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Southeast Asia (redrawn from a map produced by the U.S. Central 
Intelligence Agency in 2004)
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Administrative divisions of Burma/Myanmar (redrawn from a map 
produced by the United Nations in 2008)
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Ethnolinguistic map of Burma/Myanmar (redrawn from a map 
produced by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency in 1972)
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Personal Names

All names in Burma/Myanmar are personal—there are no 
surnames, even within the same nuclear family. When Burmese 
nationals publish or travel abroad, one of their names may be 
used as an unoffi cial surname for practical purposes. Names 
may be one to four syllables. Female names often have a double 
syllable (e.g., Lin Lin Aung). Names are normally preceded by 
a title based on a family designation:

U (uncle) for a mature male
Daw (aunt) for a mature female
Ko (elder brother) a male somewhat older than the speaker
Maung (younger brother) a more junior male
Ma (younger sister) a more junior female
Bo (military offi cer)
Bogyoke (supreme commander)
Thakin (lord) used by British in the colonial period and 

adopted by some Burmese in the nationalist movement

Western titles are also used: Doctor, General, Senior General, 
Brigadier, and so on, as are Christian names (certain titles have 
become embedded in the name in foreign usage; e.g., U Nu, 
whose name is simply Nu, but when he began writing, his 
work was authored by Maung Nu).

PRELIMINARY NOTES
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Sometimes these words (U, Ko, Maung, etc.) may also be 
part of the name, and not a title (a male with a name of Oo Tin, 
might be known as Maung Oo Tin as a youngster, Ko Oo Tin as 
a college student, and U Oo Tin as a middle-aged man).

Names in the text are either spelled according the U.S. 
Department of State Board of Geographic Names or the 
personal preference of the individual. The following list of 
names are for those who appear in the book frequently.

Aung Gyi (b. 1919–) Brigadier, retired
Aung San (1911–1947) Architect of Burmese independence
Aung San Suu Kyi (b. 1945–) So named by her mother to 

remember her illustrious father; this is not normal Burmese 
usage

Khin Nyunt (1939–) Lt. General, Prime Minister, under 
house arrest (2004–)

Maung Aye (1937–) Deputy Senior General
Maung Maung, Dr. (1924–1994) President, August–

September 1988
Ne Win (1920–2002) Generalissimo. Variously, President, 

Chair BSPP, Prime Minister, Minister of Defense
Nu (1907–1995) Former Prime Minister
Saw Maung (1928–1997) Senior General, Chair SLORC 

1988–1992
Sein Lwin (1924–2004) General, President, July–August 1988
Than Shwe (1933–) Senior General, Chair SLORC/SPDC 

1992–

Names and Terms

Many countries have changed their names (Siam–Thailand, 
Ceylon–Sri Lanka, etc.), but none has caused as many problems 
as the Burma–Myanmar split, which has unfortunately become 
the surrogate indicator of political persuasion. In July 1989,
the military junta changed the name of the state to the Union 
of Myanmar, from the Union of Burma. Myanmar was the 
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 offi cial written designation and an old usage, and this change 
was insisted on by the military to lessen (in its view) ethnic 
problems. The military has assiduously used Myanmar for all 
periods of Burmese history and does not use Burma, Burmese
(as an adjective or for a citizen), or Burman (the majority ethnic 
group, the military uses Bamah). This has not been accepted by 
the political opposition, and although the United Nations and 
most states have accepted the change, the United States did 
not, in solidarity with the opposition. The Burmese govern-
ment sees this as insulting.

In this volume, both Burma and Myanmar are used—
Myanmar for the period since 1988 (the start of the present 
military government) and Burma for all previous periods, 
and Burma/Myanmar is used to indicate continuity of action. 
Burman is used for members of the majority ethnic group; 
Burmese is employed here as a designation of all citizens of that 
country of whatever ethnicity or linguistic predilection, as the 
offi cial language of the state, and as an adjective. This usage 
should not be construed as a political statement. Place names 
are generally selected in accordance with traditional usage.

Other names have been changed. The older form will be 
used in the text because of enhanced familiarity, but some of 
the revised spellings are listed here.

Older Form Newer Form
Akyab Sittwe (City)
Arakan Rakhine (State)
Chindwin Chindwinn (River)
Irrawaddy Ayeyarwady (Division and River)
Karen Kayin (State, ethnic group)
Magwe Magway (Division)
Maymyo Pyin-U-Lwin (City)
Mergui Myeik (City, Archipelago)
Moulmein Mawlamyine (City)
Pagan Bagan (Old Capital)
Pegu Bago (City and Division)
Prome Pyay (City)
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Rangoon Yangon (City)
Salween Thanlwin (River)
Tenasserim Tanintharyi (Division)

Acronyms
AFPFL  Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League 

(1948–1958)
ASEAN  Association of Southeast Asian Nations
BCP  Burma Communist Party (“White Flags”—

or CPB, Communist Party of Burma. In 
some volumes, CPB is used for “Red Flag” 
communists)

BSPP  Burma Socialist Programme Party 
(1962–1988)

KMT  Kuomintang, Chinese Nationalist 
Government

MEC  Myanmar Economic Corporation (a 
military-controlled conglomerate)

MEHC  Myanmar Economic Holdings 
Corporation (a military-controlled 
conglomerate)

NCGUB  National Coalition Government of the Union 
of Burma (founded in December 1990)

NCUB  National Coalition of the Union of Burma 
(founded in 1992)

NLD National League for Democracy
SLORC  State Law and Order Restoration Council 

(1988–1997)
SPDC  State Peace and Development Council 

(1997–)
USDA  Union Solidarity and Development 

Association

Burmese Words
Ana  coercive power
A-na-de  of not wanting to embarrass or cause 

diffi culty for another person
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Awza infl uential power, charisma
Hpoun  (also pon, hpon) glory, a type of power
Karma (Kamma)  retribution for good or ill for past actions 

in previous reincarnations
Nat  animate spirit; often of a person who has 

died a violent and untimely (“unripe”) 
death

Sangha  Buddhist monkhood
Tatmadaw  Burmese armed forces

Currency

The kyat (K.), on independence in 1948, was equal to the Indian 
rupee. It is divided into 100 pya, but infl ation has eliminated 
their use. The offi cial exchange rate is K.5.8–6.8 to the U.S. 
dollar (based on an International Monetary Fund basket of 
currencies). This is used only in certain government calcula-
tions. There are also other exchange rates for foreign trade, 
offi cial conversions, and so on. The unoffi cial rate varies, but 
in the summer of 2009 was about K.1,000 = US$1. There are also 
foreign exchange certifi cates supposedly at a par to the U.S. 
dollar but slightly discounted at about K.950 in April 2009.

Administration

Myanmar is divided into seven divisions (provinces, but 
called regions in the 2008 constitution) and seven states (also 
provinces), the former indicating essentially Burman ethnic 
areas, and the latter minority regions. There are a multitude of 
ethnic and linguistic groups, subdivided into various dialects. 
The Burmese call them “races,” which is a translation of the 
Burmese lu myo (lit. “people type”), which can mean ethnicity, 
people, race, or nationality. The government maintains there 
are 135 such groups.

Under the proposed constitution, in 2010, and in addition to 
the seven states and seven regions, there will also be six ethnic 
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enclaves that will have some modest degree of self-governance. 
The “self-administered [ethnic] zones” are Naga, Danu, PaO, 
Palaung, Kokang, and a “self-administered division” for the Wa. 
The boundaries are not ethnically delineated. There are 65,148
villages in 13,742 village groups, 63 districts, and 324 townships.

Ethnic Groups

Indigenous  (% of population, 1983 offi cial 
fi gures)

Burman (Bamah) 69.0
Shan 8.5
Karen (Kayin) 6.2
Kayah 0.4
Chin 2.2
Kachin 1.4
Mon 2.4
Arakanese (Rakhine) 4.5

These fi gures are subject to dispute. There are a variety of other 
important minorities, such as the Naga, Wa, Palaung, and so 
on, who are not separately calculated in the 1983 census. The 
Rohingya in the Rakhine State near the Bangladesh border are 
considered stateless. The following table indicates the foreign 
ethnic groups resident in Burma/Myanmar (from the 1983
census).

Chinese 233,470
Indian 428,428
Pakistani 42,140
Bangladeshi 567,985

Population

Estimated in 2008, Burma has a population of 53 million. Other 
fi gures range from 47 to 58 million. In preparation for the 
referendum on the constitution in 2008, the offi cial fi gure was 
57,504,368. But this is likely to be spurious specifi city.
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Rangoon population is estimated to be 5 million, Mandalay 
1.3 million, and Moulmein, 600,000.

Other Statistics

The gross domestic product per capita in 2006 (at the free 
market rate of exchange) was variously calculated at US$210
to US$300, at purchasing power parity in 2010 about US$426.

Myanmar’s offi cial exports in 2007/2008 (the Burmese fi scal 
year begins April 1) were US$6.043 billion, of which natural gas 
was US$2.590 billion, agricultural products US$1.140 billion, 
gems and jewelry US$647 million, forest products US$578
million, and fi sheries US$366 million. Due to extensive smug-
gling, both import and export fi gures are likely to be grossly 
underestimated. National debt was US$7.176 billion (December 
2008). Real GDP growth rates were 0.9 percent in 2008 and 0.3
percent anticipated for 2009. The nominal GDP was US$26,488
million in 2009.

Buddhist monasteries in 2008 number over 56,839, monks 
over eighteen years of age over 246,000, novices over 300,000,
and nuns over 43,000.

In 1988, there were purportedly 66,000 insurgent troops.

A Note to the Statistically 
and Policy Perplexed

“Data are very unreliable. Facts are negotiated more than they 
are observed in Myanmar.” There are no notes in this volume, 
as specifi ed by the publisher, but this does not indicate a lack 
of sources. Although the interpretation and conclusions are 
those of the author alone, the statistical bases for these opinions 
may be found in a variety of offi cial and unoffi cial documents. 
Statistics, however, are often imprecise or manipulated, caused 
by internal political considerations or insuffi cient data, and 
biased externally by a lack of access to materials. Some opin-
ions stated are from residents of Myanmar, who for obvious 
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reasons must remain anonymous. For additional material, the 
reader is referred to the Suggested Reading section.

Geography

Burma/Myanmar is the largest of the mainland Southeast 
Asian states (261,970 square miles, 678,500 square kilome-
ters), about the size of Texas. It is the fortieth largest country 
in the world. Burma/Myanmar is some 1,275 miles long from 
its northernmost mountainous region near the Tibetan border 
to the mangrove swamps on the Bay of Bengal at the Thai-
land border. From its eastern extreme on the Mekong River 
bordering Laos to the Bangladesh border on the west, it is some 
582 miles wide. It has a littoral on the Bay of Bengal of 1,199
miles. Its highest point is a mountain on the China/Tibetan 
border (19,295 feet). The border with China alone is 1,358 miles, 
that with Thailand 1,314 miles, India 857 miles, Bangladesh 152
miles, and Laos 125 miles.

If we think of Burma/Myanmar in ethnic terms, around a 
central geographic core of lowlands inhabited by the majority 
Burmans, two-thirds of the population, there is a horseshoe of 
highland areas inhabited by minority peoples who also live 
across the frontiers in adjacent states. Starting from the south-
west, they are the Muslim Rohingya, the Chin, the Naga, the 
Kachin, the Wa, the Shan, the PaO, the Kayah, the Karen, and 
the Mon. There are many more groups. The government claims 
135 such entities (the Chin alone are said to have 53 groups), but 
this is a calculation from the 1931 colonial census that counted 
ethnicity, language, and dialect in an obscure methodology.

Major rivers flow north to south, the most important 
of which is the Irrawaddy, navigable from Bhamo, about 
sixty miles from the China border to the Bay of Bengal. The 
Chindwin River feeds into the Irrawaddy from the west in 
central Burma and is also navigable. The Sittang River is of 
smaller size; the majestic Salween River’s headwaters are in 
southwest China in the Tibetan plateau. It bifurcates the Shan 
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State, and empties into the Gulf of Martaban, part of the Bay 
of Bengal.

Repetition

I assume that readers will not read this book through as they 
would a novel (although the charge of fi ction in the absence 
of reliable data is an interesting one, and happy endings are 
lacking). There is considerable planned repetition of informa-
tion so that readers who look up a question of interest in the 
table of contents do not need to scour a set of other related 
questions in order to receive a reasonable answer.
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They know the foreign visitor is discreet and is not a reporter 
looking for sensational comments. He will not quote, and thus 
endanger, anyone. In Rangoon (Yangon) or even up-country, 
one must be cautious in talking with people about the current 
situation in Myanmar. Often in such conversations there seems 
to be a type of quiet, almost silent, understanding that there 
will not be requests for anything mundane or anything explicit. 
Yet one senses a longing for an optimistic future, some kind 
words indicating that the outside world understands and has 
not forgotten those innocents caught in the Myanmar miasma. 
Often, a tentative question is asked: can you give us some 
hope? Not a solution, not manna rained down, but the simple 
feeling that things may get better . . . sometime.

It is sad and also embarrassing to admit honestly that 
one cannot offer an early way out of the present set of crises. 
Humanitarian assistance should be provided for the neediest, 
of course, but this is not a solution. It is only an amelioration, 
no matter how badly it is needed for those endangered. Advo-
cating that people rise up to the barricades—asking others 
to expose themselves and their families to harm when, as a 
foreigner, one is physically removed—is morally unacceptable 
and in any event foreign involvement would undermine the 
legitimacy of the cause in which they believe. On the other 
hand, exhorting isolation exacerbates the very issues one 
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would like to overcome, and plunging in with support to the 
regime retards positive change. Even external analyses have 
had little immediate effect.

That change will come—is coming—seems evident. In less 
than a year a “Saffron Revolution” (that was neither saffron 
in color nor a revolution in politics, but so named analogous 
to other “colored” demonstrations elsewhere) started and was 
destroyed; a new but fl awed constitution was approved in a 
pseudo-referendum; the greatest natural disaster ever to befall 
Burma/Myanmar in historic times occurred; and elections are 
in the offi ng. This is certainly not progress, but the forces that 
will be unleashed, including an invigorated civil society, and 
their effects will move Myanmar, perhaps in unknown ways, 
and will affect international relations and attitudes.

But whatever progress is made will be by the Burmese 
peoples themselves in a manner that is acceptable to them, 
rather than externally imposed. Foreign formulae, even when 
they may be well intentioned, are largely extraneous. The 
unique history of Burma/Myanmar, as outlined in this short 
volume, calls for unique solutions to rather common inter-
national problems that many states share, although those in 
Myanmar are exacerbated. The facts connected with these crises 
may be soundly articulated abroad, their historical antecedents 
evident, but solutions will come from within. Years ago, when 
something was to be done, the cry was, “Do it bama-lo,” in the 
Burmese manner. The government surely would approve of 
the sentiment much as they would disapprove of the language, 
decreeing that what was needed must be done “Myanmar-lo,”
in the Myanmar manner.

Either way, the outside world can sympathize with the plight 
of the peoples, can provide some emergency humanitarian 
assistance, can attempt to convince the authorities of the need 
for progress and humanity, can reiterate and call for adherence 
to the kingly governmental virtues of the Buddhist canon, and 
can invoke the Buddhist concept that change is inevitable.
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Within that construct, the external world can educate itself to 
the complexities that are Burma/Myanmar and some possible 
avenues for alleviating its problems. So when the time comes, 
as it surely will, outside communities will be able to appre-
ciate the nuanced issues and step forward with the sensitivity 
necessary to help intelligently, in contrast to many less effective 
responses of the past. We on the periphery should minimally 
follow the physicians’ code: do no harm.

This volume is a small effort in that direction.
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BURMA/MYANMAR
WHAT EVERYONE NEEDS TO KNOW
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What is Burma?

Burma/Myanmar is, after North Korea, probably the most 
obscure and obscured state in the contemporary world. It seems 
to appear on the world stage only in moments of crisis, but its 
problems are both enduring and tragic. Its future infl uence will be 
signifi cant. Its strategic importance, natural resources, size, loca-
tion, potential, and even its attempts to encourage tourism and 
foreign investment should have made it better known, but West-
erners are only vaguely aware of it. It is on many powers’ policy 
agendas, yet never in the top tier. It has been called in the United 
States a “boutique issue.” Concerns over its autocratic military 
government and the plight of its peoples are widespread, yet there 
is no international consensus on how to approach and relate to 
Myanmar. Indeed, there are stark differences. This modest volume 
attempts to explain the reasons the world should be interested in 
that state and the many, often subtle factors that have positively or 
negatively affected both its internal affairs and foreign responses 
to them. Rudyard Kipling presciently wrote, “This is Burma, and 
it will be quite unlike any land you know about.”

Why are we interested in Burma/Myanmar?

Burma is an anomaly. There are probably more people today 
outside that state who know the name of one famous Burmese 
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than who know the new name of the country in which she lives, 
even though they may not be able to pronounce either correctly. 
The continuing house arrest of Nobel Peace Prize laureate 
Aung San Suu Kyi in Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, 
has generated both concern and admiration for her throughout 
the world. For many abroad, she has come to personify the 
Burmese crisis: its need, so long delayed, for human rights, 
democracy, and economic development. Concern for her is 
compounded by perceptions of her vulnerability and protec-
tion for her safety.

World concern has also focused both on the failed Saffron 
Revolution—the demonstrations by Buddhist monks in the fall of 
2007 that were brutally suppressed—and the tragedy of the May 
2008 Cyclone Nargis, which killed about 138,000 people with 
over 190-km winds and a 3.5-meter tidal surge in the Irrawaddy 
Delta area of the country. Over 2.5 million people were affected, 
and many lost their homes. These countless immediate personal 
tragedies impinge on our consciousness. But we should not only 
consider the longer-term decline in standards of living among 
the affl icted, many already suffering from malnutrition and 
disease. The affected Irrawaddy Delta region is the rice bowl of 
the state. It produced 65 percent of the state’s rice, 50 percent of 
its poultry, and 40 percent of its pigs. The cyclone’s impact has 
spread far beyond its immediate range.

These issues, with such stark statistics, are pressing and 
acute, but focusing on them alone offers only limited analyt-
ical insights into that country. Burma/Myanmar presents many 
more complexities, challenges, and crises, some of which have 
greater worldwide signifi cance than is fi rst apparent. Its prob-
lems are diffi cult to ameliorate or solve. We would do well to 
be attentive to that little-known state, for its history, geographic 
setting, diverse social systems, cultures, and infl uence extend 
far beyond its frontiers; its regional and global relations infl u-
ence the present. It will likely affect the future in even greater 
measure, for it is positioned at the nexus of potential China–
India power rivalry.
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Why should we be interested in Burma/Myanmar?

As valid as our immediate concerns about Myanmar may be, a 
far broader range of issues should prompt our interest in that 
unfortunate land. We have been more concerned about polit-
ical repression’s impact on human rights than human rights 
issues arising from endemic poverty, yet the latter is equally 
important. Myanmar is currently one of the poorest states in 
the world. Humanitarian assistance is needed not just to alle-
viate poverty or assist cyclone victims but to deal with the 
entire decaying social infrastructure: health, education, agri-
culture, and nutritional services, especially for infants and the 
very young. High infant mortality rates and malnutrition deny 
a future for a burgeoning population of over 50 million diverse 
peoples who a half-century ago were predicted by many to 
become the wealthiest and most developed in Southeast Asia.

Myanmar’s tragic present is not confi ned within its borders 
but spills over its frontiers and littoral to neighboring states that 
have attracted the downtrodden: refugees, the minority poor, 
dissidents, and others who feel they no longer can face political, 
economic, or confl ict conditions at home. Some bring with them 
diseases, such as malaria, tuberculosis, and HIV/AIDS. Some are 
exploited for economic or sexual reasons. Some become involved 
in international criminal activities, such as the narcotics trade, 
and many sell their labor for jobs that neighboring populations 
consider demeaning. The Myanmar administration seems to 
be unwilling to address or perhaps incompetent to solve these 
issues. Adjacent states, especially Thailand and Bangladesh, are 
consequently under stress in dealing with these problems and 
peoples. Regional concerns thus mount.

Myanmar is also geographically strategic. Sandwiched 
between the great and growing cultural, economic, and mili-
tary powers of China and India, and contiguous with U.S. ally 
Thailand, Burma/Myanmar’s numerous indigenous minorities 
spill over into these and other countries. Former Prime Minister 
U Nu once said, “We are hemmed in like a tender gourd among 
the cactus.” Historically, Myanmar’s internal Chinese and Indian 
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(those from the subcontinent) minorities have been economically 
powerful, creating tensions and antagonisms with the majority 
Burmans. Burma’s neighbors have both sought to infl uence it 
and to gain access to its natural resources. As a consequence, 
Myanmar has become an important element of regional power 
rivalry—the nexus on the Bay of Bengal. China has penetrated 
deeply into it, which in turn has prompted India to shift policies. 
Myanmar also remains a major concern to Thailand and ASEAN 
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations—the ten countries of the 
region). The country is a central actor in the region, and both its 
resources and support are coveted by neighboring nations even 
as its policies are condemned from a distance. As one eminent 
Southeast Asian said of Myanmar relations, those states around 
Myanmar have “the burden of proximity,” whereas those farther 
afi eld have the “luxury of distance.”

This role is not simply regional. Myanmar connects to the 
western approaches of the most strategic natural waterway 
in the world—the Malacca Straits. This is the critical stra-
tegic and commercial link between the Middle East and East 
Asia, which depends on Middle Eastern oil reserves. It is the 
strategic supply route west between the military bases of the 
United States in the Pacifi c and its Middle Eastern bases, such 
as Diego Garcia, in the Indian Ocean. It is the trade route east 
for India. Its impact is also important for such states as Japan, 
which regards China as a potential rival. Bypassing the Malacca 
Straits and shipping oil and gas directly through Myanmar to 
southwestern China—a signifi cant Chinese policy objective—is 
seen by Japan as inimical to its national interests.

Since July 1997, Myanmar has been a member of ASEAN. 
Myanmar’s politics have proven to be something of an embar-
rassment to the other member states, although none have had 
immaculate political histories or spotless democratic reputa-
tions. Its infl uence extends beyond that critical regional body, 
however. Through the ASEAN Regional Form (ARF), ASEAN 
has relationships with the European Union, Japan, China, the 
United States, Australia, New Zealand, and other countries. 
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Whatever these states may think of Myanmar, they are linked 
to it through ASEAN’s umbrella.

We should also be interested in Burma/Myanmar because of 
its thousand-year history as an important realm in the region. 
Powerful kings expanded the state from its core in what is now 
central Burma to incorporate the frontier regions that are now 
part of Burma/Myanmar. They were also aggressive against 
all neighbors. Neither the Thai nor the Burmese have forgotten 
that in 1767 (and in 1564 and 1569) the Burmese destroyed the 
Thai capital of Ayutthaya, which is still the name for Thailand 
in Burmese, and controlled parts of what is now northern 
Thailand for decades. A classical Burmese dance is still called 
by that name, and the Thai continue to make movies about 
their valiant defenses against the invading Burmese. After 
conquering Burma in World War II, the Japanese gave Thai-
land areas of Burma’s Shan State, which were returned after 
the war. The Burmese view with deep concern the Thai and 
American annual joint military exercises called Cobra Gold, 
which some Burmese believe is a prelude to armed interven-
tion, and deplore America’s virulent anti-Burmese junta rhet-
oric. Burmese offi cials view Thailand, which has a security 
treaty relationship with the United States, as its surrogate.

On its western frontier, Burma also invaded Manipur and 
East Bengal, leading to the fi rst of three Anglo-Burmese Wars 
(1824–1826, 1852, 1885) and a long, bloody period of pacifi ca-
tion. Incorporated into the British Empire as a province of India 
until 1937, Burma was governed on an inappropriate Indian 
model with dire consequences. It declared its independence on 
January 4, 1948, following India and Pakistan.

Burma’s border regions, which have been porous and ethni-
cally arbitrarily determined since the colonial era, have weak-
ened the central state’s authority and compounded its problem 
of legitimacy. Mark Twain is famously supposed to have said 
that if history does not repeat itself, it often rhymes. The 
Bangladesh border arbitrarily splits a Muslim population, and 
Burmese military actions have forced two massive migrations 
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in the past thirty years. Northeast Indian Naga rebels, as well as 
those from a variety of other ethnic groups in that poor region, 
have sought refuge in Myanmar; eliminating this threat was a 
factor in changed India–Myanmar relations. Historical memo-
ries in any case are long, and sometimes bitter.

Burma has extensive, underutilized natural resources, 
including oil, gas, teak, gems such as rubies, jade, copper, and 
a variety of metals and minerals as well as hydroelectric poten-
tial that are coveted regionally and internationally.

Burma has also a rich cultural heritage—remarkable art 
and architecture that was infl uenced by, but also affected, the 
region. Its experience with Buddhism, too often overlooked in 
the concentration on more accessible states in the region, may 
offer insights into its roles in Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka. 
Burmese Buddhist shrines attract devout pilgrims from Asia 
and beyond; World War II graves still prompt visits of relatives 
and descendants of those fallen—both Japanese and Allies.

What can we learn from Burma/Myanmar?

Burma/Myanmar is unique and not easily comparable to other 
states. Its historical experiences preclude simplistic transfer-
ence of its lessons abroad. It presents an array of issues that, 
considered in comparative focus, may help us understand not 
only Burma/Myanmar but other states that face a set of similar 
(albeit not identical) dilemmas. Indeed, it has much to teach us 
about intractable social and political problems throughout the 
world. Such inquiries may also contribute to our theoretical 
understanding of a number of those conundrums that bedevil 
other states. Internal conditions in Myanmar as well as foreign 
responses to them may provide lessons about the effi cacy of 
such approaches in and to other countries.

Burma/Myanmar features many of the problems facing 
multicultural states and raises a basic question: how might 
societies with disparate ethnic and linguistic groups achieve 
national integration without destroying local cultures—creating 
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nations and not just states? Should there be a uniform state 
school curriculum in the national language, or can other local 
languages be taught, and if so, at what levels? Civil–military 
relations are also an issue in many developing states, and in 
Burma the Burmese military has retained effective power since 
1962—certainly one of the longest such reigns in the modern 
era. Political and social pluralism is important in many societies, 
and Myanmar may offer lessons on the effect of the presence or 
absence of various components of civil society on its people and 
the political process. We could draw from Burma’s sad expe-
rience with economic development how better to encourage 
equitable and sustained growth that spreads across a diverse 
population. The military’s opening to foreign investment and 
the expansion of the local private sector have not met economic 
expectations, and one might ask how rent-seeking and corrup-
tion affected the attempt to reform a rigid socialist system.

We should question how international and indigenous polit-
ical legitimacy symbols and attitudes may differ and may be 
perceived, and what effect these views have on both internal 
and external state actors. What does it take in Myanmar for a 
government to be considered legitimate by its various peoples 
and the international community?

We need to know what kinds of foreign policies toward 
Myanmar have proven to be effective or ineffective. Interna-
tional organizations can learn valuable human rights lessons 
from the Burmese situation that will help the international 
community—individual states, international institutions such 
as the United Nations or ASEAN, and international nongov-
ernmental organizations—improve conditions there. The 
Myanmar case may help us understand whether the inter-
national community can effectively promote democracy, 
pluralism, and better governance elsewhere, and if so, over 
what period and to what extent.

Individual states and international institutions have 
employed an array of policy instruments. Sanctions, isola-
tion, engagement, military, economic, and humanitarian 
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 assistance—all have been tried at various times by various orga-
nizations in recent years. Politics and infl uence groups within 
foreign states affect policies in dealing with Myanmar or other 
“diffi cult” states. Is Myanmar a “failed” state, a “weak” state, 
a “fragile” state, a “rogue” state, a “pariah” state, a “thuggish” 
state? These are terms used by foreign powers and institutions, 
but what do they mean, and what effect does their use have on 
Myanmar itself and on its relations with others?

