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20th Catalonia International Prize 2008

The Catalonia International Prize, consisting of the sum of 100,000 euros and the sculpture “La clau i la lletra”, by Antoni Tàpies, is awarded annually by the Generalitat de Catalunya to those persons who have decisively contributed through their creative work to the development of cultural, scientific or human values around the world.

This year, the period open for proposals for the prize lasted from 18 October until 31 December 2007, and 209 candidatures from 61 countries were put forward by 227 institutions in 51 countries, as well as by the jury itself.

Since January the jury has been examining these candidatures and has made its selection. Finally, having voted on the short-list of finalists, the jury decided by absolute majority to award the 20th Catalonia International Prize 2008 to:

Daw Aung San Suu Kyi

and

Cynthia Maung

The Right Honourable Mr José Montilla, president of the Catalan Government, will present the prize in a ceremony at the Palau de la Generalitat, in Barcelona, which will take place in November 2008.

Pl. Sant Jaume, 4

Palau de la Generalitat

08002 Barcelona

Tel. 93 402 46 00

Fax 93 402 47 92

Observations by Xavier Rubert de Ventós, delegate president of the Catalonia International Prize jury:

MOTHERS OF COURAGE

Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and Dr Cynthia Maung

20th Catalonia International Prize 2008

1.

For the third time the Catalonia International Prize is being shared between two people (Aung San Suu Kyi and Dr Cynthia Maung), although for different reasons than those that applied in 2004 to Sari Nusseibeh and Amos Oz. While then we rewarded their attempts to seek agreements in the confrontation between Palestinians and Jews, today we are considering the supportive and complementary way these two women have defended freedom and justice in Burma, which is not so much a country which has an army, as an army that has a country. Furthermore, each one represents a different dimension of the struggle: more political and symbolic in the case of Suu Kyi, more oriented toward aid and cooperation in the case of Dr Cynthia.

2.

The Jury is aware that the prize is being awarded—although it was discussed and voted on earlier—at a time which is particularly dramatic for Burma, because of a combination of factors: * the effect of the repression of September’s “Buddhist” revolt, * the cyclone that has already caused over 100,000 dead and affected a million more who have been left homeless in the south of the country, * and the referendum to be held tomorrow, the 10th, with which the military junta seeks to consolidate its position in power and whitewash its international image.

3.

More than nationality or ideology, however, what for the Jury is characteristic of these two women is a courage that is expressed through a certain style, a certain language, which at times seems to constitute a sort of Asian-style “magic realism”, and which, with regard to both its form and its content, can be associated with the fact of their being women.

An example of this is Dr Cynthia, who receives 300 patients every day at her hospital on the Thai border and has organised a troop of “back-pack medics”: a sort of guerrilla health corps that periodically enters the Burmese jungle to treat the thousands of displaced people (how many more after the cyclone!) who are hiding there. In her hands, what was once the little rickety hospital at Mae Sot has become a striking complex of clinic, orphanage, nursery, old people’s home, crematorium and factory for making prosthetic limbs from wood. And it was with all innocence that Dr Cynthia explained that “we have to treat malaria, AIDS, diarrhoea, bullet wounds and beatings by husbands”—beatings that cause as many injured as the war itself.

Suu Kyi’s life and work also reveal a natural courage, courage that is never dogmatic or one-dimensional, that seems to reflect an attitude that is as radical as it is characteristically feminine. “It is not power that corrupts, but fear”: Suu Kyi later specifies, “fear of imprisonment, fear of torture, fear of death, fear of losing friends, family, property or means of livelihood, fear of poverty, fear of isolation”. And she adds, “A most insidious form of fear is that which masquerades as common sense or even wisdom, condemning as foolish, reckless, insignificant or futile the small, daily acts of courage which help to preserve man's self-respect and inherent human dignity”.

4.

We have here a meditation on the every-day “little heroism” of women which she has described so well in her book Freedom from Fear (translated into Spanish as Libres del miedo and published by Galaxia Gutenberg in 1994, with prefaces by Lluïsa Perales and by me). In the book she explains how fear will make us accomplices of oppression, just as courage—and only courage—can make us friends of freedom. As long, that is, as we are able to take daring, radical decisions without losing the flexibility that is the hallmark of undogmatic opinion. Often, reading Suu Kyi, you seem to be reading a Buddhist version of Václav Havel, Elias Canetti or Hannah Arendt: a true “Bridge between Civilizations”.

5.

The Jury has also taken account of Suu Kyi’s political orientation: her simultaneous commitment to democracy, the principle of non-violence and the federalism through which her party, the National League for Democracy, is demonstrating that the country does not need a military dictatorship to hold it together, as the generals assert. And the truth of this can be seen in the daily life of Dr Cynthia’s hospital: the cooperation and comradeship between the Pa ethnicity of the weavers, the Mon traders and the Karen farmers. As the doctor says, “the hospital and its faculties shelter people with many different ideas and illnesses”. Conxa Pinós, director in Spain of the Burma Campaign, has from the beginning contributed to her work and been a privileged witness of it.

At all events, the assistance of the Spanish ambassador in Bangkok, Joan Manuel López Nadal, of Mallorca, has been of inestimable value for us to obtain the contacts and advice necessary for us to be able to award the Prize.

6.

Finally, through this Prize the Jury wished to express their gratitude to Suu Kyi, who wrote and sent us the first speech for our Olympic Games in 1992: the speech that welcomed the arrival of the Olympic Flame at Empúries. Already in prison, she was not able to read it to us herself, but she wanted her son Alexander Aris to read it at Empúries. The Jury recalls how, in her speech, she spoke of the winner of a marathon who says, “The physical pain is never reduced”, and that all he had done was to learn to persevere in spite of it. “On the athletics track,” she continued, “as well as in the arena of life, man must struggle bravely against his own weakness,” and asks what, in the end, are saints if not sinners who persevere with the struggle? Her speech ended by giving us a new vision and a new example of how competition need not be exclusive, but can be inclusive: it is the story of “a small child who showed real sporting spirit when competing in a race with boys much older than himself”, and when he arrived last of all he declared triumphantly, “I’ve won last!”. 
Here then are two women, weak, alone and courageous, who truly have won the Catalonia International Prize “last”, that is, in this year 2008.
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