or poets have been betrayed by pro-military lacks
Once, a poet named Saw Wai, known for his love songs, wrote an eigh
Valentine’s Day ode. It was a particularly tender one about a brokenhess
man in love with a fashion model. But if read vertically, the first word of @
Jine formed the phrase: "Power Crazy Senior General Than Shwe.” The Ces

Board did not detect it and the poem was cleared for publication in the we
pop magazine Love Journal, whose editor was a notorious pro-regime jous
<t Saw Wai was so delighted with his adventurous achievement that he told
close friends how decode it. The pro-regime editor was very angry and i h_f
the censors about the poet’s trick. The poet was arrested and spent more #
two years in jail.

The practice of “writing between the lines™ has been success fully utilé

by some famous Burmese cartoonists, too. They are also, of course, suk e
strict censorship. For example, Au PiKye. a well known cartoonist and crif
the 2010 elections, sketched a cartoon reflecting his true sentiments. Deg it
some unsavory play on a soccer field, Au Pi Kye conveyed that the rcgimn'
playing by democratic rules. Though officially the No. 9 player is suppo

substitute for the No. 18 player, instead the number 9 player is simply chas
jerseys. (1+8=9.) To miake his message even more understood. the cartooni
ferred to the superstitions of the military leaders. The military thinks the nus
nine is a good omen, and likes to use it often. Au Pi Kye wanted to say there
be little to no change in Burma after the elections. The same men in new cle



mﬁum

will continue to rule the country. The satire of the cartoonist was well done. It
was passed by the censors to be published in my weekly journal just before the
elections.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Whether we like it or not, Burma now has a new constitution and a constitu-
tional government. But the press is still far from free. News and photos of Aung
San Suu Kyi and the opposition political movement are still strictly censored by
the authoritics. Al least a dozen newspersons, such as blogger Nay Phone Latt
and DVB reporter Ms. Hla Hla Win, are serving long prison sentences. While
the new government could relax media censorship, writers don’t expect much
in the near future.

However, there are some reasons for hope. There are signs that the gov-
emment is going to allow private daily newspapers, which means more cover-
age of serious news. Right now the only daily newspapers are state-owned and
operated. It is rumored that five private, albeit pro-government, weekly journals
are applying to become daily papers. After this, it is possible the regime will
allow truly independent publishers to also open daily newspapers. Addition-
ally, weekly journals continue to cover more and more political news, enjoying
greater latitude than before.

To make best use of these opportunities we need a larger cadre of trained
journalists. While there are many young journalists with great potential and en-
thusiasm, they have not been properly trained. Therefore, journalism training
is an urgent need. Training programs should be designed to develop a pool of
reporters who could cover the new parliament as it takes form over the coming
vears. Parliamentary debate and activities are foreign to most Burmese journal-
ists. and so reporters would benefit from basic courses in political science and
parliamentary procedure that have been absent from Burmese education for de-
cades. The government has set up a journalism school, but not surprisingly, it i3
not very helpful in meeting the country’s new requirements. With this in mind,
[ intend to open a standard journalism school in Yangon when I return and this
may be one of ils components.

Since censorship will remain a major obstacle to independent jour-
nalism, training should also include how to write in round-about-ways—how
to write between the lines. To this end. it would also be useful for training to
include a mentoring component so that budding journalists might connect with
established journalists who have experience shadowboxing with the censors.

Journalists would benefit from networking that would connect them with
donors and entrepreneurs, as well as work with each other to find new opportu-
nities to utilize their skills.

e should encourage and promote independent private daily papers and
weekly journals, helping them not only to find resources to sustain themselves,
but also to enrich the talents of their staff.
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My time in Washington, D.C. has been a very welcome break from mw
daily routine in Yangon, a moment in time that has recharged my batteries s
given me a real boost of energy and the inspiration to return to the professios
love. The lessons I have taken from my international colleagues and other fet-
lows have greatly enriched my experience as a journalist interested in a wade
range of issues that affect all of us who live in this interconnected global village
I hope to return home with greater professional knowledge that I can apply =
the task of building the fundamentals of a free press in my motherland.

This speech was delivered at the National Endowment for Democracy on Febms
ary 10, 2011.
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