The junta that rules Myanmar does not allow public anal-
ysis of its problems and is highly sensitive to alternative views. 
Orthodoxy is required; censorship of all publications and 
media, including imported books and journals, is ubiquitous. 
Many Burmese living abroad, including exiled intellectuals, 
are often under constraints because of citizenship worries or 
because families are still within the country. To criticize the 
regime or veer from the approved dogma could bring trauma 
or jail. In addition, few Burmese, foreign scholars, or policy 
makers outside of that country can afford to invest the time and 
fi nances to study that unique set of cultures. Jobs are scarce, 
remuneration meager, interest limited, and any but individual 
psychological rewards are minimal. So Myanmar is often 
considered an enigma. Inscrutable used to be the term applied 
by the West to societies that were culturally different, but the 
word really refl ected our own unwillingness to try to compre-
hend the actual conditions abroad.

Why is learning about Burma/Myanmar so diffi cult?

Should one have the temerity to try and study this fascinating 
land and its peoples and cast inscrutability to the dustbin of 
history, the obstacles are extensive. Myanmar is opaque in 
research terms. Access is limited except within a few nonpo-
litical fi elds. Some geographic sections of the state are off-
limits. Although tourism has been offi cially encouraged by the 
government for over a decade, it is discouraged by the political 
opposition—the National League for Democracy and many 
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foreign human rights groups. In 1988, Thailand had 100 times 
as many tourists as Burma; Nepal had 10 times as many. The 
media is rarely allowed in, and reporters that enter often do so 
under the guise of tourists. The bureaucracy is usually reluc-
tant to assist scholars because any negative views they might 
later express abroad could have dire consequences for those 
who originally approved the research. Survey research, inter-
views, and fi eldwork are carefully scrutinized, and those who 
cooperate with foreign researchers may be subject to harass-
ment and/or interrogation. Telephones are tapped; scholars are 
sometimes followed.

Orthodoxy is required not only in the military government 
but among the opposition, the dissident expatriate Burmese 
community, and even in the corridors of many Western and 
Asian governments. Even the suggestion of alternative hypoth-
eses or approaches becomes anathema. There is not only fear 
within Burma, whose citizens are subjected to pervasive intel-
ligence surveillance, there is also palpable fear in expatriate 
communities where political heresies can result in social exclu-
sion. Criticizing political icons becomes diffi cult at best.

Data are unreliable. Those who control its fl ow shape it to 
impress Myanmar’s rulers. The result is akin to a Potemkin 
village designed to impress those at the top of the political ladder. 
Positive fi gures are often infl ated, negative facts diminished, and 
unpleasant realities ignored. Some data are simply not available, 
more are unreliable. Much of Burmese society operates outside 
of the formal economy—some say most of it does so.

Other diffi culties abound. For foreigners, Burmese names 
are an enigma. There are no surnames, so relations among 
even nuclear families requires highly specialized and personal 
knowledge because every family member has their own, 
different name. Many Burmese also have the same name (the 
initial syllable is dependent on the day of the week one was 
born), and foreign confusion abounds. Events take place based 
on astrological or numerical calculations that are incompre-
hensible to the outside world, although obviously not to the 
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Burmese. The Burmese language (part of the Tibeto-Burman 
group) is diffi cult to learn. It has its own script and is unrelated 
to other major Southeast Asian languages. Learning it requires a 
great deal of time and a signifi cant intellectual investment.

Even the name of the country is an enigma—and in the West, 
it has become a surrogate indicator of political persuasion. In 
July 1989, the ruling junta changed the name of the state from 
Burma to Myanmar, an older, written form dating back centu-
ries, claiming that it was more ethnically inclusive and without 
colonial baggage. The United Nations and the world gener-
ally accepted that change, on which the military has assidu-
ously insisted, using that name for periods and events dating 
back into Burmese history. The Burmese political opposition, 
and the United States and a few other states, did not do so 
and argued that this change was the product of an illegitimate 
military government. With nationalistic fervor and to rid them-
selves of a colonial taint, the military also changed the names of 
many cities (e.g., Rangoon to Yangon) to conform to Burmese 
spelling patterns, as well those of many rivers, place names, 
towns, and streets (see the Preliminary Notes section). Some 
600 names have been changed.

What are the crises facing Burma/Myanmar?

In spite of the diffi culties of access and the unreliability of 
data, we need to use the tools we have to analyze the multiple 
crises in Burma and their contexts. Western-oriented concep-
tual models and limited comparative studies make this even 
more diffi cult. Studying Burma/Myanmar is often neither 
science nor social science, but more akin to art, where truth 
is in the eye of the beholder. Consequently, different interpre-
tations abound. The myriad problems facing the state are so 
diverse that if asked to provide lists of the most challenging 
issues, different observers would point to different examples. 
Yet there would be no disagreement about the seriousness of 
the problems selected herein. Those listed are broad categories 
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as seen through the eyes of one foreign observer who has expe-
rienced and watched that diverse society grow, stagnate, and 
deteriorate over some fi fty years. These issues are enumerated 
in greater detail later in the text; they are included here to give 
the reader an impression of the breadth of the internal prob-
lems the leadership and the people face.

We concentrate on the internal problems facing the society. 
Those that are generated from abroad, such as questions of inter-
national acceptability, foreign relations, externally perceived 
legitimacy, and other issues, are considered separately.

The internal crises facing the state may be divided into a 
number of convenient and interpenetrated compartments for 
discussion. These are:

• A socioeconomic crisis. It has intensifi ed with one-half the 
population below or at the poverty line (signifi cantly, a line 
defi ned by the World Bank but not accepted by the Burmese 
government). Even primary schooling (most register but 
half drop out) is often too expensive for signifi cant propor-
tions of the population, health care is the second worst in 
the world, infl ation eats into meager wages with 73 percent 
of income going for basic foods, and 35 percent of children 
under age fi ve are malnourished to some degree. Land-
lessness has mushroomed, and internal debt exploded. 
Myanmar is one of the world’s poorest countries. Per 
capita income is variously estimated to be about US$290
in 2008. Cyclone Nargis intensifi ed the growing rich–poor 
gap. This is, in effect, a crisis in human security.

• A youth crisis. Social mobility is controlled by the military 
junta; jobs are scarce and unrewarding, many of signifi -
cance are occupied by the military, and others are closely 
controlled or monitored. Many people desire higher 
education, but universities have been sometimes closed 
for long periods, and higher degree programs are said to 
be weak and are not internationally recognized. There is 
no correlation between a degree and a good job. Military 
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control is ever present and constitutes a state within the 
state. A pervasive dissatisfaction and frustration have 
caused some 1 percent (an educated group) of the total 
population to escape Myanmar, either legally or surrepti-
tiously, to foreign lands, their sense of hope for the future 
markedly diminished. This is, in effect, a long-term crisis 
of human capital that will negatively affect development.

• A crisis of the minorities, comprising one-third of the 
population. This is likely to be the most diffi cult and 
enduring issue facing any Burmese administration: how 
in some manner and degree acceptable to the diverse 
Burmese peoples are power and resources to be shared 
equitably and fairly in Burmese terms among the various 
ethnic groups of that state? Each ethnic group regards 
the protection of their individual languages, customs, 
cultures, and real or mythic histories as important to its 
identity. Signifi cant portions of the major minority groups 
have been in active revolt against the Burman state at 
some time. Senior General Saw Maung estimated that a 
million people have been killed in the multitude of insur-
rections since independence. In eastern Myanmar alone, 
some 540,000 minority peoples have been displaced from 
their homes. The military has established some “free fi re” 
zones. Some estimates calculate that Burma/Myanmar has 
experienced 236 “confl ict years,” or 40 percent of all those 
in Southeast Asia, and 30 percent of all confl ict casualties. 
Many minority armies now have negotiated cease-fi res, 
but some are still active and one, the Karen rebellion that 
started in 1949, is the longest in modern world history.

• A crisis of governance. There is an intractable political crisis, 
characterized externally and simplistically, as one between 
democracy and totalitarianism, between the military and 
civilian leadership. The world has focused its attention on 
Burma/Myanmar mostly because of this issue. The validity 
of elections (those of 1990 and those planned for 2010), a 
referendum, a new constitution, the promises for a roadmap 
to what the leadership calls a “discipline- flourishing 
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 democracy” have all become part of the search for a political 
solution to a generation-long political stalemate.

• A crisis of administrative competence. In spite of the 
regime’s pride in extensive infrastructure construc-
tion that remains externally unrecognized, governance 
is enmeshed in a rigid hierarchy in which individual 
actions and initiatives are retarded by fear. Complicated 
by personal loyalties and entourages with resultant rent-
seeking and corruption, initial bureaucratic inertia was 
aptly illustrated in the ineffective early response and 
management of the Cyclone Nargis crisis of 2008.

• An environmental crisis. The government and various 
cease-fi re and present insurgent groups have unconscio-
nably stripped the country of much of its unique teak 
forests and other hardwood resources. They have exploited 
its extensive mines without concern for pollution and have 
constructed (and planned) dozens of hydroelectric projects 
that dammed previously free rivers and forcibly evacuated 
thousands. More generally, the regime disregards modern 
environmental policies and guidelines.

• A crisis of fear that permeates society. The population fears 
the state’s administrative control mechanisms and mili-
tary power. The military administration itself fears and 
mistrusts foreigners and is anxious about a possible inva-
sion that some foreign rhetoric seems to imply. Military 
disdain and mistrust extends to their own civilian citizens 
and ethnic minorities; they are concerned that a return 
to civilian rule would lead to the break-up of the state. 
Fear leads to offi cial censorship and even self-infl icted 
restraint as a defense. Myanmar is listed as having one 
of the world’s most controlled censorship regimes—164th
out of 168 countries.

• A private sector crisis. The state’s 1988 reforms, the most 
ambitious since 1962, were to encourage the private sector 
through attracting foreign investment and spurring local 
industry and trade. It has, however, prompted wide-
spread rent-seeking and corruption with meager results 
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for the people, no matter how much the administration 
has benefi ted from exploitation of its natural gas and other 
reserves.

• A crisis of distribution. In 1988, the pauperized govern-
ment that was on the cusp of the coup had only about 
US$30 million in foreign exchange reserves. In 2008, it 
had over US$3.1 billion but has not used these resources 
to improve the quality of life or standard of living of its 
diverse peoples.

• A crisis of internally perceived legitimacy. How the people 
of that state perceive the legitimacy of its administration 
is in question. Indigenous cultural-religious factors affect 
these views and their expectations of the state’s obliga-
tion to deliver goods and services. Foreign infl uences and 
opinions on the nature of political legitimacy may also 
affect these internal perceptions, but among what groups 
beyond the internationally oriented elite and to what 
degree is uncertain.

The scope and complexity of the problems facing the state 
and its peoples are set forth here to allow a context to begin 
considering what factors have infl uenced the generation of 
these problems. We can start to analyze the causes and historical 
context of these questions; the various Burmese governments’ 
attempts to cope with equity, growth, history, legitimacy, and 
international relations; and how the external world, in an age 
of globalization, has reacted to them.

To do this, we need to review historically the contemporary 
residual infl uences of four ages of Burmese history: the preco-
lonial era of the monarchy (until 1885) in chapter 2, the colo-
nial period (1885–1948) in chapter 3, the civilian government 
(1948–1962) in chapter 4, and military rule under the socialist 
government (1962–1988) in chapter 5. Each has had extensive 
impacts on current events (chapter 6), and each infl uenced and 
is refl ected in the state’s social and political structure (chapter 
7) and will likely infl uence the future (chapter 8).



The Burmese look with increasing pride on their precolonial 
history. No group has more assiduously made contemporary 
use of the record of approximately 1,000 years of Burman hege-
mony of the region we now call Burma/Myanmar and some 
neighboring areas than the present State Law and Order Resto-
ration Council (SLORC)/State Peace and Development Council 
(SPDC) military government. They have used the past to justify 
the present, even employing prehistory to support their nation-
alistic (sometimes chauvinistic) claims to legitimacy. Members 
of the military consider themselves custodians of national 
unity and sovereignty, denying to any other institution or 
group that claim. The regime believes, and have emphasized in 
their newly written histories, that they are in the direct line of 
the great Burman kings, military leaders who unifi ed the state. 
Their larger-than-life statues dominate the parade grounds at 
their new capital Naypyidaw, their images enshrined in the 
massive Defense Services Museum in Yangon.

How does Burmese history relate to contemporary events?

Citizens of Burma/Myanmar have ample justification for 
pride in the history of their country. The three major dynas-
ties that have controlled what we know today as Myanmar 
have contributed much to world culture through sponsorship 
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and support of Buddhist activities and knowledge, as well as 
art and architecture. They have also played important roles as 
expansionist rulers in the region.

Administrations around the world use and reinvent their 
national histories to explain, justify, and/or enhance their 
contemporary roles—their “imagined communities.” The 
tatmadaw (Burmese armed forces) is no different, although they 
have to a major degree rarely seen elsewhere invoked the past 
and in part rewritten it to surround themselves with what they 
regard as an impermeable nationalistic mantle.

In the new capital of Naypyidaw (literally, the royal national 
site), some 240 miles north of Yangon and on the verge of 
the traditional Burman central region called the dry zone (in 
contrast to the coastal regions where rainfall is two to three 
times as heavy), there are three gigantic statues of Burmese 
warrior kings (each thirty-three feet tall) who unifi ed the state 
by conquering local kingdoms and expanding Burmese mili-
tary power to neighboring lands. Anawrahta (r. 1044–1077), 
Bayinnaung (r. 1551–1581), and Alaungpaya (r. 1752–1760)
are the administration’s heroes and by implication the precur-
sors of the present regime, which is the fourth (in their view) 
protector and unifi er of the state. Rumors abound that at least 
one Burmese general (Saw Maung, chair of the SLORC, 1988–
1992) considered himself (or was considered by some of his 
underlings) the reincarnation of King Kyansittha (r. 1084–1113)
and is said to have dressed in royal regalia and performed 
traditional regal rites.

The invocation of the past is not simply limited to recorded 
history. Prehistory has been used for the glorifi cation of both 
the state and the leaders who have fostered such research and 
who may believe they have inherited this mantle. Under this 
administration, a site has been found that the leadership claims 
contains the world’s oldest humanoid remains. Thus, today 
Myanmar becomes unique in human history, and indeed, its 
present leadership politically benefi ts from archeology and its 
sponsorship. Other, later prehistoric remains have been found 
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that are claimed to indicate that Southeast Asian civilizations 
emanated from what is now Myanmar. Ironically, North Korea 
has similarly claimed the predominant role in early Northeast 
Asia by fi nding the “tomb” of the legendary founder of the 
Korean “race” in Pyongyang. Perhaps authoritarian regimes 
seek legitimacy in this prehistorical manner.

The return to the aura of the precolonial period is in part 
not only to overcome the shame of having been colonized but 
also to provide a direct link from the past and its glories to 
the present military, whose leadership is Burman. Signifi cantly, 
one of General Ne Win’s multiple marriages was to a descen-
dant of the last Burmese king. It is also an indirect effort to 
demonstrate the unifying powers of the Burman majority over 
some minority groups that had signifi cant kingships. The Mon 
Kingdom (1287–1757), centered on what is now Pegu (Bego), 
was Buddhist and had wealth that was noted by early European 
travelers to the region, until it was conquered by the Burmans. 
Another coastal region, the Arakan (Rakhine), had kingdoms 
subject to Indic infl uences that existed from about the ninth 
century until overcome by the Burmans in 1785. Burman hege-
mony extended over various tribal areas and smaller local 
states in the Shan region. Signifi cantly, to enhance the past and 
thereby accrue legitimacy to the present, the regime has rebuilt 
the royal palaces in Mandalay, Pegu, and Shwebo, compro-
mising authentic architectural styles for contemporary visual 
and metaphorical effects.

Conquest was not simply for booty. It was inherent in the 
concept of the world-conqueror Buddhist king (cakkravatti), 
sometimes considered an embryonic Buddha, who invaded 
not for land but to validate his universalistic religious status. 
Southeast Asia, however, was land-rich but population-
poor. Monarchs forcibly relocated people, and slaves taken 
in conquest were needed to increase agricultural produc-
tion, and thus state revenues, and to build and maintain the 
pagodas necessary for legitimacy. Regimes transported back 
to the Burman capital Buddhist symbols, from statues to white 
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elephants to scriptures, providing physical evidence of the 
monarch’s prowess and religiosity.

Wars and conquests were endemic. The modern concept of 
national boundaries that extend to a designated line did not 
exist before the Western conquests of the region; thus, control 
was contested. Rather, a mandala system of sovereignty was the 
norm, in which power radiated from the Burmese king, and 
indeed from the throne itself, in a series of concentric circles 
to almost indefi nite distant regions. In those areas, local rulers 
might owe allegiance and pay tribute to the Burmese king and 
also to one or several nearby more powerful kingdoms and 
even to the Chinese emperor in Beijing. This was not consid-
ered illogical or inappropriate, but it did foster disputes.

The capital was the center of not only the state but the 
world, and the legitimacy of the king depended on his being 
in harmony with the cosmic order. This concept may sound 
anachronistic, but the attitude that control of the capital itself 
is crucial and that the capital is the symbolic center—Burmese 
dynasties often moved their capitals for both political and 
astrological reasons—may have played some role in the mili-
tary movement to Naypyidaw in 2005 (see chapter 6).

How did Burmese kings view governance and authority, 
and is this relevant today?

Even though the titles and technology changes may mask past 
practices, many traditional attitudes and predilections continue 
today, modifi ed only in part. Under the veneer of modernity, 
there are remnants, as in most societies, of primordial or deeply 
embedded concepts and attitudes that still affect both the rulers 
and the expectations of many of those ruled.

Some scholars have cogently argued that since 1962 the mili-
tary has in fact acted very much on the model of the Burmese 
kings. In many traditional societies, including Burma, power 
was conceived as fi nite. This is in contrast to modern adminis-
trative theory, in which power is viewed as essentially infi nite, 
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so that it can be shared or delegated to the potential advantage 
of all involved. This has not been the case in Burma/Myanmar, 
for to share power (from center to periphery, between leaders, 
etc.) results in automatic loss—a zero-sum game. In these 
circumstances, power becomes highly personalized. Loyalty 
thus becomes the prime necessity, resulting in entourages and 
a series of patron–client relationships. Those outside of this core 
group may therefore be considered potential adversaries—a 
“loyal opposition” thus becomes an oxymoron. The potential 
for diminution of one’s power (ana, in Burmese) by sharing it 
results in information that is carefully guarded (in the modern 
era, censorship has been the result). Even sharing plans might 
diminish authority, as could a fi xed system of succession, which 
did not develop. These tendencies continue in the modern era.

Administration was personally (not institutionally) deter-
mined. A trained, tested, and permanent bureaucracy never 
developed, as in China and Korea, resulting today in an admin-
istratively weak state unable to manage effectively a socialist 
economy.

The authority of the state (the kings or modern rulers) 
extended to economics as well. All wealth and power in the 
society were under his domain. Oil production, teak forests, 
and foreign trade were monopolies of the monarchy, so the 
introduction of tempered socialism on independence under 
a moderate civilian government and virulent socialism 
under the military after 1962 had historical precedents. They 
were also reactions to colonial and foreign control over the 
economy. Even under the SLORC/SPDC, which has espoused 
a free market system since 1988, the state has been extremely 
interventionist.

Monarchs had undifferentiated power. They combined 
executive and judicial functions, and in theory their rule and 
authority were absolute, although in practice these were miti-
gated by high-level Buddhist monks, who often were minis-
ters. Modern leaders are said to have exhibited these same 
characteristics.
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This traditional need for personally defi ned loyalty and 
entourages continues and is not confi ned to the military; it 
permeates groups on the right and left, public and private 
institutions, and among pro- and antigovernment organiza-
tions as well.

What were Burma’s relations with internal peoples, 
regions, and neighboring states?

Contemporary historians often claim that the early colonial 
histories inappropriately treated ethnicity as the salient feature 
of Burmese history. It is true that the British divided that prov-
ince of India into Ministerial Burma, which was under direct 
British control and was largely Burman, and the Frontier Areas 
(earlier known as the Scheduled Areas), which were the home 
of many minorities and were more loosely governed. This 
was, in fact, the Indian model of British governance. Indeed, 
the tatmadaw (armed forces) has continuously claimed that the 
British instituted a policy of “divide and rule” among ethnic 
groups that resulted in today’s mistrust among the Burmans 
and the minorities. The military has claimed that historically 
the ethnic mélange that is Burma/Myanmar lived together 
peacefully “in weal and woe,” a peace disrupted by the evil 
colonialists. Both groups seem to have overstated their cases. 
Ethnicity did become a critical feature affecting British rule, 
as we demonstrate in the next chapter, but the contemporary 
animosities exhibited by the ethnic nationalities (called “races” 
by the Burmese) stem as much from Burman internal imperi-
alism as from the colonial heritage.

As mentioned, Burman kings conquered and established 
monarchies within the territories that are now Burma/
Myanmar. As they were internally expansive, they were also 
externally aggressive. Chinese–Burmese relations were (and 
continue to be) especially salient. The Yüan Dynasty (the 
Mongols) destroyed the Burmese capital at Pagan (Bagan) in 
1287, but later Chinese invasions (there were four between 
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1765 and 1769) were defeated. In 1644, Ming Dynasty troops 
fl eeing from the new Chinese Qing Dynasty tried to fi nd refuge 
in Burma, as did Chinese Nationalist (Kuomintang, KMT) 
soldiers escaping from communist forces in 1949. Both times 
China eliminated the threat to their government. Some claim 
that Chinese southward population expansion stopped in 
Yunnan Province because the lower-lying border areas of what 
became Burma had a particularly virulent strain of malaria that 
especially affected the Chinese. Due to the mandala system of 
multiple sovereignties, the court in Mandalay paid tribute to 
Beijing. On the British annexation of upper Burma in 1885, the 
British agreed to continue to pay the Burmese tribute (such 
tribute was to have been taken by Burmese, not by the British), 
but never did so. One Burmese king has been known as “the 
king who fl ed from the Chinese,” and today relations between 
the two states are exceptionally close. Some feel that the 
modern close Sino-Burmese relationship is in fact a variant on 
the traditional tribute system of states within the Sino-centric 
sphere of infl uence.

Thailand, however, has historically been the major rival of 
Burma. Some of these residual attitudes continue today, exacer-
bated by contemporary issues in spite of appropriate diplomatic 
relations. Aggressive Burmese kings continuously fought the 
Thai, until they destroyed the Thai capital Ayutthaya in 1767.
Minority groups occupy both sides of the ethnically ill-defi ned 
border. The Shan people in Burma’s Shan State are ethnic and 
linguistic cousins of the Thai. Many from these groups, some of 
whom have been in revolt against the central Burmese author-
ities, have sought refuge in Thailand from Burmese military 
action. These rebels have been used by the Thai to insulate the 
conservative Bangkok regime from the “radical” Burmese. Thai 
attempts to foster buffer zones (essentially ethnic rebel areas) 
were unstated policy until 1988. These traditional animosities 
have been ameliorated by more recent regimes in Thailand, 
but relations can again deteriorate into regional confl ict over 
border disputes, as they did in 2002.
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Narcotics produced in Burma/Myanmar have been a major 
thorn in bilateral relationships. Opium, which is refi ned into 
morphine and heroin, was produced in the hill areas of the 
Shan State and transferred abroad, largely through Thailand. 
Although opium production is now very limited and has been 
replaced by production in Afghanistan, a new surge is likely 
due to a lack of markets for alternative crops. The newer scourge 
of Burmese-produced methamphetamines has become a major 
political issue in Thailand. In spite of these negative factors, in 
the twenty-fi rst century Thailand offi cially became Myanmar’s 
largest trading partner and largest foreign investor.

It is signifi cant that today the junta regards the border with 
Bangladesh (formerly East Pakistan) as its most vulnerable 
frontier. Burmese expansion in the early nineteenth century 
into what was then East Bengal and fears of a Burmese 
conquest of Dhaka and even Calcutta led to the First Anglo-
Burmese War (1824–1826) and the British seizure as reparations 
of two coastal areas of Burma–Arakan to the west and Tenas-
serim to the east. The Burmese also conquered the kingdom 
of Manipur on its western fl ank, threatening the British posi-
tion in Assam, but the coastal area was of greatest concern. 
Because western Arakan and the Bangladesh border are both 
heavily Muslim and culturally related, populations have mixed 
and moved across these traditionally undefi ned frontiers. The 
Burmese do not recognize the citizenship of these people, who 
call themselves Rohingyas and are in effect an unrecognized 
cultural minority. The result is that the Rohingyas in Myanmar 
are stateless today. In January 2009, the Burmese government 
denied that Rohingyas who were attempting to fl ee Myanmar 
to Malaysia by sea were a “national race,” and referred to them 
as Bengalis.

After the Indo-Pakistani war that led to Bangladesh’s inde-
pendence, in 1978 over 200,000 fl ed across the frontier to escape 
Burmese police and military raids. Although repatriated by the 
United Nations, a similar exodus took place in 1991–1992, when 
250,000 fl ed. Some 15,000 or so remain in camps in Bangladesh. 
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As the minorities straddle the Thai frontier to the east, the 
Muslims, the Chin, and Naga peoples to the west and north 
of the Burmese border also inhabit the Indian frontier regions, 
as do the Kachin of northern Burma/Myanmar and Yunnan 
Province in China.

Early Burmese kingdoms had contacts with the Portuguese 
and the Dutch, as well as the British. Their colonial period will 
be covered in more detail shortly, but the lure of China trade 
as well as fears that the Burmese court was making overtures 
to the French, who were also interested in the Yunnan trade 
through their conquest of Vietnam, fi nally led the British to 
end the Burmese monarchy in the Third Anglo-Burmese War 
of 1885.

The ethnic complexities that are endemic along the frontiers 
of Burma/Myanmar have played critical roles in monarchical 
and colonial Burmese history; their infl uence has also been 
important in contemporary Myanmar.

What was the role of Buddhism in traditional Burma?

There is no other single institution in classical Burma more 
important than Buddhism of the Theravada (or Hinayana) 
school. Buddhism is the most central of all the primordial 
values that defi ne a Burman (and some of the minorities as 
well, such as the Shan and the Mon). The latter strongly infl u-
enced the Burmans and the Burmans adopted much Buddhist 
infl uence from them. Built onto an indigenous animist base 
that is still vital and alive, Buddhism permeates the govern-
ment and peoples’ lives and values. Buddhism in the clas-
sical period defi ned political legitimacy, and every king tried 
to regulate the sangha (monkhood), purify practices, reform 
various sects and scriptures, and build pagodas. At Pagan 
alone, there are several thousand pagodas, many still in use 
and some of massive proportions and architectural importance 
and beauty. The classical prestige of the sangha continues into 
the contemporary period.
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The monarch was the patron of the faith, and his close 
entourage and advisers were often composed of senior monks, 
for entrance and exit from the ecclesiastical order was easily 
accepted. The sangha infl uenced the monarchs and tempered 
their reigns, for the just ruler was defi ned by Buddhist prin-
ciples. The king ruled because he was morally superior to the 
people by virtue of his karma. But the monarch had an obli-
gation to help improve the livelihood of his subjects so that 
they in turn could improve their karmas. Order was a singular 
need in the society, but too strong or repressive an order could 
result in the rise of a usurper, who, if he succeeded, then had 
a better karma.

The monks had an even greater role. They educated the 
populace, and all schools in the precolonial period were in 
Buddhist monasteries. To be devout was to be literate and be 
able to read scriptures. Early British observers claimed that 
Burma was the most literate state between Suez and Japan, and 
one British traveler in the early nineteenth century believed 
that Burmese women had a higher percentage of literacy than 
British women.

