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Twelve Hours Without a Visa ! 
VISCOUNTS —fast and comfort

able—take you to Rangoon 
now from Calcutta in exactly two 
hours and thirty-live minutes, and 
let the Indian Airlines Corporation 
be thanked for i t . This writer was 
among the ten journalists recent
ly taken thither by the I A C, and 
the four days spent in Rangoon 
were rewarding in more ways than 
one. The change was welcome, 
especially the holiday from reading 
and wri t ing. Both, however, are 
habit-forming, and one could not 
help making mental notes al l the 
time of things casually noticed or 
overheard, from which the occu
pational disease of journalists that 
of drawing tremendous conclusions 
from trifles, follows but automa
tically. The representative charac
ter of apparently isolated instances 
is often undervalued, and the use-
lessness of first impressions as 
often exaggerated. Nor are hotel 
lobbies always less newspacked 
than parliamentary lobbies. 

There at the Strand Hotel we 
were stranded, or so we felt in the 
last twelve hours of our stay. For 
some reason the Burmese Consu
late in Calcutta never told us, our 
visas were valid only for four days 

although in our applications we 
had made it clear that we would 
prefer it to be for a fortnight. We 
were in fact going to stay for four 
days, and at midnight on Wed
nesday we were all without our 
passports, which, in any case, had 
only visas that had lapsed. You 
would think it is a relatively simple 
thing to obtain an extension for a 
day. Not in Rangoon. On Monday 
everybody was preparing for the 
Festival of L i g h t s on Tuesday. 
Tuesday, it was a holiday. And on 
Wednesday they were just not 
working. The poor I A C manager 
had to go from the Foreign Office 
to the Immigrat ion Control, and 
from there to some other control, 
and meanwhile we had to get our
selves photographed afresh In tr ip
licate, and it was not unt i l a few 
minutes before our take-off that 
we got our visas extended. And we 
were important people. 

The question could not help pre
senting itself: what happens to 
people w i th fewer friends In court? 
Controls, form-filling, permits, 
licences--all these are recognised 

instruments of bureaucratic tyran
ny in the West. We are not stran
gers to them in India either. But 
it is to places like Burma or Afgha
nistan that you must go to realise 
the absurdity of the State taking 
over larger and ever-increasing 
areas of the life of the citizen and 
the community. The chief objec
tion to it a l l is that, in these 
parts of the world, it just does not 
work. Inefficient bureaucracies and 
illiterate citizenry between them 
produce an endless series of in
justices, and so the declared object 
of introducing controls and permits 
is defeated. We have not less 
injustice, but more. Our not hav
ing a visa for a few hours was 
perhaps a small point, but it is an 
Index of the way the government 
machinery may be functioning. 
"Not functioning" might be nearer 
point. 

Permits, licences and such like 
things are not so many bits of 
paper. Please remember, they pre 
things — rights, favours given or 
denied; and there is money to be 
made by granting, not granting, or 
just delaying licences. The time 
has come to ask—and not in 
Burma alone -whether the import 
of western procedures in the run-
ning of our lives has not been 
something of a disaster. It is to 
be doubted whether they work in 
the West either: Crichel Downs 
happen in the United Kingdom, and 
M Khrushchev has been demolishing 
not a few bureaucracies in the 
U S S R . Here, where the adminis
trations are inadequate and the 
citizenry unlettered, form filling 
may well mean empty pockets for 
many and fuller ones for a few. 
Applied to food rationing, empty 
stomachs are not to be ruled out. 
There has recently been talk in 
India of judicial reform, encourag
ed by the Prime Minister himself. 
When is somebody going to start 
ta lk ing of the much more urgent 
problem of executive reform? 
Stephen Zeig was morbid when, 
on a sudden, he found himself with
out a passport after Anschluss, 
Our position was not half as serious 
although, half in jest, a colleague 
remarked that, given a choice, he 
would rather spend a night in an 
Indian j a i l than m a Burmese. We 
met Indians and Pakistanis who 

have been wait ing for two to three 
years for their papers from the 
immigration office. We met nobody 
wi th the slightest respect for the 
efficiency of the Government; ques-
tions on bureaucratic or Ministerial 
integrity were evaded with 
meaningful smiles. 

There was a pretty blonde, who 
spent much time in the hotel lobby 
in many interesting dresses in the 
company of many friends, thus re
lieving much boredom. One saw 
a smaller proportion of Burmese 
in this hotel in Rangoon than me 
sees of Indians in a Calcutta hotel. 
Could it be a clue to the extent of 
foreign influence in Burma? Zims 
here whizz past Chevs and Skodas 
and Mercedes, and that too gives 
you ideas. You cannot help over
hearing rumours that such and 
such a newspaper is subsidised by 
such and such a foreign power. 
Barbed wires around Ministerial 
residences were a grim reminder of 
the sad assassination (to use a 
Time-ism) without which Burma's 
history might well have been 
different. There are not many 
policemen to be seen on the streets. 
The total impression is unclear in 
its outlines, but full of misgivings. 
One is told that the insurrection is 
almost under control. Governments, 
however, are not overpowered by 
such dangers alone. Inanition and 
administrative breakdowns bring 
dow'n governments oftener; and as 
one saw the first pervasive in a 
large area of Burmese life one 
could not dismiss the second as an 
impossibility. 

"Not by the Police Alone" was 
the title of a recent piece by this 
writer. It is possible that the 
army alone cannot solve all of 
Burma's problems. It is even pos
sible that the insurrectionists are 
not the most potent forces the 
Government of Burma must con
tend wi th to stabilise itself. 

Let me be frank about it all . 1 
am no expert on Burma. Un the 
other hand, there cannot be many 
experts on Burma; and the Burmese 
Government may be unwise to 
depend only on the opinions of ex
perts. The casual visitor is un
impressed by trishawmen offering 
the tourist two hundred kyats for 
a hundred Indian rupees, however 
happy he may be at the bargain. 
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