The British, to avoid charges of favoring Buddhism and 
to open avenues for Christian missionaries, eliminated the 
position of the most senior monk, the thathanabaing, thus in 
essence demoting and denigrating Buddhism by depriving 
it of its administrative cohesion. The introduction of secular 
education further undercut Buddhist influence. Instead of 
being destroyed by these actions, however, Buddhism became 
the surrogate indicator of Burmese nationalism when political 
activity was banned by the British, and monks were martyrs to 
the nationalist movement and often led it.

The relevance of Buddhism to beliefs and legitimacy in 
the postcolonial period is still central and permeates Burman 
society. In the civilian period (1948–1958, 1960–1962), U Nu 
employed Buddhism for political purposes, making it the state 
religion following the elections of 1960. Today, in virtually 
every edition of the controlled Burmese press, the military is 
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pictured as attending to Buddhist needs and customs. Even 
though the sangha lacks the taught administrative structure 
of the tatmadaw, it is the only institution in the country that 
rivals the tatmadaw in size, infl uence, and national presence. 
The opposition has also illustrated its religiosity, both in the 
failed Saffron Revolution of young Buddhist monks in 2007
and also in the public actions of Aung San Suu Kyi when she 
has been allowed out of house arrest. Under modernization in 
contemporary Myanmar, how much the Buddhist concept of 
karma—that the status of individuals refl ects their past good or 
evil actions—makes a Buddhist society more tolerant of poor 
leadership is unknown.



The colonial period lasted a relatively short time in its domina-
tion of the whole country—only from 1885 to 1948. Its impact, 
however, has been of far greater signifi cance than one might 
expect from only two generations of foreign rule, the shortest of 
the colonial experiences in Southeast Asia. (The French were in 
Laos from 1893 to 1954.) This signifi cance lies elsewhere than in 
the ostensible modern institutions that continued after the end of 
colonialism. Rather, traditional patterns of power have become 
reestablished in spite of the new institutions of authority evolving 
from the colonial domination and contemporary international 
politico-economic trends. Many of these new forms of gover-
nance operate in part within traditional patterns of authority. 
The most profound impact of colonial rule is not simply found 
in these new institutions (legislatures, voting, constitutions, the 
judiciary, the bureaucracy, etc.) but in the strong nationalist reac-
tion to that era and its foreign domination. This profoundly and 
emotionally infl uences contemporary Burma/Myanmar, and 
indeed, may be said virtually to confi ne the administration of 
that state within emotional anticolonial strictures.

What led to the three Anglo-Burman wars of the nineteenth century?

The three Anglo-Burmese wars (1824–1826, 1852, and 1885)
resulted from Burmese westward expansionist moves into 
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British-administered East Bengal and Manipur (1824–1826); 
greed—access to the natural resources of Burma proper and 
commercial disputes (1852); and French infl uence and poten-
tial economic expansion—if not direct colonization—of Upper 
Burma and control over the potentially lucrative trade with 
China through Yunnan Province (1885).

The British and the East India Company’s presence in Dhaka 
and even Calcutta was perceived by the British to be threatened 
by an expansive Burman empire that only a generation earlier 
had taken over the kingdom of Arakan, bordering on East 
Bengal. The Burmese had also conquered Manipur. Profound 
cultural differences also made meaningful negotiations diffi -
cult. The most publicized was the footwear issue. The British 
refused to take off their shoes in the palace and in pagodas, 
thus insulting the cosmological order (the palace as Mount 
Meru—the center of the world) and the primordial value of 
Burman society—Buddhism. Regulations for removing foot-
wear in Burma/Myanmar are today the most stringent of 
such laws in all Buddhist societies. British arrogance toward 
a culture for which they had no respect was thus illustrated 
and was also stimulated by reports of monarchic atrocities 
against members of the extensive royal family who might be 
pretenders to the throne (succession was not fi xed in law or 
custom). Because the Burmese may have bested their neighbors 
in warfare, monarchs perhaps believed their grandiose, archaic 
royal titles translated into modernized power. In spite of British 
technological superiority, the Burmese fought bravely in the 
fi rst Anglo-Burmese War, as British reporting indicated. The 
British were ill prepared to fi ght a tropical war; more of their 
troops died from disease than in battle.

The second war, in 1852, evolved from a dispute over 
British commercial interests in the teak industry. It resulted 
in the British occupation of central lower Burma, thus uniting 
the whole coast of that country under British rule, as they 
had seized the western province of Arakan and the eastern 
region of Tenasserim as reparations from the fi rst confl ict. The 
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third war was designed not only to facilitate the possibility of 
trade with Yunnan but to deny the French, who had occupied 
Vietnam and were controlling Laos and Cambodia, from solidi-
fying their growing infl uence at the Burmese court. This effec-
tively would have resulted in the denial of the southwest China 
trade to the British. Anglo-French rivalry in mainland South-
east Asia was important to both. The independence of Thailand 
as a buffer state between the two was a result of this regional 
balance of power. There was resistance to these wars in British 
Parliament, but the media, fueled by merchants who wanted 
access to the raw materials of the state and to the potential 
China trade, essentially carried the day.

Trade potential in the colonial era thus pointed north. The 
British explored in the nineteenth century the possibilities 
of trade with China in Yunnan and beyond with mule trains 
beginning at Bhamo on the Irrawaddy River. Now, China views 
Myanmar as its market and avenue to the Bay of Bengal and 
the Indian Ocean. That country is exploring the possibility of 
using Bhamo as a base for southern economic expansion down 
the Irrawaddy to the Bay of Bengal and beyond.

What was the role of India in colonial Burma, what are its residual 
infl uences, and why are they important?

The British occupation of Burma largely used troops from the 
subcontinent to suppress discontent. Administrative conve-
nience (if not acumen) led the British until 1937 to govern 
Burma as a province of India in spite of profound cultural 
differences. The Indian pattern of control became the model. As 
the British ruled India both directly and indirectly through the 
princely states and certain designated peripheral areas (such 
as the Northwest Frontier Province), so Burma was eventually 
divided into Ministerial Burma (also called Burma Proper), 
that core of the country essentially inhabited by Burmans 
and directly ruled, and the peripheral regions that were indi-
rectly administered. The Burmese continuously claim that the 
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divide-and-rule policies of the colonialists are the cause of their 
minority problems today. The colonial period helped reify 
ethnicity, resulting in minorities becoming more cohesive enti-
ties that had not before existed. This led to ethnic nationalism 
and the demands on the state for specialized rights.

Because Burma was administratively integral to India, 
various types of immigration were approved and sometimes 
subsidized. At the administrative acme, Burma was governed 
by the Indian Civil Service, at fi rst composed of the British. 
Only much later were Indians included. After 1937 and the 
administrative separation of Burma from India, the Burma 
Civil Service was established. The Burmese called the BCS 
the “heaven sent,” as they were on the highest rung of the 
Burmese social ladder at that time. Because the British did not 
trust the Burmans, who had resisted their rule, those recruited 
into the Burma army who were not Indian were essentially 
from the “martial races.” Thus, minorities formed the majority 
of the troops: the Karen (27.8 percent), Chin (22.6 percent), and 
Kachin (22.9 percent), who were organized into ethnic military 
units, such as the Karen Rifl es. Only about 12.3 percent of the 
Burma army was composed of Burmans at the start of World 
War II. Burman antagonism against the Karen was exacerbated 
by the Karen participating with the British in the pacifi cation 
of the Burmans.

The lower levels of the administration—clerks, peons, and 
others—were often recruited from the Indian community, for 
these people knew the British ways and administration and 
spoke English. As modern medicine and education were also 
introduced, Indians came to staff many of those professional 
positions. Some fi elds of urban manual labor, such as dock 
workers, were largely Indian. By the 1930s, Rangoon was essen-
tially an Indian city, with Burmans in the minority, in spite of 
the attractions of the venerable Shwedagon Pagoda, the most 
important Buddhist pilgrimage site in Southeast Asia.

As the economy of Burma expanded and became mone-
tized, Indian labor was recruited, in many cases as a type of 
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indentured servitude (to pay off transport costs and debts). This 
became especially important in the development of commer-
cialized rice agriculture. With the growing commercialization 
of the Burmese economy under the British, the Indian subcaste 
of Chettyars from Madras moved into the money lending 
fi eld, which they soon dominated. The Burmese, unused to 
the legal implications of credit and repayments, often overex-
tended themselves, using land as collateral. When the Great 
Depression dropped the price of rice on the world market after 
1929, many Burmese lost their agricultural land, which was 
80 percent mortgaged, mostly to the Chettyars. This and the 
Indians’ preferential position in Burma caused great resent-
ment against all Indians that to a large degree persists today.

The British tried to mitigate the problem of rural indebted-
ness as early as the end of the nineteenth century through the 
establishment of cooperatives. These were top-down efforts, 
in contrast to those evolving out of the European experience. 
These government-controlled cooperatives continue today 
under an offi cial ministry; they have been one element of state 
control over the population and the economy.

The infl uence of India was not all negative. The Indian 
nationalist movement and the activities of Mahatma Gandhi 
and the India Congress Party had a positive impact of the rise 
of Burmese nationalism. As the Burmese became more assertive 
through strikes in the central oil fi elds and student demonstra-
tions (1920, 1936), the British considered separating the admin-
istration of Burma from that of India. There was considerable 
ferment in Burma over this possibility—some felt that sepa-
ration might delay self-governance and later independence, 
whereas others wanted the autonomy from Indian administra-
tion. Separation fi nally occurred in 1937, although the Govern-
ment of Burma Act was passed in 1935.

The British adopted a means for localized control at the 
village level. In traditional Burma, the village headman (rarely 
a woman) was the leading authority in the village and in a sense 
represented the village to the world beyond. His job was to keep 
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government away from the village. As the Burmese proverb 
states, government was one of the fi ve evils, along with fi re, 
fl ood, thieves, and enemies. The British overturned this concept 
and made the headman the lowest representative of the Crown, 
reporting up the bureaucratic ladder and charged with enforcing 
government regulations. This change was continued after inde-
pendence, allowing greater state control of rural areas.

What economic development programs did the British introduce?

The goals of colonial administration in Burma were multiple. 
The British could concentrate on imposing law and order so 
that the province could pay for its own administration. They 
had denied French infl uence. Thailand was essentially politi-
cally neutralized to the east. The British controlled the west, 
and a weak China to the north posed no potential threat. To 
encourage control and trade, the British expanded commu-
nications, built roads and railroads, and developed ports, as 
well as riverine transport (the Irrawaddy Flotilla Company is 
a prime example). Burma held the world’s most extensive teak 
reserves (much in demand for building because it was imper-
vious to termites). The British developed a sophisticated and 
much renowned Burma Forest Service, said to be the best in the 
world, to protect this valuable resource (up until the degrada-
tions of the past generation).

Burma had mineral wealth. The traditional oil wells of 
central Burma, formerly under royal monopoly, were modern-
ized, and Burma became, before World War II, a modest oil 
exporter (the Burmah Oil Corporation). Annual production in 
the 1930s was 250–280 million gallons. The Bawdwin-Namtu 
mines (producing silver, lead, zinc, copper, and gold) were 
renowned. The Mawchi mine was the largest tungsten mine 
in the world. Tin and other minerals were exported. The tradi-
tional exploitation of the world’s fi nest jade and ruby mines 
and sapphires all contributed to the export-led growth of colo-
nial Burma.
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By far the most important economic innovation was the 
development of the Irrawaddy Delta as the world’s premier 
rice-growing region. The delta was transformed from a lightly 
populated swampy area, largely inhabited by the Karen, into 
the world’s rice basket. Although such development started 
after the second Anglo-Burma War of 1852, the opening of 
the Suez Canal in 1869 expanded European markets. The 
Irrawaddy Delta was the site of the greatest global agricultural 
investment at that time. Just prior to World War II, Burma 
became the largest rice exporter in the world, shipping some 
3.123 million tons in one year alone. There was substantial 
migration from central Burma to the delta to work the land 
because the poorer regions of central plain (called the dry zone 
because it required irrigation for rice cultivation) offered fewer 
economic opportunities even though it was the seat of Burman 
culture. (The Irrawaddy Delta was devastated by Cyclone 
Nargis in 2008.) The Japanese conquest of Burma in World War 
II was prompted not only by the wish for a route for the inva-
sion of India but also to glean the state’s natural resources. The 
scorched-earth policies of both sides, however, destroyed about 
half of the Burmese infrastructure and industry.

What was the role of Buddhism during this period 
and what social changes affected the society?

“To be Burman is to be Buddhist,” as the saying goes. Buddhism 
was the primordial value of Burman society. The rites of social 
passage, the functioning of education, the prestige and glory 
(hpoun, in Burmese; a monk is known as a hpoungyi, “great 
glory”) was related to the sangha, the Buddhist clergy, which 
was controlled by an administrative hierarchy with the 
thathanabaing (supreme patriarch) at the apex. Education was 
monastically fostered at the village level, and the monks had 
the most prestige. The monarchs all built pagodas, the king’s 
advisors were often monks, and some monarchs themselves 
had been monks. Virtually every Burman male had become a 
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novice or monk at some time in his life. Every morning, offer-
ings were made to monks who circulated through towns and 
villages, providing opportunities for the populace to gain merit. 
Contrary to Western popular opinion, they were not begging 
but providing a religious service to the people. Success in life—
from position to wealth to health and family—were attributed 
to one’s good karma, built up through the work of previous 
incarnations.

The British eliminated this formal structure and undercut 
the position of Buddhism. They abolished the position of 
thathanabaing, so that the sangha lost administrative cohesion. 
They introduced modern secular education in both English 
and Burmese, thus not only truncating one of the important 
monastic functions in many areas but establishing alterna-
tive avenues of economic mobility that were not dependent 
on Buddhism. Those who had traditional educations could not 
compete for modern positions.

The monastery still was the center of village life. The monk 
had great prestige, and people offered up appropriate gifts to 
the members of the sangha. Still, the great title of respect for an 
individual was payataga, the builder of a pagoda. But society 
had changed. Because the Burman areas lacked a hereditary 
gentry, there was a fl uidity of mobility. Some Burmans went 
to England and were educated as lawyers and doctors. Others 
went to prestigious mission schools in Burma and were taught 
in English. Others went to the University of Rangoon. The 
education of some minorities was encouraged; a high school 
(Kanbawza College) was established in the Shan State for 
the sons of the hereditary rulers—a kind of princely school 
along the English public school (i.e., private school) model. 
But Burma was treated as a plural society, unintegrated with 
parallel economic and social systems.

The Burmans had lost control over their own economy. Large 
corporations were often European owned; the Indians domi-
nated much of the trade and were followed by the Chinese, who 
emigrated into the country both over land and by sea. From 
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the Burmese perspective, the Burmese were being deprived 
of their own heritage. Beginning in the 1930s and continuing 
beyond independence, there was an increasing demand to get 
the economy back under local control, meaning Burmese state 
control, that is, socialism. Although the communist movement 
began among intellectuals in the late 1930s and early 1940s (the 
party was founded in 1939), the ideological spur to socialism 
was more rooted in local reaction to economic disassocia-
tion than to international ideological stimuli, except among 
a modest intellectual minority. A moderate socialist civilian 
government was followed by a more radical military socialist 
government (1962–1988) until its collapse through incompe-
tence in 1988. This issue of who controls the economy resonates 
even today, for the economic ascendance of the Chinese under 
the present administration has created nationalistic disquiet. If 
the Burmese were to feel that the Chinese (no longer the Indians 
or the Europeans) were in obvious economic command, there 
could be severe consequences.

How did Burmese nationalism develop 
and what have been its effects?

With the end of the monarchy in 1885 and the exile of the king 
and his family to India, a period of intense but scattered rebel-
lion and dacoity (armed robbery by gangs) developed in much 
of upper Burma. It took the British about ten years to pacify 
the country and establish their authority (there was also a war 
with the Chin 1917–1919). This was done in a brutal manner in 
which whole villages were destroyed and many were killed. As 
noted, even more important was the gradual downplaying of 
Buddhism through the elimination of its structure of authority 
and the development of alternative means of education.

The British banned political activity. But when the Burmans 
saw the inroads that Christian missionaries and institutions made 
on the population, especially those non-Buddhists among the 
minority groups, early Buddhist leaders saw the need to emulate 



The Colonial Era’s Importance 35

Christian activity. On the model of the Young Men’s Christian 
Association (YMCA), the Burmese established the Young Men’s 
Buddhist Association (YMBA) in 1906; because it was religious, 
the British did not ban it. It was in fact both a religious and polit-
ical organization. Later other Buddhist groups were organized, 
such as the General Council of Buddhist (Burmese) Associations 
in 1920, with political objectives in mind.

The link was thus established early between Buddhism and 
nationalism, and that link is still strong, although the issues 
may be somewhat different. Buddhist monks were active in 
the nationalist movement; two prominent ones went to jail, and 
one died in prison (U Ottama, 1879–1939). Both are considered 
martyrs to the nationalist cause. The educational marginal-
ization of Buddhism together with economic deprivation, 
especially after the Great Depression of 1929, led to economic 
jealousies and frustrations that spilled into the streets, with 
monks leading demonstrations against Muslims, most of whom 
had migrated from the subcontinent, as a result of perceived 
insults against Buddhism.

Because the monarchy and Buddhism were so intertwined, 
some of the rebellions against the British to try to reestablish the 
monarchy had a religious element. The most important of these 
was the Saya San (Hsaya San) rebellion of the early 1930s that 
was fi nally put down by the British with extra troops imported 
from India. Saya (teacher) San was a sometime monk who was 
later captured, tried, and executed. He established a jungle 
palace and advocated combined traditional Buddhist, magical, 
and astrological teachings. Most Western historians regarded 
the rebellion as a return to mystical fanaticism, but it was an 
atavistic reaction to conquest exacerbated by the depression 
that lowered international rice prices, and (as we might say 
today) globalization, akin perhaps to the Boxer Rebellion in 
China at the end of the nineteenth century. Both Burmese and 
some foreign historians have reevaluated its signifi cance, and 
under the SLORC/SPDC, Saya San is considered a nationalist 
hero, and his portrait is on the Burmese currency.
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What was the impact of World War II on Burma, and what effect 
did Japanese conquest have on Burma and its future?

World War II changed many elements of Burma. It destroyed 
much of the infrastructure and industry as scorched earth 
policies were applied as the British retreated and later as the 
Japanese did the same. Only some thirty years later did the 
Burmese per capita income reach pre–World War II levels.

The war caused the exodus of large numbers of Indians, 
who fl ed from the Japanese back to India. Lacking food and 
water, many of them died on the jungle tracks as they tried 
to walk out of the country. The war also exacerbated tensions 
between some of the minorities and the Burmans, for the Karen 
and the Kachin sided with the Allies and sometimes acted as 
guerrilla forces behind Japanese lines assisting the Allies (such 
as Wingate’s Raiders, Merrill’s Marauders, Force 136, Detach-
ment 101, etc.). Until March 1945, the Burmans were offi cially 
in league with the Japanese. Burmans massacred Karens in 
Myaungmya in the delta area in May 1942, an event that is still 
remembered.

The role of Japan in Burma during World War II and the 
defeat of the Allies there and elsewhere in Asia hastened the 
end of colonialism and spurred the development of nation-
alism. It also established a bond between the Japanese and 
Burmese. This bond is compounded by sadness for the great 
losses the Japanese suffered in Burma, the mutual compas-
sion of Buddhism (even if the two states adhere to different 
versions, Mahayana and Hinayana), and the suffering and 
poverty of the Burmese people. It later led to Japan becoming 
the largest donor of reparations and then economic assistance 
beginning in the 1950s.

Perhaps most important, it destroyed the illusion of Western 
and British invulnerability and boosted the rise of Burmese 
nationalism. Under the Japanese, Burma became titularly 
independent on August 1, 1943. It was a pseudo-independent 
state with a Burmese dictator, Ba Maw, with its capital called 
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Rangoon Naypyidaw. Its specious autonomy soon became 
apparent to the Burmese. Although there are still a few Burmese 
military alive who were trained under the Japanese and who 
reminisce fondly about their relationships, the Japanese mili-
tary treated the Burmese with cultural disdain and a brutality 
that is largely forgotten. World War II also fostered the growth 
of ethnonationalism as some minority groups asserted what 
they considered their rights as part of the Allied war effort.

Although there were many British and a few elite Burmese 
in the safety of Simla in India or London who planned for the 
return of British-dominated government, World War II effectively 
ended the colonial era, even though it lingered for three more 
years. It also brought into prominence young Burmese who had 
been in the nationalist movement in the late 1930s who became 
the leaders of the independence movement and the new govern-
ment. They included Aung San, U Nu, Ne Win, and others who 
played important later roles in contemporary Burma.

How did the Burma army develop during the colonial period 
and under the Japanese?

When Burma became separated from India in 1937, there 
were no Burmans in the regular army (one company had been 
employed in the Middle East in World War I). As noted, a small 
number (12.3 percent) of Burmans were eventually recruited, 
but the army was essentially composed of minority groups. 
When the Japanese invaded Burma in 1942, many Burmans 
deserted and joined Aung San in an anti-British Burma Inde-
pendence Army and were deployed with the Japanese invaders. 
This group was later disbanded by the Japanese, under whose 
auspices a smaller Burma Defense Army was formed under the 
command of Aung San; Ne Win commanded one of its three 
battalions. When Aung San became minister of defense under 
the puppet Japanese-controlled government, Ne Win became 
military commander under what was then called the Burma 
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National Army. In March 1945, Aung San (who had secretly 
been in touch with the Allies) and the Burma National Army 
turned against the Japanese and helped liberate Burma with 
the British. Some Burmese military offi cers as late as the early 
twenty-fi rst century have expressed affection for the Japanese, 
some of whom maintained contact with their former Burmese 
colleagues.

A critical result of the early Burma military experience was 
the role of the Fourth Burma Rifl es. Ne Win was its commander, 
and as he rose in prominence in later years, many of his offi -
cers and enlisted men assumed positions of authority. These 
included Aung Gyi, Sein Lwin, Saw Maung, and many more. 
The Fourth Burma Rifles under Ne Win became a type of 
entourage system, so important in Burmese political culture. 
It ensured that Ne Win’s infl uence would be felt in Burma/
Myanmar long after he left offi cial positions.

How do the Burmese today consider the colonial era?

The colonial period is generally deplored, especially by the 
military, and cited as the root cause of most of the problems 
facing the state. Minority rebellions and diffi culties are attrib-
uted to British policies of divide and rule and the development 
of only a relatively minuscule industrial base serving foreign 
interests. The Burmese, including many outside the govern-
ment, consider the policy of unlimited Indian immigration a 
major social and economic deterrent to Burman development. 
Many feel the racist and segregationist elements of British rule 
contributed to the degradation of Burman culture. Burmans 
often criticize the role of Christianity in minority conversions 
and the educational marginalization of Buddhist monasteries. 
The military has specifi cally decried the subjugation of Burman 
women to foreign exploitation as unpatriotic and an attempt 
to dilute the Burman race. They cite the marriage of Aung San 
Suu Kyi to a British academic, Michael Aris, as disqualifying 
her from leading the country. This colonial issue, as exemplifi ed 
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in Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The Road to Mandalay” (and 
its paean to Burmese women who had relations with British 
soldiers) and George Orwell’s Burmese Days (whose hero had a 
Burmese mistress), thus continues today.

There are probably few alive now who personally remember 
the colonial period. During the civilian era, however, when 
things were not going smoothly, many elderly did remember 
and appreciate certain aspects of life then, even if they deplored 
colonialism as such. Burmese would complain that the tele-
phones worked better during the British days, trains were 
more comfortable, and there was less robbery and more law 
and order. More Burmese were trained under British rule than 
inhabitants of many other colonial states.

The British legal system was generally admired under the 
civilian government. Many colonial laws continued and are 
still used, some as instruments of control and coercion. The 
U Nu government could arrest individuals under a British 
public order law and hold them indefi nitely, and the military 
more recently employed British laws from the early twentieth 
century to employ forced, unpaid labor (corvée labor) for local 
construction. Every administration has used those measures 
supportive of its purposes. Every one has discarded those 
politically inconvenient.

How Burma might have developed independent of colo-
nial rule is a moot point. Claims that Burma/Myanmar would 
have remained a premodern state, and thus colonial rule was 
important, cannot be substantiated. Independent Thailand 
gradually adapted to Western pressures and infl uences and 
may be the closest example of what might have been. In most 
societies emerging from the colonial experience, the degrada-
tion of inferior status naturally rankles, often resulting in an 
exuberant nationalism that colors the past and present and is 
likely to infl uence the future for a considerable period. Burma/
Myanmar is no exception.



The civilian government, which lasted from independence 
in 1948 until the military coup of 1962 (with a military inter-
regnum in 1958–1960), has variously been resurrected as a posi-
tive or negative guide to the political future of Myanmar. Many 
observers believe that the representative parliamentary demo-
cratic government formed under the 1947 constitution is prec-
edent and a guide (if not a model) of what Myanmar needs in the 
future. Others believe that this period can be neither a guide nor 
a model, and the democracy that was instituted had severe prob-
lems and limitations. Whichever position one holds, it is evident 
that the Burmese military played a far more infl uential role under 
Burmese civilian rule than in most modern Westernized states. 
One scholar claimed that the whole civilian governmental period 
was a cultural aberration, a colonial residue, and that indepen-
dence in a Burmese manner really started with the coup of 1962
because it resembled precolonial concepts of governance. All the 
leaders from this period have since died. The analyses of the effi -
cacy of governance in this period are salient in the contemporary 
debate on Myanmar’s projected and/or desirable future.

How did independence come about?

London essentially determined Burmese independence, 
although the cry for an independent Burma by the Burmese 
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was long, loud, and clear. Following World War II, there were 
thousands of Burmese with arms who might have made reten-
tion of British control very tenuous. Winston Churchill said 
he was not about to see the dissolution of the British Empire, 
but the Labour Party won the postwar elections. India was 
bound to become independent, and Burma would certainly 
follow. England was exhausted by the war; holding onto 
their colonies in the face of rising nationalism seemed impos-
sible. Inevitable independence, then, should be gracefully 
granted. What kind of independence, and whether indepen-
dent Burma would be divided between Burma Proper and a 
separate minority area was unclear. Some in England wanted 
to try Aung San as a traitor because he backed the Japanese 
before and during most of the war, and others regarded him 
as a criminal for killing a headman; he, however, negotiated 
independence. This resulted in the Aung San–Atlee Agree-
ment of January 27, 1947, calling for independence within 
one year. Through his leadership of the second Panglong 
Conference (the first was in 1946) and the agreement of 
February 12, 1947, which brought together minority groups 
and Burmans, he was able to convince the British that the 
minority areas should not be separated from Burma Proper. 
Some Karen leaders felt betrayed, as some unoffi cial British 
may have promised the Karen an independent state for their 
support during the war. The Karens were only observers at 
the conference.

The Burmese military has written that they alone fought for 
and brought about independence. This seems to be an exagger-
ation, although they joined with the Allies and fought against 
the Japanese in March 1945 toward the end of the war. The 
nationalist movement had been important during the colonial 
era, the Japanese occupation destroyed British credibility, and 
India was to be independent. All of these events contributed 
to the pressures for freedom. Eventual independence was 
certainly inevitable, a product of London and Rangoon. The 
exact timing, however, of 4:20 a.m., January 4, 1948, was based 
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on Burmese astrological calculations as to the most auspicious 
day and moment.

What was the role of Aung San?

Aung San (1911–1947) is considered the father of modern 
Burmese independence, the terms of which he effectively 
dictated. He was a vigorous, magnetic, young nationalist 
leader whose forceful personality was critical both to negotia-
tions with the British and to encouraging the minorities to keep 
within what became the Union of Burma. He was trusted by 
the minorities; no other leader at that time or since then has 
played such a role. He advocated some type of federalism with 
the minority areas and suggested sharing the state’s resources 
with them. This has been variously interpreted by some of the 
minorities but since ignored by all governments.

His assassination on July 19, 1947 (along with a number 
of his proposed cabinet), by a disaffected Burmese politician 
named U Saw silenced a widely trusted personality. He was 
not a democrat, but rather wanted socialism, national unity, 
and a single, dominant political party. He became the icon of 
the civilian period. His picture was on the currency and in 
virtually every public offi ce and in many private homes. The 
government offi cially and annually remembers his martyrdom. 
The room in which that deed took place in the old colonial secre-
tariat building remains a type of shrine. In the popular view, he 
has become almost a nat, a spirit of a powerful person who died 
a violent and untimely death. Politicians carefully invoked his 
language to suit their political needs of the moment. The Anti-
Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL, the civilian ruling 
coalition party) used him for their purposes, as did Ne Win 
following the coup of 1962, selectively quoting him to demon-
strate the legitimacy of a particular policy or action.

Later, following the coup of 1988 and the political ascent 
of his daughter, Aung San Suu Kyi, his image was intention-
ally downplayed. His ubiquitous pictures were removed from 
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offi ces and the currency (and from private homes) to prevent 
the aura of Aung San being transferred to his daughter. Her 
name was rarely used by the junta; she was referred to simply 
as “the lady.”

How did Burma deal with political and ethnic rebellions?

Burma was plagued with what seemed like myriad rebellions 
over time. Only two advocated the overthrow of the govern-
ment; one was the Red Flag Communist Party, which revolted 
even before independence. It had split in March 1946 from the 
White Flag Communist Party (the Burma Communist Party, 
BCP), which also had advocated overthrow and had revolted 
some months after independence. There were also a variety of 
Peoples’ Voluntary Organizations (PVO), which were often not 
more than bands of armed undisciplined men in revolt. Aside 
from the Kuomintang (the Chinese Nationalist Party, which 
had been defeated by the communists) troop remnants, which 
essentially wanted to exploit narcotics production and trade 
for their own enrichment, different groups demanded inde-
pendence or greater autonomy at various times. More recently, 
many have advocated a federal system of government. This is 
a concept that the military has continuously and conceptually 
rejected since at least 1962.

The military tried repression and then cooption for a period 
in the 1960s. They enabled some groups to keep their arms as a 
kind of militia (that program was abandoned in 1973) as long 
as they did not fi ght against the government. It enabled them 
to engage in their traditional occupations, which in some cases 
involved opium production. The few attempts at negotiations 
did not produce results. After the 1960 elections, passage of 
legislation making Buddhism the state religion, and the coup of 
1962, the ethnic rebellions spread as military control continued. 
In the 1980s and 1990s, there were about forty of them. Some 
element (sometimes more than one) of almost every signifi cant 
ethnic group revolted at some period. It was only after the State 
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Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) came to power 
in 1988 that a large number of cease-fi res were negotiated with 
most organizations. They were not, however, peace treaties but 
usually verbal agreements under which the rebels held certain 
territories and were able to keep their arms, supposedly until a 
constitutional referendum, before which they would surrender 
their weapons. (This vote fi nally took place in May 2008; they 
have yet to surrender their arms as of this writing.) Final solu-
tions to the rebellions have yet to be negotiated. Whether the 
leadership of these groups refl ects the views of their ethnic 
constituents is unclear, because none were elected. Those 
in active rebellion at any time have been a relatively small 
percentage of any ethnic-linguistic group, although among 
those groups there are many sympathizers.

These rebellions were often supported or used by foreign 
states, exacerbating the isolation, suspicion, and concern 
among Burmans over both their minorities and foreign powers. 
Some British had supported the Karen; East Pakistan (and then 
Bangladesh) backed the Muslim Rohingyas on their border 
with Middle Eastern funding. The Indians were said to be 
involved with the Kachin and Karen. The Chinese assisted the 
BCP, the Naga, and Kachin rebels. The United States supported 
the Kuomintang, and the Thai a wide variety of rebel groups, 
essentially creating buffer states or zones to insulate conserva-
tive Bangkok from what they regarded as radical Rangoon.

For obvious reasons, then, even in the civilian period the 
central government was suspicious about foreign involvement 
with their minorities.

Why didn’t Burma join the Commonwealth?

In contrast to India and Pakistan, Burma did not join the British 
Commonwealth because of implicit internal pressures from the 
Burmese left wing. A Constituent Assembly met in May 1947
to draft a constitution, and the text proclaimed that Burma was 
to be “an independent sovereign republic,” thus eliminating 
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joining the Commonwealth. There seemed to have been strong 
internal pressures on the planned government. If Burma had 
joined the Commonwealth, both the legal and illegal left could 
charge that the new government, soon to be decimated by the 
assassination of Aung San and his colleagues, was not really 
independent. The Red Flag Communists made this charge even 
before independence when they actively revolted. To demon-
strate the autonomy of the civilian leadership and appeal to 
nationalist sentiment, this break in ties seemed the least costly 
means to deal with the left. The development of the Common-
wealth-sponsored Colombo Plan to provide assistance to devel-
oping states, however, allowed the Burmese to participate and 
receive British assistance through this multilateral mechanism. 
Burma joined in 1952 but did not request assistance until 1954.
Technical training was an important component of such aid.

How did the Chinese nationalist incursion affect Burma?

The Chinese communists gradually defeated the forces of 
the Nationalist government (the Kuomintang), backed by the 
United States, during the Chinese revolution in 1948–1949.
The Kuomintang evacuated its government to Taiwan, where 
it remains. Some forces, however, retreated from Yunnan Prov-
ince into the Shan State of Burma. In this instance, history did 
rhyme, for in 1644 when the Manchu Qing Dynasty defeated 
the Ming government, Ming troops also fl ed into the area now 
known as Burma to take refuge.

In the fervor against the spread of communism, these forces 
were supported not only by Taiwan but surreptitiously by 
the United States through the Central Intelligence Agency. 
The unrealistic expectation was that these troops, a relatively 
small number of perhaps 16,000 at their peak, would advance 
back into China. Although their strength could not defeat the 
regime’s army, their supporters thought they could spark a 
popular counterrevolution against the communist govern-
ment. Seven attempts were tried, but all failed. Eventually, 
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after the Chinese established their People’s Republic in 1950,
the Chinese troops twice crossed into Burma to control the very 
modest threat to their regime. Finally, in 1961, Chinese commu-
nist forces of some 20,000 quietly crossed into Burma and with 
the support of 5,000 Burmese troops and effectively eliminated 
the Kuomintang remnants.

Because of the weakness of the Burma army and the rise 
of other rebellions against Rangoon, these Kuomintang troops 
occupied a wide swath of the Shan State and could not be 
dislodged by the Burmese army alone. As this clandestine 
occupation became widely known in Rangoon, the civilian 
government, under pressure from the left, protested to the 
United Nations and in retaliation forced the closure of the U.S. 
economic assistance mission to Burma in 1953. Eventually, a 
large portion of these troops were evacuated by air to Taiwan, 
and others crossed into Thailand, where they established them-
selves in areas only titularly controlled by the Thai government. 
Some remained in remote parts of Burmese territory.

One of the major effects of the Kuomintang incursion was 
the spread of opium production in that region. As a means to 
sustain and arm itself, the troops remaining in Burma encour-
aged the growth of the opium poppy, its conversion into heroin, 
and its export, which in that period occurred mainly through 
Thailand. Although opium production had been encouraged 
by the British and taxed by local chieftains (sawbwas, maha-
rajas), before independence it was a local (not international) 
problem, and its use seemed largely restricted to the Chinese 
minority in the region. The Caretaker Government (1958–1960)
abolished the legal production and sale of opium.

The enduring effect of the Kuomintang period was not only 
the increase in opium production, which early on became the 
source of about 90 percent of that drug’s importation into the 
United States. More important was the effect on the Burma 
army. Because local authorities could not deal with the incur-
sion or even conduct local administration in parts of the Shan 
State, the Burma army took over direct administration of local 



Independence and the Civilian Government (1948–1962) 47

government in some areas. Combined with their positive role 
in the Caretaker Government of 1958–1960 (see below), the 
military developed a strong belief in its capacity to govern 
the whole state. This confi dence may have contributed both 
to the coup of 1962 and their belief in the military’s capability 
to govern the country. From 1962, the military planned for 
perpetual control both directly and through their civilianized 
persona.

What were relations with the United States?

The United States recognized the independence of the Union of 
Burma very early. With the conquest of China by the commu-
nists, the outbreak of communist-inspired rebellions in Burma, 
Malaya, the Philippines, Vietnam, and Indonesia, and then the 
Korean War in 1950, there was palpable fear that the East Asia 
region was about to become communist-dominated. The essen-
tial U.S. policy in East Asia since the nineteenth century had 
been the prevention of control of that region by any hegemonic 
power; in the mid-twentieth century, the Sino-Soviet bloc was 
so perceived by the United States.

The United States dispatched a team to Southeast Asia to 
determine what was needed to prevent communism from 
spreading. The result was a U.S. foreign assistance program 
in Burma and other countries. There were a variety of specifi c 
projects and also technical assistance in economic planning. As 
a protest against the U.S. supply of arms to the Kuomintang, 
the Burmese government canceled the aid program but kept 
the economic advisors and paid them with Burmese govern-
ment funds. After a hiatus of several years, the program was 
reinstituted.

The government of the AFPFL, a broad-based coalition, 
contained left-wing elements. In opposition to the AFPFL was 
an above-ground communist-oriented party, the National 
United Front (NUF). There were also two underground commu-
nist insurrections. Thus, the moderate socialist government 
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under U Nu had to walk a fi ne neutralist line in the Cold War. 
This vehement neutralism allowed both the Soviet Union and 
the Western states to vote for U Thant (then ambassador of 
Burma to the United Nations) to become secretary general 
of the United Nations (1961–1971). He became Burma’s most 
famous citizen.

Although U Nu had written an anticommunist play, “The 
People Win Through,” he had to balance delicately the United 
States, the Colombo Plan, the Soviet Union, Eastern European 
states, and China. State scholars and military offi cers were 
sent abroad, mainly to the United States and United Kingdom. 
Various governments, including the United States, had infor-
mation centers and libraries, and the British Council, the Ford 
Foundation, The Asia Foundation, and the Fulbright Program 
as well as Johns Hopkins University all provided various types 
of aid and training. Burma received economic assistance from 
all of them in various forms, but consciously U Nu was most 
concerned with China and Burma’s long, indefensible border 
with it. As one author wrote, Burma was carefully neutral but 
always in China’s shadow.

What were relations with China?

Burmese relations with China were mutually cautious at the 
beginning but improved later. In an act of self-protection against 
an overwhelming neighbor, Burma was the fi rst noncommunist 
country to recognize the People’s Republic. China, however, 
was skeptical at fi rst. Revolutionary doctrine at that time stip-
ulated that all noncommunist states controlled by capitalists 
or former colonial lackeys had nefarious plans or attitudes 
toward the new People’s Republic. Recognition by such coun-
tries was not automatic, as in normal diplomatic practice, but 
was treated with suspicion and had to be negotiated. Chairman 
Mao, who at that time was visiting Moscow, cabled to Beijing to 
reinforce that point when the Burmese relationship was being 
discussed. After several years, relations warmed, and there 
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were numerous high-level visits by Chinese leaders, including 
Chou En-lai, to cement the relationship called paukpaw (vari-
ously translated as cousins, brotherhood, or a relation based 
on kinship). Burma was the only country for which that term 
was used, and it indicated a special association but one that 
was not always smooth.

At the same time in the 1950s, the Burmese military, perhaps 
in contrast to the civilian government, recognized that the 
only potential external enemy of the state was China. Mili-
tary planners advocated expanding the Burmese army with 
three infantry and one armored division. They recognized that 
such augmented strength could not halt a Chinese invasion 
but could only perform a holding operation against it until 
the United States, as in the Korean War, came to its assistance. 
U Nu believed the plan too expensive for so short a duration, 
and instead opted for closer Chinese ties as insurance. (Illus-
trating a vast change in attitude, in the 2000s the State Peace 
and Development Council [SPDC] wanted to train a para-
military force as a holding operation against the Americans 
until the Chinese came to their aid.) A border agreement was 
eventually signed with the Chinese, each side making modest 
concessions, but early communist Chinese maps continued to 
demark northern Burma as Chinese territory, as had Chinese 
 Nationalist maps before them. This has since ceased.

China provided various types of foreign economic assis-
tance, usually popular and visible projects. Trade with China 
was limited, and overland trade was both illegal and spotty. 
Various insurgencies controlled many of the natural border 
crossings and a large area of the Shan State, called the Wa State, 
was inhabited by that ethnic group, some of whom (the “wild 
Wa”) had a reputation for dealing severely with outsiders (occa-
sional headhunting for fertility rites). China began its support 
to the BCP only in the late 1960s, when the BCP, defeated in 
central Burma, began its own long march to the Wa area on the 
China border, where it established itself and recruited locally. 
Deng Xiao Ping famously said that state-to-state relations were 
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separate from party-to-party relations, so this dualism of close 
national ties and close insurrectionist ties existed for some time. 
China armed and trained members of the BCP and operated a 
clandestine radio station from Yunnan for the BCP.

It was only after the Cultural Revolution spilled over from 
China into Burma in 1967 with Chinese students demon-
strating in the streets and espousing Mao’s revolutionary 
slogans that offi cial relations became temporarily strained. 
Anti-Chinese riots occurred, although perhaps the Burmese 
authorities were relieved to see economic frustration vented 
onto Chinese merchants rather than against the government. 
Many were killed, but these deaths were offi cially unacknowl-
edged. Ambassadors were withdrawn for a period. Since the 
coup of 1988 and the Tiananmen incident of 1989, however, 
Myanmar’s international relations are closest with China (see 
following discussion).

Was Burma communist or socialist, and what were 
the ideological infl uences on the society?

As already noted, there were two communist parties that 
followed various international revolutionary slogans. The 
Burmese government, however, was fervently anticommunist 
and tried to ensure its image of neutrality by taking economic 
assistance from all sides. A left-wing legal party, said to be the 
legal arm of the illegal BCP, did operate and expanded its infl u-
ence in the civilian period. The communists were intent on 
regime change, and U Nu was expressly opposed to commu-
nism. The military during the Caretaker Government produced 
a volume by its psychological warfare arm called Dharma in 
Danger. Dharma, Buddhist doctrine and law, was portrayed as 
threatened by communism. Since that time, and even after the 
collapse of the BCP in 1989, the military has invoked the danger 
of communism to the state to justify some repressive measures.

Socialism, however, was the hallmark of most politicians 
who wanted to get the economy back under indigenous control. 
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The socialist party was founded in the late 1930s and became 
an integral part of the AFPFL. U Nu equated the egalitarian 
elements of Buddhism with socialism. Capitalistic greed, he 
said, was not a Buddhist virtue. During the civilian period, 
socialism was of a moderate variety; following the coup of 1962
it became a rigid doctrine encapsulated in the “Burmese Way to 
Socialism” (1962) an eclectic mixture of socialism, Buddhism, 
and humanism. It was further expounded in what became the 
philosophical basis for military rule, The System of Correlation of 
Man and His Environment (1963). These were taught as dogma 
to civil servants and in the universities.

When a retired Burmese military offi cer was asked whether 
the head of state, General Ne Win, was an ideological socialist 
or simply interested in power, he replied that Ne Win would be 
a socialist when Mao Zedong learned to play golf.

What were the government’s plans for economic development?

Burma’s early economic planning was strongly infl uenced by 
international socialist trends. Shortly after independence there 
were two communist parties in revolt, as well as a legal left-
wing party. Democratic socialism was not only internationally 
fashionable at that time, it was generally viewed in Burma as 
necessary to get the economy back under Burmese control.

In essence, the government was fi nanced through extraction 
of materials and their sale overseas. Tax collections and import 
duties were meager, and private remittances from abroad were 
absent. In addition to teak exports and some minerals, the 
government bought paddy (unhusked rice) from the peasants 
at a low price, milled and exported it, using the difference to 
fi nance the state. The insurgencies not only drained resources 
but also denied the government access to much of the mineral 
and natural wealth of the state, which was in unsafe areas.

The first economic plan was the Pyidawtha Plan (liter-
ally, cool, comfortable, or pleasant land) that was moder-
ately socialist in concept. It was based, however, on a false 
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assumption: that the price of rice (Burma’s largest export at that 
time) would remain as high as it had been during the Korean 
War. This proved to be incorrect, and much of the plan could 
not be implemented.

The government was concerned about social welfare more 
than profi t, and such endeavors were rarely cost-effective. A 
pharmaceutical factory was established to provide vitamins; 
book translations into simple Burmese were distributed through 
the Burma Translation Society. To save foreign exchange, a steel 
mill was built by Germany to operate on scrap iron, which was 
in abundance from war wrecks in central Burma, but it cost more 
to ship a ton of goods from Mandalay to Rangoon than from 
London to Rangoon, and the operation was never economical.

Although Burma tried to get more Burmans into business, 
and import and export licenses were limited to citizens, the 
fi rms often had a titular Burman president but in reality were 
owned and operated by Chinese behind the scenes. This was 
not unknown in other countries as well.

Efforts were made to increase agricultural production, but 
short-term credit was insuffi cient (and often politically manip-
ulated), fertilizer was expensive and in short supply, and irri-
gation was mainly a means to prevent economic disaster from 
a failed monsoon. Because the state owned all land (and still 
does), peasants did not have the incentive to invest in infra-
structure improvements for the property they farmed.

The pre-World War II standard of living of the Burmese 
was better than that of many developing countries. But the 
scorched-earth policies of both the British and the Japanese as 
they fought over the whole state, together with inappropriately 
conceived and inadequately administered economic policies, 
prevented reaching that level again until the early 1970s.

What were the effects of the 1947 civilian constitution?

The 1947 constitution, adopted prior to independence, was an 
attempt to develop a parliamentary democracy in a multiethnic 
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state. It was written by fi fteen Burmans, some of whom had 
British legal training, and was a product of compromise 
between the Burman majority and the minorities, but power 
rested effectively with the majority. It had a bicameral legis-
lature composed of a Chamber of Deputies, representing the 
whole country and holding fi nancial control, and a Chamber of 
Nationalities, providing a voice for the minorities. Each constit-
uent state (Shan Kachin, Kayah, Karen somewhat later, and 
the Chin Special Division) had its own government but was 
dependent on the center for fi nancial support. As one eminent 
Burmese consultant to the process noted, “Our constitution, 
though federal in theory, is, in practice, unitary.” It had all the 
usual provisions for the protection of cultural and other rights, 
although as with many constitutions, these were often ignored. 
It stipulated elections, which were held with credible results 
in noninsurgent areas. It avoided establishing a state religion, 
although it gave special place to Buddhism (the faith of some 
89 percent of the population). It established a judiciary that was 
more independent than that of any government since then. It 
was a reasonable effort to translate Western parliamentary prac-
tice into a non-Western context, but it was quickly prepared. It 
was generally regarded at the time as forward-looking.

How did the AFPFL operate and govern?

The AFPFL was a loose confederation of political parties and 
local infl uential leaders and strong men. Its membership ran 
the gamut of left to left-center political opinions that were 
socialist to some degree. More important, the AFPFL included 
a broad array of individuals refl ecting the essential personal-
ization of power; each leader had a power base and his own 
entourage, and sometimes armed supporters. These entou-
rages were refl ected in mass organizations that were affi liated 
with the AFPFL: a workers’ association, a peasants’ association, 
and a variety of specifi c groups, like veterans. The police were 
also organized along political lines, and various ministerial 
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positions were allocated to factions within the AFPFL. Spoils 
were allotted in accordance with personal loyalties. Ideational 
differences were less important than personal ones.

Because loyalties were highly personal, splits developed 
between leaders that on April 28, 1958, became formalized 
into two opposing camps; one was known as the Clean AFPFL 
and the other as the Stable AFPFL, each attempting to keep the 
cachet of the AFPFL name. The degree of tension was so high 
that the military feared civil war. This led to the constitutional 
coup of 1958 that the Caretaker Government instituted to avert 
this probability.

What caused the military “Caretaker” Government, 
how did it function, and what was its legacy?

Since independence, the military has had an honored position 
in Burmese society. It had sided with the Allies in March 1945,
and Aung San had negotiated independence with the British 
labor government. The military had fought off the Red Flag 
communist rebellion that started even before independence, 
the White Flag communist (BCP) rebellion that started shortly 
after that date, various PVO paramilitary groups that some-
times became bandits, and the most severe, the Karen rebellion, 
which advanced to within what are now Rangoon suburbs. At 
its lowest point, the government commanded perhaps 2,000
troops. As we have noted, the military also had some experience 
in administering territories threatened by the Kuomintang.

Serving in the military was a desirable career, attracting the 
sons (and a few daughters) of many in the elite. The Burma 
army during the civilian period grew to about 110,000 men and 
since 1949 was commanded by General Ne Win, who was also 
minister of defense and occasionally deputy prime minister.

Given the personalization of power in Burma/Myanmar, 
various AFPFL leaders were jockeying for position. As a conse-
quence, there was the possibility that paramilitary forces and 
the police might be used and civil war might develop. Elections 
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scheduled for late 1958 could have led to bloodshed or commu-
nist control.

The military was not about to let this happen. On September 
24, 1958, key military leaders went to U Nu, who was prime 
minister, and said a coup was necessary to avoid civil war and 
to preserve the Union. Faced with an illegal coup, U Nu opted 
instead to invite the military to govern constitutionally for 
six months through passage of appropriate legislation. They 
stayed eighteen months, voluntarily withdrew, and allowed a 
free election to take place that brought U Nu back into power, 
although the military had favored his opposition. This act 
has sometimes been called a constitutional coup or a coup 
by consent; it was the fi rst of three quite diverse coups in this 
country (the others were in 1962 and 1988).

The military articulated three objects of their transitory 
government: restore law and order, eliminate “economic insur-
gents,” and prepare the country for civilian elections. For eigh-
teen months the military unilaterally ran the state, making all 
major decisions through offi cers placed in the various minis-
tries and organizations; the mayor of Rangoon was one such 
pivotal fi gure. Quick decisions were reached, and the mili-
tary performed very well during this short period. They were 
not corrupt and forced lower prices in the bazaars (believing 
that the merchants, who were often foreign, were gouging 
the people). They instituted law and order, cleaned the cities, 
moved squatters to the outskirts of Rangoon (as did the SLORC 
in 1988 and 1989), and negotiated some border agreements. 
The military passed a universal conscription law for all males 
and females on an Israeli model, but it was never implemented 
because volunteers exceeded demand. They eliminated the 
legal rights of the Shan sawbwas as well and outlawed opium 
production.

The military expanded the Defense Services Institute, a type 
of military post exchange for the army that began in the early 
1950s and became the fi rst Burmese conglomerate. It had some 
fourteen different corporations that included an international 
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shipping line, a bank, a printing press, department stores, 
trading companies, and a restaurant. They were considered 
eminently successful businesses, but this was problematic 
because it was run by the military and cost accounting of the 
use of military personnel and facilities were not included.

This period, however, gave the military confi dence that it 
could manage the Burmese economy and was probably instru-
mental in its belief, coupled with its administration of parts 
of the Shan State, that it could manage the whole country. At 
the close of the temporary military rule started by the legal-
ized coup, the military published a volume on its accomplish-
ments entitled Is Trust Vindicated? This compared their work to 
Hercules cleaning out the Augean Stables.

The militaries and their regimes around the world, as some 
of the social science literature of that time argued, were the 
hope of development. Even if they were autocratic (and because 
they were anticommunist), they were regarded as rational, 
goal-oriented, uncorrupted, and nationalistic, and seemed to 
perform better than civilian governments. The Burmese mili-
tary in the period of the Caretaker Government was in a sense 
a model for other countries, and it was often cited as such. In 
retrospect, however, it might be argued that this praise for the 
military worldwide was a convenient fi nding from an anticom-
munist world perspective.

The military’s success was lauded by both Burmese and 
foreign observers, for not since the British period had the state 
been run so well (if undemocratically). But the sad aftermath of 
the second military coup in March 1962 obliterated in foreign 
and domestic eyes the early progress that the military had 
brought to the Union of Burma.

How did the minorities fare under the civilian government?

The Union of Burma was a fragile artifact, a product of the 
Panglong Agreement of February 12, 1947, that was led by 
Aung San, who, by the force of his personality, provided the 
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trust that wove the Union together. The patchwork was a 
Union composed of the (essentially) Burman areas and a Shan, 
Kachin, Kayah, and later Karen State. In addition, there was a 
Chin Special Division (province). Under the 1947 constitution, 
the Shan and Kayah States could opt to leave the Union after 
ten years and a plebiscite. The Kayah State was an anomaly; 
it had been recognized as independent by both the British 
and the Mandalay courts in 1875, but on independence this 
was ignored. Only later under the military were the Mon and 
Arakan States constituted, although U Nu had earlier promised 
their formation.

The minorities were represented in a separate bicameral 
legislature, and each has its own government but very limited 
resources. To placate the minorities, the president of the Union 
ethnically rotated. The fi rst was a Shan, the second a Burman, 
the third a Karen (who had been a Christian but was said to 
have espoused Buddhism). Had not the coup of 1962 inter-
vened, the fourth would have been a Kachin. It was assumed 
that anyone in that position would be a Buddhist. Power, 
however, resided with the prime minister, who for most of the 
civilian period was U Nu, a devout Buddhist who also knew 
how to use his faith for political purposes. During the civilian 
period, there were signifi cant Christian populations among the 
Karen (perhaps a third), the Kachin (today over 95 percent), 
and the Chin (today some 80–90 percent). Conversions to 
Christianity were not uncommon among animist peoples, but 
they were rare among Buddhists. Minorities staffed the various 
ministries and the bureaucracy, and there seemed to be little 
discrimination as long as one played by Burman rules—that 
is, identifi ed with the majority of the population. Ability was 
more important than ethnicity.

To ensure state solidarity, offi cial education was in Burmese, 
and local-language textbooks and materials were not offi cially 
allowed (except for some Chinese publications). Local languages 
were taught in after-school hours and private institutions, such 
as churches, but the offi cial curriculum was mandated by the 
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Burman center. On Union Day, the anniversary of the  Panglong 
Agreement, various minorities were brought together in a 
festival of costumes, song, and dance, but this was primarily 
symbolic. Although the 1947 constitution (and subsequent 
ones) called for the protection of local cultures, this was not 
backed by effective central government support.

The constant complaint among the minority governments 
was that the central government did not allocate suffi cient 
resources to them. Aung San once said that if the Burman area 
got one kyat, the minorities would get one kyat. This was vari-
ously interpreted as resources would equally be shared between 
the Burmans and all the minorities, or that the Burmans would 
get one share while each of the minority areas would also get 
one share. In either case, this did not happen. They were all 
administratively and fi scally under central (Burman) control. 
They often claimed that even if their populations were smaller, 
their land area was larger and most of the natural resources 
of the state were in minority areas, and they did not receive 
suffi cient funding. Some of the minorities wanted to nego-
tiate directly with foreign aid agencies for support, but this 
was denied by the center, perhaps fearing foreign connivance 
in secession efforts. In fact, the minority issue (ostensibly) 
prompted the military coup of 1962. As one scholar argued, 
before 1948, Burma had unity but not independence. After 
1948, however, it has independence but not unity.

How did the 1960 elections affect Burma?

The elections of February 6, 1960, following the Caretaker 
Government, were regarded as free and fair. U Nu, leading his 
faction of the AFPFL, renamed the Union Party, won against 
his Stable AFPFL opponents, although the military would 
have preferred to see the latter victorious. U Nu won in large 
part because he received the majority of the Buddhist vote. He 
promised to make Buddhism the state religion. He was known 
as extremely devout, almost monk-like, even picking saffron 
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(the color of monks’ robes) as his party color. His picture was 
on the ballot box. Some Burmese thought it mesmerized voters 
into supporting him.

The elections brought U Nu back, but the administration 
was weak and ineffectual. The economy suffered, rebellions 
increased, and the military, the most effective organization in 
the state, became concerned.

In the two cases in which the military supervised voting 
(1960 and 1990), the administration ensured the relative 
honesty of the vote counts. In 1960, campaigning was unre-
stricted, but in 1990 it was very controlled. Under the planned 
elections of 2010, which will be held under a military regime, 
questions regarding the freedom of both campaigning and vote 
counting are likely to be raised by both the Burmese and inter-
national communities. Although various international organi-
zations will ask to monitor the voting and counting (no foreign 
observers were allowed in the voting on referendum on the 
constitution in 2008), the government has indicated that this 
will not be tolerated, as such observers might prompt political 
problems.

What caused the coup of 1962?

The military had become restive. They had tasted power under 
the Caretaker Government and believed they could manage 
the country. They were appalled by the gross incompetence 
of the U Nu administration after 1960, when the country’s 
problems, according to the administration, could be symboli-
cally assuaged by the building of 60,000 sand pagodas. They 
had strongly objected to U Nu’s campaign promise of making 
Buddhism the state religion, as they knew it would offend the 
Kachin and Karen. In 1961, Buddhism became the state reli-
gion, but a separate bill was enacted guaranteeing freedom of 
religion. U Nu advocated nat (spirit) worship (the thirty-seven 
principal nats are enshrined in a Pagan-period pagoda). There 
had even been some talk among the military of a coup before 
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the 1962 military move; one key offi cer who had quietly advo-
cated it was shipped out as an ambassador.

The ostensible reason for the coup was, however, the 
preservation of the Union. Various minorities had gathered 
in Rangoon for a discussion of their options under the 1947
constitution to leave the Union after ten years. The military 
claimed that the Union must be preserved, and the coup was 
a defense against the break-up of the state. They believed that 
U Nu would agree to this move, which would produce “chaos.” 
The prospect of chaos has been and still is both a fear of and an 
excuse for military action. Others argued that the government 
had no intention of allowing the Union to dissolve but might 
have been prepared to offer somewhat more autonomy to the 
constituent states, and that the minority issue was not the 
real cause but simply the excuse. The military, some claimed, 
simply wanted national power.

In any case, on March 2, 1962, the military moved to take 
over the government, arresting all those who might question 
their move (the executive offi cials, legislature, judiciary, etc.); 
they did so with the loss of only one life, that of the son of the 
former Shan president of the Union. It was a coup that was 
designed to perpetuate military control, eventually through a 
civilianized administration.

How may we evaluate the civilian, democratic period?

There is no question that the civilian government (1948–1958,
1960–1962) provided more freedoms for the average citizen 
than any government since that time. Although it used auto-
cratic legislation (some from the colonial period) to control the 
state and there were political prisoners, there was a signifi cant 
degree of press freedom. The judiciary was well trained and 
reasonably independent, occasionally striking down executive 
detention orders. Although there were arbitrary arrests, they 
were never as extensive as under military rule. The market was 
more open than it has been since that time. The government, 
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in spite of limited capacity, was more concerned about popular 
welfare than any subsequent administration.

These positive factors must be weighed against the problems 
that the state faced. Insecurity was rife, not only through rebel-
lions but through a deterioration in law and order throughout 
the country. Local leaders had autocratic powers. Factionalism 
was apparent and dangerously destructive of state authority, 
control, and the delivery of goods and services. Corruption was 
evident and virtually uncontrolled. Personalized power and 
factionalism were rampant. Institutions were generally weak. 
The minorities were struggling to administer their areas with 
inadequate resources under strictures on their cultures and 
education. Coherent and responsible leadership was lacking, 
and political jockeying affected the distribution of services 
from rural credit to imports and exports.

On balance, it would be inappropriate to use the Burmese 
civilian period as a model for any future government. A new 
type of relationship is required for the minorities. An inde-
pendent judiciary is essential for any effective state. Legal and 
social restraints on corruption are required, as is greater trans-
parency in decision making. A free press is critical to effective 
oversight of any administration. Strengthening of participa-
tory institutions is necessary; personalism needs control. Thus, 
a return to the civilian period as a model is not warranted, 
although lessons from it could provide useful material for any 
new Burmese administration.



The military coup of March 2, 1962, in retrospect, seemed 
designed to accomplish four goals: ensure that the Union of 
Burma would not be dismantled through minority secession, 
free Burma from what the military regarded as incompetent 
and corrupt civilian rule, strengthen the socialist base of the 
economy (thus eliminating foreign dominance), and provide 
the foundation for the perpetuation of military hegemony 
over the state either directly or indirectly through a civilian 
front government control. In the space of a generation, none 
of these objectives could be considered to have been achieved 
in any credible sense. Ethnic tensions increased and rebellions 
mushroomed, socialism as administered in Burma was even-
tually an admitted failure, the establishment of civilianized 
control through the BSPP was not effective, and it took a third 
supportive “coup” (September 18, 1988) to keep the military 
in power.

What were the effects of the coup?

The immediate effects of the 1962 coup were to dismantle all 
elements of institutional and personal power that could invali-
date or threaten military control. Military rule was run by the 
Revolutionary Council—a junta of seventeen offi cers, at the 
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apex of which was General Ne Win. He was commander of 
the armed forces, a position he held since 1949 when a Karen 
leader, loyal to the Union, was forced to step down during the 
Karen insurrection. All key leaders were arrested, including 
those in the judiciary who might have declared the coup 
illegal. It became evident that considerable planning had taken 
place before the coup, for the pamphlet “The Burmese Way to 
Socialism” was published on April 30, 1962, and the Burma 
Socialist Programme Party (BSPP) was formally established on 
July 4 of that year.

The reaction of the volatile student community was impor-
tant to the coup. They had been in the forefront of national-
istic and anticolonial demonstrations, but the various student 
unions came out in favor of the coup. This was vacation period 
(the hot season in Burma), and when the students returned 
to class in May, they found unacceptable new restrictions on 
their hostels. On July 7 some 2,000 students demonstrated and 
the military fi red on them, killing perhaps over 100, although 
the government only admitted that 15 had died. This shock 
was compounded on the following day when the military 
blew up the Rangoon University Student Union building that 
had been the site of anticolonial student demonstrations for a 
generation.

This symbolic act at the beginning of the BSPP era in 1962
was to reverberate at its close. General Sein Lwin, who later 
became known as the “butcher of Rangoon” because of his 
suppression of demonstrations, was said to be the offi cer who 
opened fi re on the students. He was hated because of that, as 
well as for suppressing the student demonstrations that took 
place in 1974 related to the burial site of former UN Secre-
tary General U Thant, who had been secretary to and a close 
confi dant of U Nu. Sein Lwin was appointed by the BSPP as 
president in July 1988. This infuriated the students and contrib-
uted to the popular uprising. He lasted in that role about three 
weeks. Dr. Maung Maung, who succeeded him as president 
until the coup of September 18, 1988, offered to rebuild the 
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destroyed student union building in an attempt to placate 
student antipathy to the government and as an oblique apology 
for the regime’s past excesses. It didn’t work.

What was the “Burmese Way to Socialism”?

The Burmese Way to Socialism, set forth in a document 
published on April 30, 1962, was an admixture of socialism, 
Buddhist doctrine, and humanism. As one eminent Burmese 
said, “Because it was socialist it was good, but because it was 
Burmese it was better.” This was not a communist document, 
thus confusing some in the Soviet Union who could not deny its 
strength as titularly socialist but were concerned that it denied 
Marxist historical inevitability. It stressed the intellectual links 
between Buddhist philosophical concepts and socialist egali-
tarianism (as had U Nu earlier, when he remarked that capi-
talism and greed were not Buddhist virtues). It specifi cally 
brought forth the Buddhist belief in the inevitability of change 
and it was subject to the same temporal laws.

The document began: “The Revolutionary Council of the 
Union of Burma does not believe that man will be set free from 
social evils as long as pernicious economic systems exist in 
which man exploits man and lives on the fat of such appro-
priation.” It called for the complete ownership of all forms of 
production, including agriculture, by the state and coopera-
tives, but it gave no timetable for such actions.

On July 4, 1962, the regime published the constitution of 
the BSPP (also called the Lanzin Party) for the “transitional 
period of its construction.” This was a cadre party, and until it 
morphed into a mass party in 1971, it was composed of twenty-
four members, of whom thirteen were on the Revolutionary 
Council.

The philosophical basis of its rule was The System of Correla-
tion of Man and His Environment. Published on January 17, 1963,
this was an eclectic mixture of abstruse ideas incorporating 
Buddhist, socialist, and diverse strains into a potpourri that 
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was diffi cult to comprehend. It also denied a Marxist historical 
perspective, maintaining that “man is the master and captain 
of history.” The vulgar materialism of the left and right were to 
be eschewed, and it stated that even the party’s ideology was 
relative—in a good Buddhist context, change was inevitable. 
Both documents were taught in required courses that civil 
servants had to take at the government political institute and 
in the school and university system. This was an example of the 
orthodoxy that has been required in Burma/Myanmar since 
the coup of 1962, when all imported books and journals were 
subject to censorship and the local media strictly controlled 
(the local English-language newspaper was called The Working 
Peoples’ Daily, the name fi nally changed under the present 
government to The New Light of Myanmar).

How did the BSPP operate?

The BSPP was at its inception a cadre party with very few 
members, all of whom were military offi cers. It claimed to have 
an “outward garb” of the military, but was “revolutionary in 
essence.” There were less than two dozen full members for a 
number of years. After three years, it had 99,638 “candidate” 
members and 167,447 “sympathizers.” By 1966, 29 percent of 
candidate members were from the armed forces.

It was only in June and July 1971 that the fi rst party congress 
was held. At that time, membership totaled 73,369, of whom 
58 percent were military; 24.4 percent of the 260,857 candidate 
members were also in the armed forces. This meeting reaf-
fi rmed the socialist cast of the economic system but changed 
its emphasis and orientation. In the early stages, the BSPP 
seemed to adhere to a stolid Marxist approach emphasizing 
the urban, industrial proletariat. This approach, however, was 
ineffective. The category was far too small in such a rurally 
based economy where two-thirds of the population was agri-
cultural. The congress changed this approach and determined 
that policy emphasis should be placed on Burma’s national 
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endowment—agriculture, forestry, and resource extraction, 
especially (on-shore) oil production. The BSPP recognized 
that state diplomatic relations were good, but international 
economic relations were not. The result was to rejoin the World 
Bank, join the Asian Development Bank, and seek broad bilat-
eral economic assistance. Such support had primarily come 
from the Japanese following the coup.

The military retained control over the BSPP even after it 
expanded into a mass organization. To be promoted in the 
civil service, one essentially had to be a member of the party. 
The BSPP controlled all mass and professional organizations 
and essentially prevented the development of any civil society 
advocacy groups beyond those associated with religion, espe-
cially Buddhism.

What was the impact of the socialist policies?

Following the coup of 1962, the military purged the bureau-
cracy of the elite, older Burma Civil Service personnel who 
were adept at running the governmental ministries. They were 
replaced with military offi cers who were energetic, loyal, and 
in many cases intelligent, even if they were placed in posi-
tions of authority over organizations and problems they were 
not experienced to handle. The military command structure 
permeated decision making, so when orders were given that 
even common sense would have indicated could not succeed, 
they had to be obeyed and somehow tortuously justifi ed. To 
disagree meant essentially dismissal and often jail.

Following the 1963 purge of Brigadier Aung Gyi, a moderate 
and presumptive heir to General Ne Win who wanted to 
emphasize agriculture, the administration took a sharp turn to 
the left toward rigid socialism. An estimated 15,000 businesses 
and industries were nationalized, run by a bureaucracy that 
was incompetent to manage a far more simple economy. Polit-
ical parties were banned in 1964. The country was effectively 
cut off from the outside world, and conditions at the center 
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deteriorated while on the periphery rebellions spread. In 1967,
General Ne Win is said to have remarked to his senior staff that 
Burma, the largest rice exporter in the world before World War 
II, could not feed itself.

Many industries, known as the “state economic enterprises” 
(the public sector) were established, but as the 1970s and 1980s
progressed, the costs of intermediate goods and spare parts 
increased while the price of exports declined. The state had to 
borrow, the cost of living rose, and salaries remained abysmal.

How were foreign relations under the BSPP?

The isolation imposed fi rst by the Revolutionary Council, and 
later by the constitution of 1974, was selective and (over time) 
modified. Burma’s diplomatic relations reflected its intent 
to remain neutral in the Cold War. If there were a tilt, it was 
toward China. Burma felt that the nonaligned movement was 
too close to the Soviet camp. When it was to meet in 1979 in 
Havana, Burma pulled out in deference to China, which at 
that time was on its antihegemonic (i.e., anti-Soviet) crusade. 
Myanmar rejoined the movement in 1992.

The dire economic conditions of the 1960s forced the BSPP 
at its fi rst congress to reconsider its economic relations. The 
government regarded its diplomatic relations as good, but they 
believed economic relations were poor. The state determined 
to seek economic assistance, and the reintroduction of much 
foreign aid followed.

General relations continued to deteriorate, however. Tourists 
were blatantly discouraged; visas were for twenty-four hours 
early in that period, and later for only a week. Travel outside 
Rangoon, Pagan, and Mandalay was considered unsafe. In 
any case, the communications infrastructure was inadequate. 
The Burmese had few international contacts. Some shortwave 
radios existed, but television was lacking, and all books and 
magazines entering the country were controlled. The state 
censored all local media.
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Foreign investment until 1988 was forbidden except for one 
West German fi rm, Fritz-Werner, which produced small arms 
and weapons for the military and was partly owned by the 
German government. Socialism prevailed, but as the offi cial 
economy dried up, the unoffi cial economy mushroomed. The 
black market became the source of consumer goods, and in 
some cases black market bazaars operated openly and were 
taxed by municipalities. Offi cial jobs were the essential source 
of sustained income, even at very low levels, and entrepreneur-
ship was prevalent only among those who either exercised their 
acumen in the black market or left the country.

The government was not completely isolated. After the brutal 
suppression of demonstrations that broke out among students 
in 1974, fi rst because of economic conditions and then over 
the burial site of U Thant, the government sought the means 
to solve both political and economic needs. It became deter-
mined to disperse students from congregating in Rangoon and 
Mandalay, where they created political problems. They empha-
sized “distance education,” in which students did not need to 
gather to attend classes. They also decided to form commu-
nity colleges (junior colleges) in the states and divisions. These 
would fi lter out the better students, who could go on the full 
universities, but the others would remain behind and be given 
vocational training for local employment. Teams were quietly 
sent to the United States to explore the experience there. The 
system was not effective.

Perhaps the only benefi t from this period of privation was that 
a lack of industries, trade, and tourism delayed the detrimental 
environmental and social effects that so many developing soci-
eties have faced, and that Myanmar later began to encounter.

How did the 1974 constitution come about 
and what was its impact?

The country had been ruled since 1962 by the decrees of the 
Revolutionary Council, which of course was completely 
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military (this was also true during the 1988–2010 State Law and 
Order Restoration Council [SLORC]/State Peace and Develop-
ment Council [SPDC] period). There was no legislature, and 
the judiciary was effectively abolished in March 1962. General 
Ne Win decided or was convinced that military rule should be 
regularized under a new constitution, since the old constitution 
of 1947 had been set aside following the 1962 coup. A group 
of eminent Burmese, including many civilian politicians, were 
asked in 1969 what kind of government should be established 
for the Union—a unitary state with power at the center, or a type 
of federal state, with dispersed power foci. After considerable 
internal debate, the group suggested a federal system. Since at 
least 1962, General Ne Win had publicly deplored federalism 
as the fi rst step toward secession. A unitary state with power at 
the center was the chosen method of governance.

Drafting a new constitution started on September 25, 1971,
and it took several years to complete. Over time, the govern-
ment submitted three drafts to the country in informal educa-
tional sessions led by senior offi cials. A referendum was held 
December 15–31, 1973, the constitution was approved, and elec-
tions followed in 1974, after which, on March 2—fourteen years 
to the day after the 1962 coup—the new constitution came into 
force. Although there seemed no doubt that the government 
would get the approval it wanted for the referendum, and no 
doubt worked assiduously to ensure that happened, the results 
were not uniform. Many of the minority areas had substan-
tial negative votes on it, but the Burman areas prevailed. The 
almost Stalinist approval fi gures that were achieved in 2008
(92.48 percent) on another military-sponsored constitutional 
referendum were in sharp contrast to that of 1973.

The constitution seemed derived from an Eastern European 
model. The state would be a socialist state, the name changed 
to the Socialist Republic of the Union of Burma. It would be a 
single-party state run by the BSPP, and no other parties were 
legal. It had a unicameral legislature with a tiered series of elec-
tions from the local level to a State Council of twenty-eight, the 
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chair of which became the president. The government would 
nominate candidates for a legislature, and there would be no 
opposition. Although there were various rights stipulated, they 
were always subject to law and state control. The courts were 
under the legislature, and judges had no tenure. In effect, Burma 
became a socialist authoritarian (but not communist) state.

How did the indigenous minorities fare 
under the 1974 unitary state?

The unitary state under the 1974 constitution codifi ed the 
military control that had existed since 1962, but did it under 
the auspices of the military-directed BSPP. General Ne Win 
had ignored the recommendations by the advisory group in 
1969 for some sort of federal structure, thus causing the ethnic 
insurrections to spread over broader areas after 1962. Under 
the BSPP, all state control mechanisms over minority peoples 
remained in force.

The isolation of the Burman majority in this period was 
contrasted with the informal contacts that some of the minori-
ties had with their ethnic and/or religious colleagues beyond 
the state’s perimeters. Karen, Mon, Shan, Chin, Kachin, and 
Rohingya peoples had a modicum (and sometimes much 
more) of contact with their transborder brethren, and thus 
with the outside world. Religious contacts, support, and 
activities of both foreign Christian and Muslim groups inten-
sifi ed these relationships. The result, as one might expect, was 
the increased isolation of the Burmans and the growing suspi-
cion, present since independence, that some of the minori-
ties, with the support of Christian states in the West, were 
conspiring to see the break-up of the Socialist Republic of the 
Union of Burma.

State troops, assigned to the periphery where most of the 
minorities lived, often felt they were in hostile and culturally 
unfamiliar territory. The minorities often felt the military was 
almost a foreign occupying force, which in some instances it 
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culturally was. The government was not in a position to provide 
schools or medical facilities or even the means to improve agri-
culture. Minority dissatisfaction grew. The government had yet 
to build a nation out of a state.

How were monks registered?

Every government in Burma since independence has been 
concerned about the dangers of the distribution of too much 
autonomous power. This has been evident not only in the polit-
ical sphere but in religion and economics, the latter closely allied 
to citizenship issues. The socialist orientation of all govern-
ments (and the dirigiste orientation of the later SLORC/SPDC) 
has been motivated by the concept of getting the economy out 
of the hands of various foreigners and back under Burmese 
(meaning Burman) control. The sangha, as a critical social and 
nationalist force, and also sometimes a refuge for the unscru-
pulous, has been a target of control both for religious purposes 
(to purify the sangha has been a proclivity of the kings, U Nu, 
and the military) as well as to ensure the regime’s power and 
legitimacy.

In spite of U Nu’s true religiosity and search for state, 
regime, and personal legitimacy through Buddhist activities, 
he recognized that the amorphous autonomy of the sangha
offered various dangers. A common criminal could shave his 
head, put on a saffron robe, and be considered sacrosanct. A 
communist insurgent could do the same. Monasteries could 
become refuges of rebels. Developing a system of control over 
the sangha was always a goal, one that was especially impor-
tant to the military given the monks’ history of antigovernment 
activity during the colonial period, and as the only national 
organization of both size and infl uence that might challenge 
the tatmadaw. In a historical sense, the military was acting 
within the patterns of the monarchs, for they had purifi ed the 
sangha and texts, tried to eliminate heterodox and inappro-
priate Buddhist sects, and built pagodas to acquire personal 
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and regime merit and legitimacy. In the civilian period, U Nu in 
1956 had convened the Sixth Buddhist Synod in the 2,500 years 
of Buddhism and built the Peace Pagoda in Rangoon.

In 1980, the state fi nally placed controls on the sangha. In 1979,
the military formed the Sangha Maha Nayaka—the central-
ized Supreme Sangha Council of 33 monks—and a group of 
1,219 monk representatives of the sangha as a whole, as well as 
local councils at all levels. The hierarchy of the monkhood was 
established, and all monks were registered with the state by 
1980. The educational activities of the sangha were controlled 
and monitored. The state also placed the monastic educational 
system, which went though university level, under scrutiny and 
reviewed the number of sects and their teachings. Committees 
of various monasteries underwent reform, and retired, trusted 
military offi cers placed in these organizations. This control was 
extensive but not absolute, for at the individual monastic level 
considerable autonomy existed, depending on the orientation 
of the abbot of that establishment. After 1988, the SLORC/
SPDC tightened control over the sangha and its various sects. 
The Saffron Revolution of 2007, however, demonstrated the 
volatility of the sangha even with a Buddhist hierarchy tightly 
under government command.

How was citizenship defi ned?

Citizenship in the Union of Burma was less disputed under the 
constitution of 1947 than under the military. Under the BSPP 
regime, the military completed the fi nal exclusion of Indian 
and Chinese foreigners from any possibility of assuming offi -
cial power.

On October 15, 1982, the military passed the Citizenship 
Act, establishing a three-tiered system of citizenship. Full citi-
zens were those who were Burman or a member of one of the 
indigenous ethnic/linguistic groups or those who could prove 
they were descendants of residents who had lived in what was 
Burma in 1823 (before the start of the fi rst Anglo-Burmese War, 
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1824–1826). They could be elected to offi ce and assume govern-
ment posts. One did not lose this class of citizenship by marrying 
a foreigner. The associate citizens, such as Indians and Chinese, 
were those who were born in the country after that time. The 
third group was composed of naturalized citizens. There was 
to be no dual citizenship, and associate citizenship could be 
revoked if someone were disloyal to the state “by act or speech 
or otherwise,” or because of moral turpitude or disclosure of 
state secrets. Only full citizens could run for offi ce or qualify 
for certain economic and governmental positions and, after the 
fi fth BSPP congress, become members of the party. Those in the 
two lesser categories could not be given bureaucratic or mili-
tary positions, could not vote, and were denied higher educa-
tion. The indigenous Muslim Rohingyas near the Bangladesh 
border, however, were never considered as any type of citizen 
and were excluded from any list of ethnic groups. They have 
become the most deprived group in that state.

However deplorable and discriminatory such laws were 
(and Dr. Maung Maung, its author, had a doctorate in law from 
the Netherlands), in a sense they were the logical extension of 
the effort since independence of moving the economy under 
Burmese control. In the civilian period, only citizens could get 
certain types of import and export licenses. After the coup of 
1962, the military expelled some 200,000 Indians (those from 
the subcontinent) back to that region with only their movable 
baggage. The new legislation, then, was the culmination of 
long-standing xenophobia.

What was the role of General/President/Chairman Ne Win?

General (bogyoke, supreme commander) Ne Win (1910–2002; his 
original name was Shu Maung and he was from a Sino-Burman 
family) has been the most important infl uence on contempo-
rary Burma. As second in command of the Burma army on 
independence in 1948, he became commander in 1949 and has 
since played an unprecedented role in the plight of the state, 
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virtually until his death in 2002. A dropout from the University 
of Rangoon in the 1930s, he was one of the thirty comrades 
trained by the Japanese to revolt against the British. He claimed 
a close association with Aung San that may have been more 
hyperbole than reality. During the civilian government, he was 
minister of defense and on occasion deputy prime minister. 
The coup of 1958 that brought in the Caretaker Government, 
if not initiated personally by him, was carried out in his name. 
After the coup of 1962 he was variously not only head of the 
military but also chairman of the Revolutionary Council and 
the BSPP and, after 1974, president; in both roles he was head 
of state. (In 1976, an attempted coup against him failed.) He 
resigned as president in 1981, but retained his function as chair 
of the BSSP until his resignation in July 1988. Even after leaving 
all offi ces, he is said to have a decisive infl uence on major 
decisions, including, for example, approving the removal of 
General Saw Maung as chairman of the SLORC (and thus also 
head of state) in 1992 and perhaps renaming of the junta the 
SPDC in 1997. As he grew older, his infl uence faded, and his 
son-in-law and grandsons were accused of fomenting a coup 
in 2000, a charge that has kept them in jail and his daughter 
under house arrest until 2008, but which still is questionable. 
Ne Win died in December 2002 at the age of ninety-two. He 
was unceremoniously buried.

Ne Win’s infl uence is important not only for the roles he 
played but because of his disastrous policies or those carried out 
in his name. He was highly mercurial, and his whims became 
commands, policy, and law. He could not be contradicted. He 
changed the currency into multiples of nine, his lucky number, 
which was astrologically assured to enable him to live to be 
ninety. He changed traffi c from the left to the right side of the 
road (on the advice of an astrologer) to ensure his success. In 
his later years, he built a pagoda even though he was against 
making Buddhism the state religion. He recruited leaders 
whom he could control, forming his own entourage, often 
those who had served under him in the Fourth Burma Rifl es, 
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which he commanded. As head of the army, all the offi cers who 
were promoted owed their success to him. He changed those 
considered to be his political heirs at will, ensuring there was 
no one who could threaten his position. He was never an intel-
lectual or even well educated, but he had a sense of political 
acumen that enabled him to rule offi cially for twenty-six years 
and unoffi cially for much longer.

One future question is: how generic is the Ne Win style of 
administration? Some believe that Senior General Than Shwe 
is exhibiting all the same traits of Ne Win, and one issue is 
whether this type of leadership (and the actions of those that 
follow the present leader) is virtually inherent in the political 
culture of Burma/Myanmar and reminiscent of the power of 
the Burmese kings; whether this is some singular aberration; 
whether this is inherent in the Burmese military command 
structure; or whether the actions of the leadership are fostered 
by their followers. This is a critical, unaddressed issue for the 
political future of Myanmar over the near term. Any answer 
proffered should not be interpreted as casting the political 
future of the state in stone, for attitudes among leaders and the 
population change, and an analysis today may not apply in the 
next generation.

What happened to the economy in the 1980s?

The Burmese economy continued to be dependent on its 
export of primary products, such as rice and teak. It extracted 
from the peasant surplus rice beyond consumption, seed, and 
modest religious donations. The remainder could only be sold 
to the government at below-market rates. All legal exports 
were under government control. Burmese industry was light 
and of mediocre quality. As the 1980s progressed, prices for 
Burmese exports essentially stagnated; agricultural production 
could not expand without foreign fertilizer and pesticides that 
were lacking. The prices of necessary imports—intermediate 
goods on which Burmese industry depended, spare parts, 
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and consumer goods, however, increased. Smuggling certain 
types of goods out—such as jade, gems, and even rice in border 
areas—proliferated, and smuggling consumer goods in, such 
as textiles and medicines, was widespread and deprived the 
government of income. Infl ation, increased from 1986, causing 
growing hardships.

On September 1, 1987, the state announced the greatest 
economic liberalization since 1962: farmers could sell their 
grains, most importantly rice, on the open market as they 
wished. This was greeted as a major reform. However, less 
than a week later (September 5) the government announced 
the most stringent demonetization (not a devaluation of the 
currency but the declaration that certain bank notes were no 
longer legal tender and could not be redeemed) in modern 
history. (The British did this to Japanese currency issued during 
World War II, and this had dire effects on the population.) To 
destroy black marketers, the state claimed, all currency bills 
over about US$2.50 in value (said to be about two-thirds of the 
value of bills in circulation) were declared illegal, and there 
was no possible conversion to the new currency. This was the 
third demonetization since 1962 (others were in 1964 and in 
November 1985), but in the others documented assets could be 
converted; in this case, this option was impossible.

The impact was immediate. No one wanted to hold Burmese 
currency, because they feared further demonetizations (the 
constitution of 2008, significantly, has an article against 
demonetization). Peasants refused to sell their only asset (rice), 
because no one wanted to hold currency. This raised the urban 
price of rice, in effect a surrogate indicator of stability. Urban 
dwellers bought anything that would retain value, such as 
building supplies and appliances, just to avoid disaster. Many 
of these items were smuggled in from China, which had begun 
its economic liberalization program. Because demonetizations 
had always occurred on Saturday, merchants brought in bags of 
cash to the banks on Fridays, bribing offi cials to register these 
funds as deposited even if uncounted (and thus not affected by 
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any possible future demonetization), and then withdrew the 
bag of money on Monday to begin business.

In an unrelated act, in December 1987, the United Nations 
declared that Burma was a “least developed nation,” a desig-
nation that allowed them to receive highly subsidized loans. 
Although the country did not meet the objective criteria for 
such a designation because its literacy rate was too high, it had 
lobbied to attain that dubious status. When it did so, it never 
announced it to its people, who only learned of it when a few 
read the annual Report to the Hluttaw (parliament) on the 
budget on April 1, 1988. Many Burmese felt disgraced by the 
fall from the expectation a generation earlier that Burma would 
be the richest nation in Southeast Asia.

As this sad process unfolded internally, China had embarked 
on its expansion of private sector production and exports. At 
the same time, the Burma Communist Party, controlling a large 
segment of the China border, was collapsing through internal 
factionalism. The result was the pouring in of low-priced 
consumer products of higher quality and lower prices than 
Burma could produce, for the demand for commodities had 
grown. The overland trade was fi nally legalized in mid-1988,
but by then Burmese industry had effectively been destroyed. 
All of these factors contributed to the failed people’s revolution 
of spring 1988.

What were the causes of the 1988 People’s Revolution 
and the coup that followed?

Economic and political frustration had built up over time. Rice 
prices had risen following the September 1987 demonetiza-
tion, and widespread dissatisfaction was evident. Following 
the coup of 1962, a large number of University of Rangoon 
students had been killed by the military. In 1974, demonstra-
tions over economic conditions as well as over the military’s 
slighted burial of U Thant, Burma’s greatest public fi gure who 
had been secretary general of the United Nations (had he been 
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in Burma at the time of the coup he would have been arrested 
because he had been U Nu’s secretary), were considered both 
a national insult to a hero and a surrogate demonstration 
against BSPP rule. This prompted extensive demonstrations in 
Rangoon that resulted in many (unknown number of) deaths.

The spark in 1988, however, was apolitical. Students from 
the Rangoon Institute of Technology got into an argument 
in a tea shop on March 12; eventually the riot police (lon 
htein) intervened, and some students were killed. This led to 
more student demonstrations, some of the public joined in, 
and more were killed. Universities were closed; on March 18
the police took some demonstrators away in a police van, and 
forty-one died of suffocation, reminiscent of the “Black Hole 
of Calcutta” during the eighteenth century. Ne Win was out of 
the country at the time and was deeply disturbed to learn of 
this on his return.

The government was breaking down, and on July 23 at an 
emergency meeting of the BSPP, Ne Win suggested that the 
constitution be changed to allow a multiparty political system. 
He had even raised the question a year earlier to no effect. This 
the BSPP rejected. Ne Win, his motives variously interpreted as 
disgust or attempting to avoid blame, resigned from the chair-
manship of the BSPP, taking with him the head of state, General 
San Yu, his acolyte. He was replaced on July 26 by General Sein 
Lwin, popularly known as the “butcher of Rangoon,” because 
he had ordered the violence against the students. He lasted 
only twenty-three days as president.

A popular uprising occurred that was widespread not only 
in Rangoon and Mandalay but nationwide. It reached its apex 
on August 8, 1988 (8-8-88 was supposed to be astrologically 
auspicious for the opposition), and was brutally suppressed. 
Sein Lwin was forced out, and replaced on August 19 by 
Dr. Maung Maung, the only civilian trusted by Ne Win (and his 
biographer). He advocated a new election, but the trust in the 
present government had been eliminated, and people wanted 
a neutral interim government. U Nu, who still considered 
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himself the last legitimate prime minister, tried ineffectively on 
August 9 to form a parallel government, the League of Democ-
racy and Peace.

Purportedly, on August 23, at a secret meeting of the mili-
tary leadership at Ne Win’s home, the decision was made to 
deal with the situation. First, the students were to be neutral-
ized, and their leadership executed if necessary. Then people 
were encouraged to run riot, criminals were to be released, 
and “chaos” created, so that the people would welcome a 
return to military rule and a coup would be justifi ed. Violence 
spread, shops and factories were looted, and some who were 
considered government spies were summarily killed by the 
populace.

On September 12, a U.S. fl eet of fi ve ships, including the 
aircraft carrier Coral Sea, appeared off the coast, whether within 
or outside Burma’s territorial waters is disputed. Although the 
rationale for their presence was said to be the evacuation of U.S. 
personnel, the Burmese feared an invasion. China mobilized 
its troops on the Burma border, and a rumor circulated that if 
the United States took action, China would occupy the Shan 
State. (The fear of the U.S. Navy was also apparent in 2007 after 
the Saffron Revolution, following Cyclone Nargis in 2008, and 
perhaps in the movement of the capital to Naypyidaw as well.)

The revolution almost succeeded when some elements of 
the military joined in the demonstrations, and the takeover 
of the Ministry of Defense was only thwarted by a speech by 
 Brigadier (Ret.) Aung Gyi on September 12, urging calm.

The military believed that chaos had erupted, and on 
September 18, 1988, the armed forces launched their third 
coup, this time not to replace the BSPP with a civilian admin-
istration but to shore up military control. Retribution against 
the  demonstrators was quick and brutal. In the course of the 
demonstrations, the coup, and its aftermath, thousands 
died; early opposition estimates were as high as 10,000, the 
government claimed only 440. Now, although fi gures are still 
unknown, the numbers usually quoted are about 3,000.
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The military has continuously justifi ed its actions against 
civilians by the fear of what they consider chaos—the disinte-
gration of public order. Their fi ghts against the insurgents in 
the 1950s and 1960s, the coups of 1958 and 1962, as well as that 
of 1988 are all justifi ed in these terms. Some say that in 1988
the military created the chaos so that they might be praised for 
ending it. Other observers might conclude that it was not chaos 
they feared but the attrition or destruction of the military’s role 
in society.

Although the failed people’s revolution was prompted 
by internal economic problems and dissatisfaction with the 
government, the context of the times in East Asia perhaps puts 
it in comparative perspective. In 1986, President  Ferdinand 
Marcos was forced to flee the Philippines because of the 
“people power” revolution. In 1987, the authoritarian govern-
ment of South Korean President Chun Doo Hwan was forced 
to liberalize after massive public demonstrations, ending auto-
cratic, military-oriented rule that had been in place since 1961.
Burma was next in 1988, followed by the failed public uprising 
in Beijing at Tiananmen Square in 1989. None of these events 
were caused by any of the others, but together they indicated 
that times were changing in East Asia and that governments 
were forced to be more responsive to popular concerns even 
when the authorities could not be dislodged.



The September 18, 1988, military transfer of power, in a sense 
a “coup by consent,” that produced the State Law and Order 
Restoration Council (SLORC) was designed to continue mili-
tary control by alternative means. As war, according to Carl 
von Clausewitz, is nothing but the continuation of state policy 
by other means, this coup may be considered governance by 
other methods. The previous military government that had 
become civilianized through the Burma Socialist Programme 
Party (BSPP) had economically failed. Politically it was disin-
tegrating; it had to be resuscitated in some manner. Otherwise, 
military control would have ended, and the “chaos” (in the 
tatmadaw’s view) would fragment the Union of Burma. To 
the tatmadaw, chaos was descending on the society, and the 
military considered itself the only savior of the integrity of 
the state. To many civilians, however, this was the Rangoon 
spring, when censorship and control were effectively absent as 
government control broke down. This was part of a pattern of 
popular protests that profoundly affected East Asia—People 
Power in the Philippines in 1986, mass demonstrations leading 
to political liberalization in South Korea in 1987, Burma in 1988,
and Tiananmen Square in China in 1989. The popular uprising 
in Burma was thus part of a wave, one that effectively crested 
in Seoul and crashed in Rangoon.

6

THE SLORC/SPDC ERA 

(1988–PRESENT): 

CONTINUATION OF 

MILITARY POWER
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What was the SLORC and how did it change into the SPDC?

Each time the military has taken over control in Burma/
Myanmar, it has done so through the formation of a small 
coterie of military offi cers, even though one general may have 
been in command. So in 1958, the Caretaker Government was 
run by a small group of offi cers (in that period, there was only 
one general—Ne Win—a few brigadiers, and a considerable 
body of colonels). Following the 1962 coup, a military Revolu-
tionary Council ran the state, and the BSPP, led by Ne Win, was 
formed. Even though it was a very small group at the begin-
ning, it gradually expanded into a mass party almost a decade 
later. Then, in 1988, the military formed the SLORC of nineteen 
offi cers.

General Ne Win, ensconced in his mansion on Inya Lake in 
Rangoon, had retired from the BSPP in July 1988, but the coup 
could not have occurred and the new leader could not have 
assumed power without his blessing. General Saw Maung, 
a former sergeant in Ne Win’s Fourth Burma Rifl es, was the 
chair of the SLORC. Although the name SLORC indicated the 
intent of the military to rectify the chaos they saw as engulfi ng 
the state in the summer of 1988, to the outside world the name 
seemed to be the designation of an evil group from a poor 
TV spy drama. (A literal translation of the phrase from the 
original language might be “The Council to Build a Calm and 
Peaceful Nation.”)

There were fi ve key members—the chairman, Saw Maung; 
deputy chairman, Than Shwe; secretary-1, Khin Nyunt, Maung 
Aye, and later secretary-2, Tin Oo). The others were mainly 
regional military commanders. Power lay with the SLORC, 
and not with the cabinet. Most ministers were also military 
offi cers. The cabinet was the face to the external world and the 
administrative offi ce charged with enforcing the junta’s poli-
cies. Individual cabinet members could have infl uence insofar 
as they had the ear of the top junta members, but they were 
clearly subordinate to the junta.
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In 1992, General Saw Maung was eased from his position 
as SLORC chair, reportedly for erratic behavior. He considered 
himself as the reincarnation of one of the great Burmese kings, 
Kyanzittha of the Pagan Dynasty. He is said to have dressed 
himself in royal regalia and performed various rituals associ-
ated with royalty. Ne Win eventually gave the informal authori-
zation for his removal, and he was replaced by (Senior) General 
Than Shwe, who remains in command in 2009.

In 1997, when order (if not law) had been restored, the 
SLORC morphed itself into the State Peace and Development 
Council (SPDC), indicating by its new designation a change 
in function. (The name change may have been suggested by a 
U.S. public relations fi rm hired by the Burmese.) The junta was 
revised, and only the four core generals from the SLORC (Than 
Shwe, Maung Aye, Khin Nyunt, and Tin Oo, who was killed 
in a helicopter crash in 2001) were retained. The remaining 
members were also from the regional commanders, who were 
occasionally rotated.

Who were the leaders of the military in this period, 
and how were they trained?

The older members of the military who were in the entourage 
of General Ne Win have been rapidly aging and fading away. 
Senior General Saw Maung, SLORC chair (1988–1992) and a 
sergeant in Ne Win’s Fourth Burma Rifl es, has died. Senior 
General Than Shwe was born in 1933, Deputy Senior General 
Maung Aye in 1937. General Thuru Shwe Man is the youngest 
of the highest echelon (b. 1947). Although a few of the older 
offi cers are around and retired, a younger group has begun to 
come into power.

There are three avenues for advancement in the military. 
The most prestigious is through the Defense Services Academy, 
which is a four-year college-level course. This course had an 
annual intake of about 250. Total enrollment was about 1,500,
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but that has been increased through an intake of about 1,000.
A total of 19,749 were trained since 1955, of whom 17,367 were 
army. Another avenue is through the Defense Services Offi cer 
Training School, which promotes from within the ranks, but 
most cadets now have college degrees. (In all, 16,251 have been 
commissioned.) A third route is an apprentice offi cer program 
(teza), which enrolls cadets after high school. To date, 4,958 men 
have been commissioned. Personal loyalties, and thus factions, 
are partly dependent on which school one attended.

The military has developed a number of other specialized 
schools. The Defense Services Academy of Medicine was founded 
in 1993 (1,525 commissioned), an Institute of Technology in 1994
(2,558 commissioned), and an Institute of Nursing in 2000 (1,034
commissioned). Applicants to all institutions have exceeded the 
number of places available. At a higher-ranking level, there is 
a Command and General Staff College, as well as a National 
Defense University for colonels and brigadiers. In 1998, it began 
awarding master’s degrees. As of this writing, 350 completed 
the one-year program, with 292 degrees awarded.

Of the division commanders from 1988 to 2007, 107 gradu-
ated from the Defense Services Academy, 45 from the Offi -
cers Training School, and 12 from the teza program. Overseas 
training has been less extensive than in the civilian period, 
but between 1990 and 1999, 942 offi cers were sent abroad for 
training, of whom 615 went to China, 53 to India, and 34 to 
Pakistan. Singapore is reported to have trained some as well, 
as has Russia. (There were 1,500 trainees, including those in 
nuclear physics, aviation, and other military skills.) In the 
civilian period, trainees were sent to the United Kingdom, the 
United States, and Australia.

Although technical and military subjects are stressed, in the 
BSPP period, all offi cers were trained in the doctrines of the 
BSPP (see previous chapter). Under the SLORC/SPDC, such 
training focuses on the military itself as the ideological nucleus. 
This is in line with the general approach to the tatmadaw as the 
core of society. U Nu stressed Buddhism, the BSPP focused on 
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the secular approach through socialism, and the present regime 
centers on the military itself.

The military has been struck by charges that the offi cers were 
poorly educated, and they have required that regional mili-
tary commanders (there are a total of thirteen military regions 
including a new one, for Naypyidaw) have master’s degrees. 
Aside from the SPDC members, the regional commanders are 
the most powerful of the offi cer corps. Generally, it is prob-
ably accurate to characterize the military leadership as highly 
nationalistic and insular, with limited foreign experience.

The military teaches that there have been eight stages in the 
development of their ideology since 1941. The fi rst three (1941–
1955) involve pre-ideological and an ideological gestation 
period; stages four through six (1956–1959) are the formation 
of an ideology of the defense services; stage seven (1962–1988)
is the Burmese Way to Socialism, the change from a “praeto-
rian army” to a “revolutionary army”; and fi nally, stage eight 
(1988–) contains the principles of the tatmadaw—the perpetua-
tion of national sovereignty, national unity, etc., under military 
leadership.

The expansion of military training facilities may be part of a 
concerted plan to staff a future government with retired mili-
tary specialists whose loyalty to the tatmadaw is unquestioned. 
Because civilian institutions of higher education have been 
closed for extended periods because of the fear of demonstra-
tions, the military institutions have provided greater continuity 
through these diffi cult times.

What political and economic policies were instituted 
shortly after the coup?

Burma began to change even before the coup of September 
18, 1988. In the last days of the BSPP at the end of July, the 
waning party legally opened border trade with China. It also 
moved to encourage the private sector. On November 30, 1988,
the new government issued a major foreign investment law 
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that they claimed was “the best in the world,” which protected 
foreign investors from nationalization, a justifi ed fear based on 
Burmese history. The private sector was encouraged (at least 
on paper), and socialist policies were abandoned although 
there was very little movement to reduce the extensive state 
economic enterprises (the public sector industries), for if this 
were to happen, unemployment—already endemic—would 
rise. That fall, the government encouraged contracts with 
foreign fi rms to explore the oil resources of central Burma, and 
ten contracts were signed with a variety of international fi rms, 
each of which provided a signing bonus to the government, 
which was pitifully short of foreign exchange. After the visit 
of Thai army commander General Chavalit Yangchaiyut in 
December 1988, the fi rst high-level external arrival, a variety 
of concessions were given to the Thai for hardwood extrac-
tion and maritime fi sheries. The timber extraction contracts 
were highly signifi cant—Thailand had recently banned all 
internal logging because the resulting deforestation had led to 
hundreds of deaths from landslides near the Burma border; 
these contracts were thus exploiting Burma in lieu of Thailand. 
Some years later, the Chinese also banned logging and moved 
into Myanmar to repeat the ecological damage.

Following the coup, the military moved to arrest as many 
people as they could fi nd that were involved in the demonstra-
tions. The repression was severe, and thousands were arrested 
and subjected to incarceration for varying periods, and many 
tried in camera (without a jury). There was no appeal in this 
process. Some 10,000 people, mainly students, fl ed across the 
borders, mostly to Thailand and to rebel areas, where some 
joined resistance groups. Schools and universities were closed 
for long periods.

At the same time, and perhaps because of the repression that 
shocked the public, the military promised that there would be 
multiparty elections. President Maung Maung said they would 
take place within three months of September 11, 1988. Many 
did not believe that the junta would carry this forward, but it 
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seemed evident, even shortly after the coup, that the tatmadaw
would honor its commitment. In private conversations, 
however, military offi cials implied that it had no intention of 
giving up effective power over the state, and an elective process 
(for what positions and when the elected group would assert 
its authority remain contested) was one that need not diminish 
their control. On September 27, 1988, the Political Parties Regis-
tration Law was promulgated, and 235 parties eventually regis-
tered. This was the basis for the elections of May 1990.

How did the political opposition develop and what was 
the National League for Democracy?

There was widespread dissatisfaction with the BSPP regime and 
its thoroughly inadequate economic performance. Together with 
pent-up general and local political frustration, which became 
manifest in the popular uprising against the military, and the 
announcement that multiparty elections would be held, the 
National League for Democracy (NLD) was formed (as were 234
other parties over the period prior to May 1990 when the elec-
tions were actually held). The NLD was an amalgam of dispa-
rate individuals coalescing under the banner of democracy and 
under the leadership of former military offi cers under the BSPP 
but more immediately under the fl ag of antipathy to continuing 
military control. General (Ret.) Tin U, Brigadier (Ret.) Aung 
Gyi, Colonel (Ret.) Kyi Maung, and others joined together with 
people from all levels. Aung San Suu Kyi, who was junior in age 
and who had held no Burmese post, became the secretary of the 
NLD. Friction arose early, as the some on the left wing, accused 
of being communists, joined. Aung Gyi wanted them expelled 
and when Suu Kyi, the most articulate and respected member 
(because of the heritage of her father, Aung San), refused to do 
so, he and his colleagues walked out and founded a new party, 
the Union National Democracy Party.

Opposition also developed in other circles. U Nu, last civilian 
prime minister in 1962, believed he was the last legitimate 
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leader and had wanted to form an interim government, but he 
was denied that chance. At the same time, local leaders around 
the country, many associated with ethnic groups, formed 
parties in opposition to the junta. It was in effect a period—as 
the Chinese said in another context—of 100 fl owers blooming, 
and 100 schools of thought contending.

What was the role of Aung San Suu Kyi 
and what has happened to her?

Aung San Suu Kyi (b. June 19, 1945) has become the icon of 
Burma/Myanmar and the international symbol of tethered 
democracy. Without her image, the excesses of the regime, 
which are less than the horrors in parts of Africa or Asia 
(Cambodia, China, North Korea, for example), would be barely 
internationally noted.

She is the only daughter of the founder of Burmese indepen-
dence in 1948, who was assassinated by a rival Burmese politi-
cian on July 19, 1947. (There is also one son, who has eschewed 
politics and has lived in the United States.) That anniversary, 
Martyrs Day, is still remembered in Myanmar. Aung San Suu 
Kyi (her name incorporates that of her father in a most unorth-
odox Burmese manner) was in Burma in 1988 by accident. She 
grew up partly in India, where her mother was ambassador, and 
was schooled in England, where she married an English scholar 
on central Asia and had two sons. She returned to Burma to care 
for her sick mother in 1988 and was caught up in the opposi-
tion to military rule. She joined the NLD as secretary but soon 
became its primary spokesperson and intellectual force. The 
NLD attracted opponents of the military from all segments of 
the Burman population, from the left to the moderate right.

In July 1989, she was arrested for the most heinous crime—
attempting to destroy military unity, essential for continued mili-
tary dominance—and was sentenced to house arrest, where, off 
and on, she remained until 2009. She has been in various stages 
of isolation for about thirteen years during that time. When 
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she has been occasionally released, she has tested the limits of 
military endurance through statements and attempted travel. 
On two occasions she has been in some physical danger from 
progovernment mobs, but at least some of the higher echelons 
of the military understood that it was in their interests to keep 
her safe and out of commission, because if anything untoward 
were to happen to her, even if from natural causes, the military 
would be held responsible, and it could give rise to revolution. 
“The lady,” as she is known in Myanmar in offi cial circles and 
the media (when she is mentioned) is the appellation used for 
her, because even to speak her name evokes the memory of the 
national founder, Aung San, and indirectly provides her some 
legitimacy. There are persistent rumors than Senior General 
Than Shwe will not hear her name mentioned in his presence.

Through outside pressure, the United Nations has been able 
to have two quiet interlocutors (Special Envoys Tan Sri Razali 
Ismail and Ibrahim Gambari) try to mediate between the junta 
and Aung San Suu Kyi, and the junta in 2007 assigned the 
minister of labor as an intermediary, although sustained prog-
ress has not been apparent at this writing (June 2009). At various 
periods, there seems to have been some peripheral movements 
in improving relations, but these have rapidly dispersed. There 
is fear among some of the junta that her full release or any public 
activities by her could disrupt the 2010 elections.

The views of Aung San Suu Kyi, as refl ected in her writ-
ings and in the platform of the NLD, are in line with demo-
cratic concepts in most such states: representative government, 
civilian control of the military, better education (including 
scholarships), improved access to health, and some form of 
federal structure for the minorities. In her writings, however, 
she noted that democracy would come slowly to Myanmar. Yet 
the NLD is a Burman party, even though the Shan variant won 
the second largest number of seats in the 1990 election.

The West has basically supported her even more than it did 
the NLD. It may be argued that the views of Aung San Suu 
Kyi (or at least her past or purported views when she has been 
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held incognito) shape or strongly infl uence U.S. policy and are 
vigorously supported by an effective democracy and human 
rights lobby and a large contingent of Burmese expatriates. An 
obscure amendment to some U.S. economic assistance legisla-
tion even stipulates that the NLD leadership must approve the 
UN development assistance program in Myanmar. To criticize 
her or the tactics of the NLD that she supports and that support 
her is regarded as heresy in the opposition community.

At this publication, she is sixty-four years old and could, 
under normal circumstances play an important role in 
Myanmar political life. She has occasionally called for dialogue, 
compromise, and discussion, which the junta has denied, and 
she has been specifi c in indicating that the military would play 
an important role in any government she might infl uence. 
The senior general has indicated the regime would be willing 
to have such dialogue if she rescinded her call for sanctions 
and was more fl exible. But whether the aging leadership of 
the SPDC might agree to some form of coalition, and whether 
she would accept such a role given her long-held views of the 
inheritance of the mantle of her father, are not answerable at 
this stage. Some in the tatmadaw accuse her of arrogance, as she 
is said to believe herself the equal of Than Shwe.

What were the May 1990 elections about and what were 
the internal and external results?

Even before the coup, the junta promised that there would be 
multiparty democratic elections. Certainly, one must assume 
they did this to placate a restive population. The opposition 
did not believe it would conduct them fairly and called for a 
neutral interim government, which the military rejected.

The fi rst question that must be asked is: What were these 
elections to be for? Was it for a new parliament that would 
immediately take over government, as the NLD and public 
external observers seem to have expected, or for some sort of 
constitutional convention that would draft a new constitution, 
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after which a government would be formed? This lack of clarity 
has resulted in high tensions.

The junta had publicly stated almost a year before the elec-
tions that those elected could not form a new government 
until there was a new constitution. On several occasions at 
press conferences, this was reiterated by Saw Maung and Khin 
Nyunt. Aung San Suu Kyi personally indicated on July 5, 1989,
just prior to her house arrest, that “Whoever is elected will 
have to draw up a constitution that will have to be adopted 
before the transfer of power.” Yet this condition had not been 
suffi ciently stressed, and there seems to have been no direct 
contact between the military and politicians on what the rules 
of the game were to be. In that sense, the government bears the 
responsibility for the opaqueness of the process.

As preparations for the election progressed, the military did 
not discourage the formation of parties. Eventually, 235 of them 
were registered with the government. Some were said to have 
ulterior motives: they were anxious to get a telephone (in short 
supply and very expensive), as well as a ration of gasoline, 
which could be sold on the black market. Clearly, however, 
this was considered some sort of countrywide landmark, and 
people wanted to participate.

By the time the election of May 27, 1990, took place, 2,209
candidates from 93 parties and 87 independents competed for 
479 seats. Aung San Suu Kyi was under house arrest at that time 
and could not stand for election. She had campaigned earlier 
and was almost shot, although cooler military heads prevailed. 
Although there were severe restrictions on campaigning, the 
parties emphasized local interests, including those of the ethnic 
nationalities. The BSPP was reincarnated into the National 
Unity Party, with many of the same ideological tenets as their 
former organization. Some Burmese observers expected them 
to do well because they inherited the resources of the BSPP. The 
military, however, was not said to be anxious for their victory.

The vote resulted in a 72.59 percent turnout, the highest 
in Burmese history. The NLD received 59.87 percent of the 
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vote—392 seats or about 80 percent of the positions. The Shan 
NLD came in second with twenty-three seats (with 1.68 percent 
of the vote), and the National Unity Party won only ten seats, 
although they received 25.12 percent of the votes. This was both 
a remarkable and unexpected victory and no doubt shocked 
those in the military, who obviously had not been in touch with 
popular sentiment.

The NLD, flush with their remarkable victory, finally 
demanded on July 29 at what became known as the Gandhi 
(Hall) Declaration that the military turn over power to them by 
September 30, after which they would write an interim constitu-
tion and then a more permanent one after the transfer of power. 
The junta was not prepared to do this. Of great concern to the 
military was an off-hand remark by an NLD leader that there 
would be no Nuremberg trials. Although this was phrased in 
the negative, it heightened anxiety among the military leader-
ship. Certainly, many in the population wanted to see justice 
done for past illegal actions. (Signifi cantly, a provision of the 
2008 approved constitution stipulates that no person can be held 
legally accountable for any offi cial acts committed before that 
constitution has come into force.) In any case, the NLD and the 
outside world assumed that the NLD had a mandate to govern, 
and the United States still holds that position.

As the stalemate went on, all positions hardened. The mili-
tary adamantly refused to certify the results of the elections, 
claiming they were looking into anomalies and irregularities 
(and the commission to do so was a geriatric rubber stamp 
of the government). The NLD claimed they had the right to 
govern. The Western international community backed the 
NLD. For many years, the U.S. State Department, in its semi-
annual reports to Congress on Burma, called for the Burmese 
authorities to honor the results of the 1990 elections before 
discussions could take place. This was interpreted to mean 
that the tatmadaw had to give up power before normaliza-
tion of relations could occur. This was patently something it 
would not do.
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Some elected members of the NLD, believing that they 
represented the elected body as a whole because they had a 
wide majority of the seats, secretly formed the National Coali-
tion Government of the Union of Burma (NCGUB), as a parallel 
government or government in exile, and moved to a rebel area, 
and then Thailand, after which they went to the United States 
to lobby for their cause.

It seems likely the junta thought that if they encouraged 
broad participation in the elections the votes would be so widely 
split that the military could remain in control. What became 
apparent was that the votes were generally fairly counted even 
if campaigning was heavily restricted. The military-sponsored 
elections of 1960 and 1990 produced results abhorred by the 
military authorities. In the fi rst instance, they allowed those 
elected to take their seats, and in the second they did not. In 
the third military-sponsored election of 2010, the distribution 
of power has been predetermined. Even if the military allows 
open campaigning and a fair count of the ballots, the outcome 
of the locus of power in Burmese society will not change.

What were the SLORC/SPDC’s international relations, and how did 
Asian and Western nations react to the coup and the regime?

The generals who came to power in the SLORC were largely 
insulated from the outside world. All had been trained in Burma, 
and most had fought against Burma’s various insurrections. 
The leader was General Saw Maung (he was ousted in 1992 for 
becoming mentally erratic, but only after the regime consulted 
with General Ne Win). His education had basically ceased in 
the eighth grade. He had been a sergeant in the Fourth Burma 
Rifl es (originally commanded by Ne Win), and thus was part 
of the Ne Win entourage. The second in command was General 
Than Shwe (at that time army commander). General Maung 
Aye was charged with handing economic affairs. International 
relations were given to General Khin Nyunt, who was secre-
tary-1 and also the head of military intelligence. He controlled 
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an extensive network of offi cers but never commanded troops 
in the fi eld, and thus he was at a disadvantage in not having a 
large and loyal military following. He was said to be a protégé 
of General Ne Win and consulted with him after Ne Win’s offi -
cial retirement in 1988. He was also said to be close to China.

General Khin Nyunt was promoted to prime minister in 
August 2003 and fi nally ousted in October 2004 because of 
corruption among the intelligence corps along the China border. 
This may have been an excuse, as through his intelligence func-
tions Khin Nyunt had material that might be damaging to other 
junta and senior offi cials and was said to be vying for power 
with General Maung Aye.

It was Khin Nyunt who negotiated the cease-fi res with a 
multitude of ethnic insurgent groups, and he received credit 
for that process. He also initiated the informal contacts between 
the junta and Aung San Suu Kyi through Ambassador Razali, 
the special envoy of the UN secretary general. General Khin 
Nyunt focused on foreign affairs and through that offi cial role 
both had more access to international opinion and activities 
and was more accessible to foreign visitors. It was likely he 
who was interested in getting Myanmar to join the Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN; in July 1997). Some 
observers described him as a “soft-liner” compared to the 
“hard-liners” among the junta, but it is more likely he recog-
nized that Myanmar was hurt by poor international relations 
and wanted to do something about it. He had to work within 
regime confi nes that were highly restraining.

While carefully cultivating the “national sovereignty” that 
the leadership believes is one of its highest priorities, Myanmar 
has moved to cement relations with China, its major supplier of 
military equipment, development assistance, and infrastructure 
construction. Innumerable high-level national and provincial 
delegations continuously visit Myanmar. Because it does not 
want to be dependent solely on China, it has improved rela-
tions with India, and has bought military and nuclear equip-
ment from Russia. It seems likely that it would wish to improve 
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relations with the West, but national pride seems to prevent 
the government from being perceived as retreating from its 
international, nationalistic position and submitting to Western 
demands. Although Thailand in 1992 called for “constructive 
engagement” with Myanmar that would lead to eventual polit-
ical change, this was interpreted elsewhere as simply a euphe-
mism for economic exploitation.

Myanmar joined a number of other regional groupings: the 
Greater Mekong Sub-Region Economic Cooperation Organiza-
tion in 1992, BIMSTEC (Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, 
Thailand Economic Cooperation) in 1997, and the Irrawaddy, 
Chao Phraya, Mekong Economic Strategy Group (ACMEC) in 
2003. In August 1999, Myanmar attended the Conference on 
Regional Cooperation and Development in Kunming that also 
included China, India, and Bangladesh. Known as the Kunming 
Initiative, it was designed to discuss ways to improve commu-
nications among all the countries; in essence, the revival of the 
southern Silk Road between Assam and Yunnan.

The personifi cation of democratic ideals in Aung San Suu 
Kyi, resulting in her being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 
1991, also increased her visibility and role (and through her, 
that of Myanmar), thus making her an icon throughout much 
of the world. The excesses of military rule, although deplorable, 
would probably have not received such broad and continuous 
condemnation without Aung San Suu Kyi as the representation 
of liberty. The junta claims discrimination, believing that the 
issues of democracy and human rights in other Asian coun-
tries, such as China and Vietnam, with worse records in some 
areas such as religious freedom, have received far less attention 
than those in Myanmar.

What is the state of social services in Myanmar?

Perusal of the state’s statistics on its role in expanding health 
and educational institutions would lead a naive observer to 
conclude that progress was evident in Myanmar. Yet these are 
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essentially infl ated fi gures that mask the brutal reality of decay 
and neglect for most of the population.

Enrollment in education at all levels has expanded, yet the 
quality has declined. The government claims those enrolled 
in primary education are at the ninetieth percentile level, but 
UNICEF notes that perhaps 50 percent of students do not fi nish 
primary school. Classes are overcrowded and teachers under-
paid, with the result that “tuition” schools have privately been 
established, often by the very teachers who teach in public 
school, to educate the children after normal school hours (and 
provide the teachers some modest livable income) and for 
which the parents of students pay. Essentially, teachers teach 
extracurricularly the material that the state has paid them to 
teach publicly.

Only a small percentage of students go on to middle school 
and high school (ten years is the total primary and secondary 
years of instruction, excluding kindergarten). College- and 
university-level institutions and enrollments have proliferated 
(undergraduates are relegated to a campus on the outskirts of 
Yangon). Yet the bulk of students are in “distance learning,” 
which keeps them from congregating on campuses and thus 
potentially causing trouble for the government. The state 
has formed colleges in each state and division (sometimes 
with more than one branch). According to those who teach 
at university or college level, corruption is rife in grades and 
attendance, and students are not motivated because jobs are 
scarce. In addition, at the slightest hint of a possible demon-
stration, schools are closed, often for long periods, which 
results in chaotic admissions and examination scheduling. 
The government spends 1.3 percent of gross domestic product 
(GDP) on education, a very low percentage in international 
comparisons.

Health services are in disarray. Health expenditures are 
even lower than in education—only 0.5 percent of GDP, one 
of the lowest in the world. Primary care is usually not avail-
able, and those doctors serving the state in rural areas have to 
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moonlight to get by. Medicines are unavailable except to the 
rich or connected, and most doctors serve for a period in the 
military, which has its own medical school. Civilian doctors 
must serve three years in the military to receive a license. 
Medicine is a desired career for both men and women, and 
in the civilian period, medical standards, reinforced through 
external examiners, were so high that graduates were auto-
matically allowed to practice in the United Kingdom. This has 
all changed. Malaria (700,000 cases annually) and tuberculosis 
(130,000 per year) are rampant. HIV/AIDS is common and 
far more signifi cant that the government admits. There were 
estimated to be some 350,000 cases in Myanmar in 2005. The 
United States quietly and informally scuttled a plan called the 
Global Fund to provide US$90 million over fi ve years to assist 
in alleviating the problems of tuberculosis, malaria, and HIV/
AIDS on the grounds that monitoring could not be assured. 
In response, six donors (Australia, the European Commission, 
the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) 
established a fi ve-year fund of US$100 million over the same 
period to provide assistance to deal with the problem of these 
three diseases, or 3DF, as the program became known.

Infant mortality is said to be 75 per 1,000 live births, and on 
a national average an additional 105 children die before the age 
of fi ve years. In eastern Myanmar, where conditions are worse, 
the infant mortality is 221 per 1,000, compared to 106 in central 
Myanmar and only 21 in Thailand. The life expectancy of the 
Burmese is just over sixty years, the lowest in ASEAN.

For a country that was never supposed to have a famine 
(in contrast to India and China), malnutrition is now common, 
and some 35 percent of infants suffer from this to some degree. 
Some 73 percent of income is allocated to purchase basic foods, 
especially rice, and so the incessant infl ation undercuts living 
standards for the poor. The UN Human Development Report 
of 2000 ranked Myanmar as 124 (out of 174 countries) in terms 
of this development. Cyclone Nargis obviously and drasti-
cally lowered living standards. The pervasive corruption, so 
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necessary for survival, has negatively affected the equitable 
distribution of relief in Nargis-affected areas.

There is thus a socioeconomic crisis that the government has 
denied, and when the UNDP resident representative brought 
this to the attention of the cabinet in November 2007 and went 
public with his views, his visa was not renewed. Although the 
junta may believe there is a strategic and military security crisis, 
actual conditions indicate that the security crisis is instead a 
human security crisis. Food supplies for half the population are 
not secured, and more broadly the dire state of internal affairs 
indicates a profound human security crisis—including food, 
health, education, livelihood, and personal tranquility.

One unanswered question in contemporary Myanmar is the 
relevance of concepts of the traditional Buddhist virtues of the 
state (ruler) to treat its people with compassion and that of indi-
vidual karma, or one’s present status as retribution for activities 
in previous existences. Thus, if one suffers, is it due to one’s 
bad practices in a previous incarnation or the lack of interest or 
inability of the state to supply social services to the population? 
The degree to which Buddhist karmic concepts of individual 
responsibility, in confl ict with modern beliefs in state responsi-
bility, affects present attitudes in Myanmar is unknown. Karmic 
concepts were evident in the past, as is apparent from earlier 
fi eld research a half-century ago, but how much it has changed 
in rural areas is unclear. It has evidently changed among the 
educated urban population and seems to have disappeared as a 
political explanation in another Buddhist country, Thailand.

What is the status of the private sector in Myanmar?

When the government announced in July 1988 that the rigid 
socialist doctrine of the BSPP would be rescinded, this passed 
effectively unnoticed outside the country because of the polit-
ical turmoil of that time. Yet this was the most signifi cant and 
positive change in Burma since 1962. It had been brought about 
by quiet pressure from the Japanese in March 1988, when 
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the Burmese deputy prime minister was told in Tokyo that 
economic reforms were essential or the Japanese aid program, 
comprising over half of all foreign assistance, would have to 
be reconsidered.

Ironically, the movement away from socialism occurred in 
the waning days of the BSPP, and by November 1988 a new 
foreign investment law was promulgated. Outside investors 
were very interested in Myanmar, especially its on-shore oil 
reserves. Ten foreign fi rms quickly bid to secure exploration 
rights in central Myanmar.

This was followed by a broad infusion of foreign investment 
and the opening of indigenous banks to provide capital to local 
investors. This surge of interest concentrated at fi rst on mineral 
exploration, especially oil and gas. Subsequently, the low-wage, 
literate, and controlled labor market proved attractive to foreign 
investors who sought sites for the establishment of textile and 
garment factories, often to circumvent quotas on their own 
countries. Many investors had joint ventures with government 
ministries or organizations. Most of these investors were from 
Asia, with the exception of the largest one, an amalgam of French, 
U.S., and Thai companies brought together to exploit natural gas 
found offshore and to build a pipeline to Thailand. By the end 
of 2008, the Burmese authorities cumulatively listed 422 foreign 
investment projects totaling some US$15 billion over the previous 
twenty years, although unauthorized Chinese investment in 
small business activities would likely push the total higher.

One attraction of Myanmar to foreign investment has been a 
forcibly controlled labor force, where strikes are prevented and 
demonstrations curtailed. A literate, productive, docile, and 
inexpensive labor force has attracted labor-intensive industries, 
and workers have responded because of the lack of alternative 
employment. Corvée labor has been used by the state, much 
against ILO regulations, resulting in past threats to exclude 
Myanmar from that group.

Human rights advocates effectively lobbied to shame some 
foreign investors from working in Myanmar, claiming that they 
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were effectively supporting the military. Aung San Suu Kyi was 
against foreign investment, tourism, and even humanitarian 
assistance for a period, although her views on humanitarian 
support changed. Criticism of the regime grew, and in 1997 the 
United States imposed sanctions on all new investment beyond 
those initiated after the coup of 1988 that stopped military 
and economic assistance. Restrictions were also imposed by 
the European Union. The United States followed with further, 
more stringent sanctions in 2003, prompting many foreign 
businesses to refuse to invest or to pull out. The United States 
passed additional sanctions in 2008. One of the probable moti-
vations behind Myanmar joining ASEAN in July 1997 was the 
prospect of greater investment from those states; ironically, the 
month that Myanmar joined was the month the Asian fi nancial 
crisis of 1997 started in Thailand, and this effectively prevented 
the investment that Myanmar had sought.

By the late 2000s, new foreign investment had dropped. In 
monetary terms, foreign investment has been heavily concen-
trated in the extractive industries—oil, gas, minerals, timber. 
Foreign investment in Vietnam, which opened to the outside 
business community at about the same time, was booming. 
Although the Vietnam internal market is about 50 percent 
larger than the Burmese one, that seems to be an unlikely 
explanation. Obviously, part of this has to do with sanctions 
and the opprobrium effectively directed against that govern-
ment. Other causes are also at work.

Myanmar is rated as one of the most corrupt countries in 
the world, according to Transparency International, which 
places it at the bottom along with Somalia. To do any busi-
ness, whether one is a foreigner or a citizen, one needs if not 
a Burmese partner then at least a Burmese protector. Rent-
seeking and corruption are endemic in a society where wages 
are low and infl ation is high, and a system of patron–client 
relationships is critical in such a political culture. Yet the estab-
lished patron of today may become the outcast of tomorrow. 
Furthermore, law is essentially irrelevant—whereas “policy” 
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is important: today’s policies may also be tomorrow’s crimes. 
Further, seemingly on a whim or at least without consultation, 
regulations change. Businesses need predictability, and this is 
sorely lacking in contemporary Myanmar society. Rarely does 
the military allow the repatriation of profi ts, which are usually 
invested in Burmese raw materials for export.

The indigenous Burman private sector, deprived of capital 
and subject to the whims of political leadership, fl ounders. Yet 
one type of individual succeeds. This is the Chinese entrepre-
neur, sometimes a legal resident or a Sino-Burman, or sometimes 
an illegal migrant who has acquired Burmese identity papers. 
These individuals have access to capital through traditional clan 
and linguistic associations and are not dependent on the formal 
banking system. They transfer funds internally and externally 
through secure but informal mechanisms. If present trends are 
not reversed, they will become the new Burmese middle class, 
and the specter of ethnic foreigners holding the reins of the 
Burmese economy could exact xenophobic reactions.

What is the status and role of the military in Myanmar?

As one Burma/Myanmar specialist put it, the military in 
Myanmar is a state within a state. The tatmadaw’s view of their 
position in society confi rms this. General Saw Maung said, “It 
is in accord with the ‘law of nature’ that the indigenous people 
[have] love and respect for the tatmadaw.” As the military has 
asserted, “Only if the Armed Force is strong, will the Nation be 
strong.” The tatmadaw is, according to its slogans, the “mother 
and father” of the people. Their earlier exhortation was “don’t 
look over the shoulder of your mother at your aunt” (don’t 
rely on foreigners). It is virtually a self-contained community 
of some 400,000 (fi gures vary) active-duty members, and when 
families are included, it totals some 2 million people, or some 
4 percent of the population. A large (but unknown) number 
relate economically to the military in a type of dependency. If 
one considers the retired military and their families, who also 
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play important roles in Burmese society, the number is greatly 
magnifi ed. All in all, not an inconsiderable percentage of the 
population is in some manner dependent on the present mili-
tary role and rule.

Until 1988, the army was reasonably well administered, 
and corruption was not a major problem. The expansion of 
the military since that time (the tatmadaw totaled 198,681 in 
1988), however, has led to looser control and the recruitment 
of less desirable elements. Organizationally, there are said to 
be 504 battalions of 826 men each, up from 168 battalions in 
1988. There are ten light infantry divisions. The provision of 
more sophisticated arms from China (estimated at more than 
US$3 billion) and elsewhere will require high budgetary main-
tenance allocations and greater training requirements.

The military’s role in the power structure and adminis-
tration has been explained a number of times. But the ancil-
lary functions and its infl uence are less well understood. The 
government has built up institutions run by or under the infl u-
ence of the military in all fi elds. Military training institutions 
are producing not only offi cers for the present administration 
but also a future elite cadre who will staff ostensibly civilian 
institutions. The tatmadaw also runs its own schools for depen-
dents, and the best health care in that disease-prone state is 
in military-run hospitals. Businesses and manufacturing are 
frequently run directly by military conglomerates, which also 
have extensive joint ventures with foreign fi rms. Every substan-
tial enterprise needs someone in the military establishment 
to ensure that the economic gears turn smoothly. There also 
said to be monasteries that the military favor that are under 
their infl uence. The military encourages private contributions 
to such institutions as well as other good works. They then 
donate such material under military auspices in an attempt to 
garner the karmic credit that such giving provides.

These are the direct or quasi-direct elements of the state 
within a state. The ancillary elements of this substate, if you 
will, are the tentacles that reach out administratively into 
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civilian life. These include the Union Solidarity and Develop-
ment Association (USDA; the membership of which has been 
reported at over 24.6 million, perhaps two-thirds of the adult 
population) explicitly established to serve military needs, 
the cooperative movement, the Maternal and Child Welfare 
Association, the fi refi ghters association, and the Myanmar 
War Veterans’ Association (which operates twenty-six busi-
nesses worth over K.9.6 billion). A signifi cant number of other 
groups all serve the tatmadaw’s political purpose of control, 
whatever other functions they may perform. The USDA may 
be the intellectual descendant of the National Solidarity 
Associations that the military formed in the Caretaker period 
(1958–1960). One may assume that the membership in many 
of these groups is not completely voluntary—not physi-
cally coerced but socially and often professionally necessary. 
Social pressures and administrative requirements regarding 
membership come into play when acceptance or advance-
ment is at stake.

Many families in opposition to military rule want their sons 
to join the tatmadaw, as it is the prime avenue to social mobility 
and economic success. At the local level, the military situation 
has become more complex. Local units have been encouraged 
to fend for themselves by growing their own food, which often 
leads to confi scating land for this purpose. As the military has 
built its own exclusive structure of controlled and supporting 
institutions, it is more than likely that the inclusiveness of this 
control, and the arrogance that seems to have gone with it, has 
resulted in broad resentment among those who have not been 
so favored.

How does the narcotics trade affect the society 
and international relations?

In some circles, Myanmar has been called a narco-state, one 
in which the incomes from narcotics production, distribu-
tion, and sales are critical factors in regime continuance. This 
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pejorative characterization is not justifi ed by facts. No govern-
ment, including that of the United States, has charged that 
the Burmese administration directly receives funds from the 
narcotics trade.

This, however, is only a partial description. Opium produc-
tion and its transformation into heroin have been important 
factors in contemporary Burma/Myanmar. A large number of 
ethnic minorities in the hill areas of northern Myanmar have 
relied on its production. The name Golden Triangle refers to the 
opium-growing areas where Burma/Myanmar, Thailand, and 
Laos come together. That local offi cials, including local mili-
tary, engage in its production or tax its distribution is clear. The 
government freely admits that the drug lords have been able 
to cease their activities and retire in comfort in the country and 
use their funds for more legitimate economic projects (and thus 
more wealth). The United States calls this money laundering; the 
Burmese call it development projects. The government passed 
a money-laundering law, with strong encouragement from the 
United States, but implementation seems to have been lacking.

We need not go back to the opium war between Britain and 
China in the nineteenth century to understand the nature of 
the opium problem. The British encouraged (or at least legally 
tolerated) the growing of opium in the Shan State. Shan leaders 
taxed its use. It was fi nally declared illegal during the mili-
tary Caretaker Government. The Kuomintang troops in Burma 
fostered its expansion. Opium production swelled from some 
estimated 250 tons per year to over ten times that amount 
in 1989 (although alternative estimates abound), producing 
heroin essentially to feed the Western markets. It was the cash 
crop for hundreds of thousands of hill dwellers who other-
wise existed on subsistence agriculture. These farm families 
did not grow wealthy; most remained poor. The middle men 
and dealers were the benefi ciaries. The sale of opium and its 
ultimate product, heroin, provided the means by which to fund 
ethnic armies and, following the cessation of Chinese support, 
the Burma Communist Party.
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As in many parts of the world, the United States provided 
assistance to the government to eliminate the crop. The United 
States supplied helicopters (twenty-seven helicopters and 
twenty-eight other planes), pilot training, and other equipment, 
and surveillance increased. Because insurgent armies could 
shoot down the helicopters, their use was confi ned to areas in 
which the military had ground forces and could prevent this. 
Much of the production was beyond their military capacity to 
control, however; the effects were limited in that period. The 
United States cut off assistance for aerial spraying of the poppy 
fi elds after the coup of 1988.

Perhaps because of international opprobrium, the junta, 
under Khin Nyunt’s leadership, began a program of eradica-
tion of the opium crop. ASEAN as a whole had a target of 2015
as a drug-free region. This effort was at fi rst treated with skepti-
cism in international circles, but eventually the United Nations 
indicated that such production had become minimal compared 
to the previous decade (130,000 hectares under production in 
1998, compared to 27,000 in 2007). In 2002, the United States 
and the junta met quietly to discuss steps to take Myanmar off 
the international narcotics list, but a number of congressional 
members sought to continue to isolate the regime, preventing 
this. There has been one negative effect: the loss of income for 
these hill dwellers has made them some of the most deprived 
people in the state. In the 1975–1985 period, 75 percent of all 
heroin imports into the United States came from Burma; in 
2007, this fi gure was less than 2 percent. In that year, Afghani-
stan produced 93 percent of the world’s opium, and Myanmar 
only 5 percent. These encouraging statistics may well prove 
ephemeral, as other crops providing alternative incomes are 
not easily cultivated or marketable in those remote areas, and 
a return to poppy production is likely.

If opium production is down, drug production is not. Meth-
amphetamines, chemically produced drugs with no agricultural 
base, are produced in Myanmar among the Wa and transported 
into Thailand, through which the chemical components are 
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imported back into Myanmar, and where it has became an 
important political issue. The Wa are the most heavily armed of 
the ethnic groups with which the government has verbal cease-
fi re agreements. They cannot be controlled by the tatmadaw.
Even entry to their areas by any Burmese military personnel 
requires their approval. Prime Minister Taksin Shinawatra in 
Thailand in 2003 ordered a war against these drug dealers that 
resulted in nonjudicial government executions of over 2,800
dealers and others and causing a quiet confrontation with the 
United States and human rights groups over evident violations 
of human rights. An estimated 700,000 to 1 million tablets of 
methamphetamine enter Thailand every year from Myanmar, 
and they have become a scourge of Thai youth. Some 4 percent 
of the Thai population is said to use this drug. To protect this 
trade, the United Wa Army on the Myanmar side of the border 
has had skirmishes with the Shan State Army South, armed by 
the Thai and supported by the United States. These minority 
armies have become surrogates for the Burmese and Thai 
governments in that border region.

What are the roles and infl uence of minority religions 
(Islam, Christianity) in Myanmar?

Minority religions have important negative and positive infl u-
ences in society. The positive infl uences of solace and group 
solidarity result among peoples on the periphery, especially 
non-Buddhist groups. Three minorities have been especially 
prone to Christian conversions, and it is signifi cant that few 
Buddhists are converted. Most conversions take place among 
animist populations. Foreign infl uences have become impor-
tant, but under the constitution of 2008 no religious group in 
Myanmar will be able to receive or expend funds from foreign 
sources.

The most Christianized ethnic groups are the Chin and 
Kachin. The 1983 census notes that among the Chin in western 
Myanmar along the India border, about 70 percent were 
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Christian; some now say the fi gure is closer to 90 percent. 
Observers believe that perhaps 90–95 percent of the Kachin 
in northern Myanmar are now Christians. The Karen have 
been noted as prime converts to Christianity since the early 
nineteenth century when the American Baptist Mission went 
into Burma. Although accurate fi gures are lacking, some say 
about one-third of the Karen people are Christian, one-third 
Buddhist, and one-third animist.

Although foreign missionaries are no longer allowed resi-
dence in the country (most of those resident in 1962 were 
allowed to remain but could not return once they left), there 
are strong ties with external churches. They have maintained 
liaisons, churches in Burman areas are accessible, and semi-
naries still exist to train local pastors and priests. There have 
been charges of church burnings and oppression, especially in 
the east where Karen insurgents, many of whom are Christian, 
operate. The Chin State has also been the scene of harassment 
and forced labor to build Buddhist pagodas.

The charges by some foreign organizations that there has 
been a national concerted effort to wipe out or threaten Chris-
tians cannot be substantiated. There are, however, serious 
impediments to Christians rising in the military and the 
bureaucracy. There are evidently glass ceilings that prevent 
Christians from assuming senior positions, such as colonels 
or higher offi cers in the tatmadaw. Local military commanders 
have considerable latitude to act against minority religious 
groups, so occasionally incidents no doubt occur. Members of 
unregistered and informal Chin churches in Burman cities have 
been subject to harassment.

Muslim problems are more severe. Although mosques 
operate freely in major cities, there are severe prejudices that 
provoke outbursts. Muslim–Buddhist riots are an irregular but 
not uncommon occurrence in various towns and are usually 
based on some perceived insult by a Muslim to Buddhism or to a 
Burman woman. Some charge that such riots are  engineered by 
the military to direct antagonisms away from the government 
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to helpless scapegoats. Beliefs persist even at the cabinet level 
that Muslims attempt to convert Burman women, and, if 
successful, Islamic organizations provide rewards depending 
on the social level of the converted person.

The most severe issue related to Islam is the plight of the 
Rohingyas on the Bangladesh border. This group is effectively 
stateless. They are not recognized by the government (and have 
not been so since the Panglong Agreement in 1947) as a minority 
group or a national “race.” The government has claimed that they 
are, in fact, Bengalis. They have no rights and cannot even legally 
leave their area in the townships along the border. Some tens of 
thousands have fl ed by sea to Malaysia, a supposedly a friendly 
Muslim state, but their status has been ambiguous.  Thailand has 
turned some back out to sea. In 1978, Burmese police and troops 
made a sweep through that region and prompted more than 
200,000 to fl ee into Bangladesh. Most were repatriated under 
UN auspices. A similar fl ight occurred in 1991–1992, and again 
there was UN repatriation (although some 10,000–15,000 still 
remain in exile). In January 2009, the government again denied 
that they were one of the state’s national “races.”

The military claims that these people are in effect illegal 
immigrants, and therefore they have no right to citizenship. 
The migrations along that portion of the Burma/Myanmar 
littoral from the early nineteenth century onward are complex. 
The fusion of India and Burma in the colonial period, and 
the exodus during World War II and in the current period, 
made matters even more murky. Burmese authorities have 
also charged that there is terrorist training among Muslims 
on the Bangladesh side of the border; through their military 
intelligence service they have monitored such activities. The 
Rohingya situation is far more severe regarding human rights 
violations than among any other minority. In August 2008,
however, the government announced it would issue identity 
cards to some 37,000 Rohingya as a fi rst stage in their registra-
tion, although whether this would give them improved status 
is questionable.
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In acts that seem designed to demonstrate Burmese sover-
eignty over some of the border regions inhabited by both Chris-
tians and Muslims, the government has been building pagodas. 
They have been constructed in the Kachin State on the China 
border in a Christian area, and in the Rakhine State on the 
Bangladesh border in a completely Muslim area. General Than 
Shwe is said to believe that the most dangerous of the Burmese 
frontier regions is the one with Bangladesh. In historical terms, 
he is correct.

What is and has been the status of women in Burma/Myanmar?

The role of Aung San Suu Kyi as the icon of democracy in 
Burma/Myanmar has led the expatriate Burmese opposition 
to make her birthday (June 19) an international women’s day. 
They have also protested the perceived subjugation of women 
under the present Myanmar government, especially exempli-
fi ed by the house arrest and denigration of Aung San Suu Kyi. 
This has been compounded by charges of systemic rape of 
minority women by the Burman troops.

This movement is somewhat ironic, for among the major 
cultures of South and East Asia, the status of Burmese women 
has historically been higher. They traditionally married 
under their own volition. There was no foot binding in 
Burma as there was China, nor the practice of suttee (widow 
suicide) as in India. Burmese women had equal inheritance 
rights with their male siblings and retained control over their 
dowries. If there were a divorce, the wife would keep the 
dowry; this kept divorce rates low. Early English observers 
felt that the status of Burmese women was higher than that 
in Europe at the time, and one British observer in the early 
nineteenth century believed that Burmese women were 
more literate than English women. Burmese women not only 
control most family affairs but also have important economic 
roles; most trading in the bazaars is by women. In modern 
times, females equal males in the educational system, and 
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women have been prominent in the professions, especially 
in education and medicine.

In 1959, the military Caretaker Government passed a 
universal military draft law on an Israeli model that included 
women. It has never been implemented. There are women in 
the military, but not in combat roles and not at the decision-
making level. There are, however, many women in the higher 
echelons of the civil service, and some at the director general 
level, although not in the cabinet. During the BSPP period, 
abortions for medical reasons needed approval by the husband 
and the party.

Although rape in wartime and periods of confl ict has been 
prominent, there is no evidence that this has been a state-
 sponsored policy, as some have charged. Few have been 
charged or convicted of such crimes by the government, which 
amounts to avoidance of the issue. The charge that rape has 
been an effort to dilute the minority population by geneti-
cally “Burmanizing” them seems unfounded. Yet in one sense 
women are treated as inferior: to enter Buddhist nirvana, they 
must fi rst be reincarnated as a male. Burmese nuns, numbering 
over 40,000, have far lower status than monks. As one scholar 
wrote, “Military rule, however, has reinforced the authori-
tarian, hierarchical, and chauvinistic values that underpinned 
male-dominated power structures.”

What is the status of the cease-fi res with minority 
insurrections in Myanmar?

The SLORC/SPDC, in a tactically clever maneuver, began the 
process of negotiating cease-fi res with a broad spectrum of the 
minority organizations that revolted against central authority. 
This process was led by General Khin Nyunt, at that time 
secretary-1 of the SLORC and in charge of military intelligence. 
When he was ousted in October 2004, the SPDC said that the 
cease-fi res were a product of the junta as a whole, and that 
they would continue and be respected. At this writing, there 
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are about twenty-fi ve such cease-fi res, almost all of which 
are verbal agreements. Seventeen have been recognized, and 
those minority troops control special regions where they are 
effectively local government. There are approximately twelve 
groups still in some form of rebellion. Splinter groups form 
and reform, so the situation is dynamic. The remaining military 
forces in revolt have dropped to only several thousand distrib-
uted among all insurgents.

These cease-fi re groups have widely divergent relations with 
the central government and different degrees of autonomy or 
control. Three degrees of authority exist: those that have near 
devolution of authority (and thus are essentially autonomous), 
those effectively under military occupation, and those where a 
fragile form of coexistence exists. The most autonomous are the 
Wa and the Kokang, both on the China border. Here, the local 
authorities are in command, and it is said that Burmese army 
troops cannot go into Wa territory without permission of the 
Wa and in some cases without surrendering their weapons. The 
second group includes those in which a military occupation 
is the reality: the Rakhine State in the west, and in the east in 
parts of the Kayah and Karen States. The coexistence groups 
are in the north among the Kachin, and also on the eastern 
frontier and include the PaO, Mon State Army areas, and the 
Buddhist Karen region.

The general agreements were that these groups would retain 
their arms but not engage in any action against the government; 
within the territories they controlled, they could continue to 
engage in their normal economic activities, with the exception 
of opium production (see that question in this chapter). The 
agreement originally was that these groups would turn in their 
weapons before a referendum on the new constitution. This has 
not happened.

The fear that pervades minority–majority relations means 
that such groups will have little incentive to comply with 
this regulation except in some meaningless, formalistic 
manner. They might turn in some outmoded arms in some 
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symbolic ceremony, while retaining their essential weapons 
in hidden caches. Minorities fear not only the tatmadaw but 
also other potential adversaries of the same ethnicity. When 
Khin Nyunt was prime minister, it seemed apparent that he 
was prepared to offer some compromise on the questions of 
arms, such as enfolding some of these groups into militias or 
national guards or some Burmese equivalent (this occurred 
under the BSPP). This seems to be a necessary step if the 
fi ghting is not to erupt again. Under the new constitution of 
2008, various militias are allowed, but there can only be one 
national tatmadaw.

Before the scheduled elections of 2010, the government is 
said to demand cease-fi re groups be reconstituted into border 
patrols or forces with a signifi cant admixture of Burman troops 
(10 percent). Whether the minorities will comply with this 
order is unclear at the time of this writing.

In addition to allowing some of the cease-fi re organizations 
to retain the territory they administer, the government has 
offered to some groups economic incentives to enable them to 
increase their wealth and services to their own people and to 
tie them to the central government. Investments in a jade mine 
by the PaO minority has brought them considerable wealth 
that they have invested in other, countrywide ventures.

The Burman–minority relationships cannot be easily 
characterized, for they vary in the degree of intrusion and 
repression. In many cases, the tatmadaw and government, and 
through the government its agents such as the USDA, are seen 
as predatory. They have confi scated land, forced villagers to 
grow food for the troops, coerced the building of Buddhist 
structures and other forms of construction, set up checkpoints 
to extort funds, and increased license fees for many activities. 
For decades the state has enforced a system known as the 
“four cuts,” which has been widely condemned. This is the 
denial to insurgents of food, fi nances, recruiting, and intelli-
gence in village areas. This system was also used in the BSPP 
period and seems derived from the British attempts to wipe 
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out the communist insurrection in Malaya in the 1950s and by 
the U.S. counterinsurgency programs in Vietnam.

The complexities of the various stages of the rebellions and 
the cease-fi res as well as their causes preclude simple, stan-
dard approaches to mediation that may have occurred in 
other countries. These are old animosities and fears, dating 
back to independence in many cases. Some have had inter-
national dimensions and links, but most are related to deeply 
rooted decades-old social and humanitarian issues. Some of 
the insurgents and former insurgent groups have developed 
what have been called “alternative systems of profi t, power 
and even protection”—that is, vested interests in maintaining 
control over certain areas and peoples. This makes solutions 
even more diffi cult.

The BSPP had founded in Sagaing Division an institute for 
minority education, perhaps formed along a Chinese model, 
to train minorities in the offi cial ideology. In 1991, the SLORC 
changed this into a University for the Development of the 
National Races.

Many of these cease-fi re groups participated in the National 
Convention that produced the new constitution. The dilemma 
for these organizations now, and for others as well, is whether 
they should participate in the planned 2010 elections. To do so 
undercuts whatever status and validity may still accrue to the 
1990 elections, but to eschew them means to be cut out of even 
a modest role in a new government. In minority areas, by early 
2009 various groups were considering organizing political 
parties on either ethnic or regional bases. Yet the various exiled 
ethnic organizations have each produced drafts of constitutions 
they deem acceptable. They have done so abroad, because to 
do so internally was considered an offense by the military. All 
of them, to one degree or another, call for a federalism that 
the military abhors. Whether these cease-fi re groups—a few 
of which will be given townships where they will have some 
local governing authority—will be satisfi ed with the situation 
remains uncertain.



114 BURMA/MYANMAR

What are relations with the United States?

As Myanmar enters its third decade of military rule following 
the coup of September 18, 1988, relations with the United 
States have sunk to their lowest ebb since that date. Prospects 
for the near term are not optimistic, although some alterna-
tive approaches have surfaced in 2009 under President Barack 
Obama. The United States has enacted four stages of sanctions 
against the regime.

Although the previous government run by the military through 
the BSPP was an autocratic, single-party socialist state without any 
fi g leaf of democratic governance, since 1979 the United States had 
an economic assistance program centered on basic human needs 
(today called humanitarian assistance). This was prompted by the 
poverty of the people. It also had a military assistance program 
to provide helicopters and equipment that was designed to help 
reduce opium production, which was at that time the primary 
source of the U.S. heroin supply. It started in June 1974 and by 
1983 the cost totaled some $47 million. The violence with which 
the people’s revolution of 1988 was repressed, together with the 
coup and subsequent retaliation against its opponents or sympa-
thizers, prompted an immediate U.S. reaction.

Whether U.S. legislation legally required the cut-off of 
economic aid following the coup is unclear, as the law indi-
cates that all foreign assistance monies, except humanitarian 
assistance, have to cease if a coup overthrows a democratically 
elected government, which the BSPP obviously was not. The 
United States also halted military assistance. In effect, these 
comprised the fi rst wave of sanctions against the SLORC. For 
a period, the U.S. ambassador consciously decided not to meet 
with the authorities because it might confer a degree of legiti-
macy on their actions. When he fi nally did, there was agree-
ment that there would be no publicity.

Following the elections of May 1990, and intensifi ed by the 
awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to Aung San Suu Kyi in 1991,
the U.S. antipathy toward the junta increased and hardened. 
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It also became more personalized around the fi gure of Aung 
San Suu Kyi. Further sanctions were enacted in 1997. These 
restricted visas for certain Myanmar military offi cials and 
their families and prohibited new American businesses from 
investing there. Some in Congress pushed for divestiture of 
previously established businesses, but the State Department’s 
views prevailed, and the action was limited only to those fi rms 
that had not invested prior to the act’s passage.

The third stage came following the Depayin incident in 
central Myanmar in May 2003 when an NLD caravan, including 
Aung San Suu Kyi, was attacked and an unknown number of 
people were killed. This was the most strict of Myanmar sanc-
tions, preventing the use of U.S. banking facilities (including 
interbank transfers that went through New York), and further 
restricting travel to the United States of higher ranking mili-
tary and their families, as well as senior civilian employees of 
the government. The minuscule Myanmar assets in the United 
States were frozen. All users of U.S. banks needed to have indi-
vidual U.S. Treasury waivers, for example, to pay for programs 
or international nongovernmental personnel. All Burmese 
imports into the United States were stopped, including textile 
imports that annually amounted to some US$350 million. The 
law was shortly amended to allow the import of educational 
materials, art, and handicrafts. Diplomatic relations, however, 
continued, although the representation by both sides was 
reduced over time to the chargé d’affairs level.

The fourth stage (Public Law 110-286), which occurred 
in 2008, was prompted by the Saffron Revolution of 2007. It 
restricted the importation of jade and rubies of Burmese origin 
even if processed in some third country. Also, U.S. executive 
orders prohibited any U.S. citizen from aiding third-party 
foreign investment in that country, purchasing shares in a third-
country business if its products are primarily for Burma, and 
required U.S. representatives to vote against any multilateral 
fi nancial assistance for which Myanmar was the recipient.



116 BURMA/MYANMAR

The United States had carried out an extensive International 
Military Education and Training (IMET) program in Burma. In 
the period 1950–1962, 972 offi cers were trained in the United 
States, and during 1980–1988, 255 graduated—more than in 
any other country. The restart of program corresponded with 
the restart of USAID program. During 1974–1980, the United 
States sponsored an antinarcotics program that provided heli-
copters and pilot training. In the period 1980–1988, 415 offi cers 
were trained abroad, of whom 255 went to the United States 
(61.4 percent). During the civilian era, 1948–1962, 1,852 offi -
cers were trained overseas, of whom 1,227 went to the United 
States (66.3 percent). Contrary to the European Union, which 
withdrew all military attachés, the United States wisely kept 
that position open in the embassy, thus providing a modest but 
desirable avenue of professional contact between the two mili-
taries. The 1978 International Security Act stipulated that the 
United States could not provide IMET in countries “engaged 
in a consistent pattern of human rights violations”—which 
certainly should have excluded Burma under the BSPP—but 
this provision was ignored. The claim was that although such 
training did not improve human rights, it set standards that 
were important.

In the semiannual State Department reports to the Congress 
on Burma, the U.S. government has most often called for the 
recognition of the results of the May 1990 election, swept by 
the NLD, in effect calling for the resignation of the junta. This 
was in fact a call for regime change, and the Burmese govern-
ment interpreted it as such. The futility of such a demand on 
a foreign state by the United States should have been obvious. 
The United States lobbied hard for ASEAN to deny entry to 
Myanmar in July 1997, and the United States, contrary to inter-
national practice, has refused to call that country Myanmar, 
instead using the older term Burma. High-level U.S. offi cials 
did not travel to Myanmar, but in June 2007 the Chinese 
arranged a meeting between a deputy assistant secretary of 
state with three Burmese ministers in Beijing. There were no 
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apparent positive results of that meeting. In March 2009, an 
offi ce director from the State Department met with the Burmese 
foreign minister at Naypyidaw, signaling interest on both sides 
for exploring improved relationships.

Perhaps to improve his standing in the SPDC or because 
he felt better relations with the United States would be useful, 
in 2002 General Khin Nyunt took an initiative that eventually 
proved unsuccessful and may have contributed to his down-
fall. In February 2002, the State Department did not refer to the 
May 1990 elections but rather to the need to improve human 
rights and governance, to which the United States would posi-
tively respond. The change in the U.S. position was one factor 
in the release of Aung San Suu Kyi on May 6 of that year. This 
was followed by the visit to Washington, D.C., of the highest-
ranking Burmese military offi cial since the imposition of sanc-
tions to discuss conditions for the removal of Myanmar from 
the list of countries engaged in narcotics activity. (This was 
possible because of changes in the legislation prompted by the 
political need to ensure Mexico did not fall into that category.) 
It was only after the congressional elections of November 2002,
which the Republican Party won, that the assistant secretary 
of state for Asia and the Pacifi c, at a Washington conference 
on Burma/Myanmar on November 21–22, reverted back to 
the hard line of the May 1990 elections, thereby vitiating any 
potential progress for improving relations between the United 
States and Myanmar at that time.

The goals of U.S. policy toward Burma—regime change and 
the seating of a civilian government—have not been reached 
in two decades. Instead, it has produced a nationalistic reac-
tion and the fear of invasion that, however unrealistic to the 
outside world, is palpable in Myanmar among the tatmadaw.
Spurred by an effective lobby of democracy and human rights 
groups and expatriate Burmese, the United States essentially 
has allowed its policy toward Myanmar to be made by Aung 
San Suu Kyi, or by what others claim to be her current views, 
since she is unavailable and under house arrest.
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Two aspects of U.S. legislation create unanswered legal 
questions. In the Foreign Affairs and Reform and Restruc-
turing Act of 1998, a provision (Section 1106) states that any 
U.S. assistance to the UN Development Program cannot be 
given to the government but only through nongovernmental 
organizations and only after “consultation with the leadership 
of the National League for Democracy and the leadership of 
the National Coalition Government of the Union of Burma.” 
Because the NCGUB is a “parallel” government (or govern-
ment in exile), questions of the legality of such legislation arise. 
In the Burmese Freedom and Democracy Act of 2003 (the third 
tranche of sanctions), Section 2 (14) states: “The policy of the 
United States, as articulated by the President on April 24, 2003,
is to offi cially recognize the NLD as the legitimate represen-
tative of the Burmese people as determined by the 1990 elec-
tion.” The 2008 legislation stipulates that the U.S. policy is to 
“identify individuals responsible for the repression of peaceful 
political activity in Burma and hold them accountable for their 
actions.” This is in opposition to the 2008 Burmese constitu-
tional provision legally absolving offi cials from prosecution for 
past actions.

The U.S. government has officially decried both the 
proposed constitution of 2008 and the referendum that will 
bring it into effect following the 2010 elections. One practical 
result of this attitude has been the Burmese refusal to allow 
U.S. ships and helicopters to deliver relief supplies directly to 
the victims of Cyclone Nargis, causing great external conster-
nation about the callousness of the SPDC. This refusal, and 
the initial reluctance (or neglect) by the Burmese government 
to provide assistance to the victims of the cyclone, led the 
French foreign minister to propose employment of the United 
Nations Responsibility to Protect (R2P) provision that would 
allow foreign assistance to a state even when it denied such 
action. This was originally passed in 1995 to be used in cases 
of war. Wisely, this was not implemented. The Burmese feared 
a U.S. invasion, and the cyclone relief effort seemed a plausible 
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excuse to carry it out, since the United States had been calling 
for regime change for almost two decades. Had the United 
States insisted on a military intervention for solely humani-
tarian purposes, it seems likely that there could have been a 
Burmese military response that could have escalated into some 
form of skirmishes or limited warfare.

In January 2007, the United States brought to the UN Security 
Council a resolution calling for censuring Burma/Myanmar 
as a threat to regional peace and security. This was vetoed 
by both China and Russia, which claimed that the Economic 
and Social Council of the United Nations should handle the 
problem of Burma/Myanmar. They opposed Security Council 
involvement because none of Myanmar’s neighboring coun-
tries had indicated that such a threat existed. That a veto was 
anticipated indicated that the U.S. attempt to place Burma/
Myanmar on the agenda was more to satisfy internal U.S. pres-
sure groups than to effect change. The 2007 Congressional Gold 
Medal was awarded to Aung San Suu Kyi. In 2008, the United 
States agreed to admit a large number of Karen refugees from 
the camps in Thailand along the Myanmar border.

The White House under President George W. Bush increased 
worldwide attention and pressure on the regime. On January 
18, 2005, the presumptive secretary of state referred to Burma/
Myanmar as an “outpost of tyranny.” In May 2007, President 
Bush called Burma “a continuing unusual and extraordinary 
threat to the national security and foreign policy of the United 
States.” First Lady Laura Bush met with dissidents, issued a 
number of public statements against the junta, and even held an 
unprecedented press conference on the subject. Both President 
Bush and his wife met with dissidents and others in  Thailand 
shortly before the 2008 U.S. elections.

Even though some members of the administration had 
recognized that the sanctions policy had not achieved its objec-
tive and was not likely to do so, publicly condemning Burma/
Myanmar remained politically popular and no doubt was also 
motivated by personal conviction. In the waning days of the 
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Bush administration in the fall of 2008, the administration nomi-
nated an ambassador-level appointment to coordinate Burma 
policy (as stipulated in the 2008 sanctions legislation), but this 
person could not be confi rmed before the Obama administra-
tion came into power. Myanmar will continue, in the words of 
an Obama administration offi cial, to be a “boutique issue,” but 
U.S. policy, according to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, is 
under review in 2009.

What are relations with China and what is the status 
of the Chinese in Myanmar?

Although we can only speculate on Chinese motivation for 
the close relationship with the Myanmar authorities, strategic 
and economic issues seem paramount. Chinese infl uence in 
Myanmar is potentially helpful in any rivalry that might again 
develop with India, although Sino-Indian relations now are 
quite cordial. As China expands its regional infl uence and 
develops a blue-water navy, Myanmar provides access to the 
Bay of Bengal and supplements other available port facilities 
for the Chinese in the Indian Ocean in Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
and Sri Lanka—called a “string of [Chinese] pearls.” Although 
the southern reaches of Myanmar are at the extreme western 
end of the Straits of Malacca, the free use of these straits are crit-
ical strategic concerns to China, Japan, Korea, and the United 
States. Some Chinese sources consider continued access to 
the straits to be a critical policy objective, and a close relation-
ship with Myanmar is a potential advantage. Eighty percent 
of imported Chinese oil passes through these straits. To the 
extent that pipelines for oil and gas cross Myanmar and relieve 
Chinese dependence on the vulnerable Straits of Malacca, this 
is clearly in China’s strategic interests.

Access to energy sources is both a strategic and economic 
concern. Diversifi cation of the supply of oil, natural gas, and 
hydroelectric power is an issue in which Myanmar looms large. 
The exploitation of offshore natural gas fi elds in Myanmar is 
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important, as is the ability to transport that gas, as well as 
Middle Eastern crude oil, to China avoiding the Straits of 
Malacca, which is a strategic plus for China. China is helping 
construct some thirty dams, most of which will supply elec-
tricity to Yunnan Province as well as power and irrigation 
water to parts of Myanmar.

Under the SLORC/SPDC, China has become the single most 
important economic and military support of the Myanmar 
government. Its military assistance is estimated at more than 
US$3 billion, and its economic assistance is in the hundreds of 
millions of U.S. dollars. It has and continues to build exten-
sive infrastructure: roads, railroads, ports, dams, and irrigation 
facilities. The trade relationship is close, offi cially estimated at 
US$1.577 billion but likely to be much higher. There are perhaps 
some 300,000 legal Chinese registered with the Myanmar 
government, but unoffi cial estimates of Chinese illegal migra-
tion into Myanmar are as many as 2 million. Chinese goods 
now dominate many of Myanmar’s markets, and Mandalay, 
the seat of Burman culture, is said to be 20 percent Yunnanese, 
whereas the population of Lashio, the most important city north 
of Mandalay, is estimated to be 50 percent Chinese. China has 
negotiated to buy a signifi cant share of the offshore Rakhine 
gas, which will be sent to Yunnan via pipeline. China also plans 
to build a second pipeline for Middle Eastern crude oil across 
Myanmar to Kunming.

Constantly, delegations from both the central government 
in Beijing and from individual provinces like Yunnan visit and 
meet with Myanmar offi cials, and those from Myanmar travel 
frequently to China.

The continued development of Chinese interests in Myanmar 
depends on the stability of that Burmese government. There is 
evidence from the carefully crafted Chinese remarks (designed 
not to insult the Burmese) on the need for positive changes in 
Myanmar that they recognize as in their own (Chinese) national 
interests. Although much of the Western world believes 
Chinese infl uence is paramount there, the Chinese claim that 
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their ability to effect change is limited. They also seem to want 
the Burmese to have better relations with the United States. In 
addition, they are said to have convinced the Burmese to speed 
up a visa for UN special envoy Gambari.

The Chinese have also been heavily involved in exploiting 
Myanmar’s natural resources, especially timber, and they have 
dealt with both the government and minority cease-fi re groups. 
There are many problems; their gold mining operations in the 
Kachin State, for example, have led to extensive pollution of 
the rivers. The Chinese seem to have brought Chinese workers, 
thereby providing even less benefi t to local communities. Indi-
vidual Chinese provinces, especially Yunnan, have their own 
supplementary interests in Myanmar, and they pursue them 
with considerable vigor.

Chinese penetration of Myanmar has unique aspects, but it is 
also related to their broader strategy in Southeast Asia. To date, 
it has been quite effective, both toward ASEAN as an organiza-
tion and toward the individual countries of the region.

What is India’s policy toward Myanmar and how did it change?

The Western world has questioned India about its policies 
toward Myanmar. There is considerable sympathy for the 
Burmese democracy movement in India (itself the world’s 
largest democracy), both in government circles and among 
segments of the knowledgeable public. There are probably 
Indians once resident in Burma who might like to go back 
there and who believe that a nonmilitary regime could be 
more receptive to their presence. But geopolitical issues take 
precedence.

Following the Burmese coup of 1988, India—led by Rajiv 
Gandhi, who emphasized India’s regional influence in Sri 
Lanka, the Maldives, and Nepal—was extremely critical of the 
military junta. All India Radio (AIR) was known as the most 
vocal adversary of the military, and the station even hired 
U Nu’s daughter to head its Burmese language service. There 
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was, in addition, a long history of Burmese military antagonism 
to India, demonstrated most forcibly by the tatmadaw’s expul-
sion of some 200,000 people from the subcontinent following 
the military coup of 1962.

As India saw Chinese penetration and infl uence grow in 
Myanmar, in the 1990s India sought to discuss its concerns 
about growing Chinese infl uence there with the United States, 
but Washington was not interested in such discussions. The 
Indian foreign minister went to Myanmar, and programs began 
in which India attempted to counter Chinese infl uence. This 
relationship has grown, and although it cannot now compete 
with the Chinese presence, it is signifi cant. In October 2004,
Than Shwe became the fi rst Burmese head of state ever to 
visit Delhi.

India has several motivations, primary among them the 
attempt to limit Chinese infl uence in the Bay of Bengal. 
New Delhi has considered the Indian Ocean and the Bay of 
Bengal as their primary waters. Chinese access to the bay 
is of great concern to them. India has also competed with 
China for access to the rich offshore natural gas reserves of 
the Rakhine coast in Myanmar but has lost out to China. 
New Delhi wants Burmese cooperation in the elimination 
of Burmese-based sanctuaries for Indian Naga rebels, as 
well as those among the Mizo, Kuki, Bengali, Assamese, and 
Manipur groups in India’s poor and volatile northeast. In 
addition, India hopes that its support to the development of 
the Burmese port of Sittwe (near the Bangladesh border) will 
enable them to anchor an economic development program 
through western Myanmar (the Chin State) to Manipur and 
the Northeast that would help alleviate the poverty of that 
region and cut down on separatist sentiments in that area. 
It has allocated US$120 million to upgrade the Sittwe port 
and construct the Tamu-Kalewa-Kalemyo road, among other 
programs. The target for increased trade was US$1 billion by 
2006/2007, but it only reached US$733 million, less than half 
of that with China.
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What was Japan’s relationship with Burma/Myanmar?

During the infl uential tenure of General Ne Win, Japan had 
the closest association with Burma of any industrialized 
foreign state. This relationship was at fi rst personal and started 
through Ne Win’s Japanese training (along with Aung San) as 
part of Burma’s “Thirty Comrades” just prior to December 
1941 and the U.S.–U.K. entry into World War II in the Pacifi c. 
(Aung San had fi rst intended to contact the Chinese commu-
nists but was intercepted by the Japanese.) Institutional and 
foreign assistance relationships grew from this association, but 
they remained in large part personal in nature. Until the coup 
of 1988, the Japanese ambassador was the only foreign ambas-
sador with relatively easy access to Ne Win, who was quite 
friendly with the ambassador and his wife. If Prime Minister 
Mahathir bin Mohamad of Malaysia had an explicit national 
“look east” policy focused on Japan, Ne Win had a personal, 
more inchoate one.

Ne Win seemed quite taken with Japan, and during the 
Caretaker Government even brought up the possibility of 
importing Japanese farmers to teach the Burmese how to be 
more productive. This never occurred. Quiet Japanese pres-
sures for economic reform in March 1988 led to Myanmar 
opening its private sector. At that time, Japan and Burma had 
a “special relationship,” but it was based on warm friendships 
that had developed among the older Burmese military and the 
Japanese during World War II. These continued until the turn 
of the century.

Japan’s assistance to Burma started with World War II repa-
rations in 1955. Japanese aid until 1988 has been calculated 
at US$2.2 billion and comprised over half of all foreign assis-
tance to that country at that time and about two-thirds of all 
bilateral assistance. Japanese aid kept Burma afl oat during 
those diffi cult years. During the BSPP era, imports from Japan 
were about 40 percent of all imports (Chinese imports were 
about 5 percent), but under the SLORC/SPDC the pattern was 
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reversed;  Japanese imports after 2002 were about 5 percent, 
whereas Chinese imports were 35 percent.

Under Japanese law, Burma had to be re-recognized 
following the coup of 1988. Japanese conglomerates, which 
were losing money with the stoppage of the Japanese aid 
program and the cessation of economic assistance, petitioned 
the embassy in Rangoon to restart the program. In addition, 
to avoid the embarrassment of having the Burmese sit next to 
the Palestine Liberation Organization at Emperor Hirohito’s 
funeral as an “unrecognized state,” Japan re-recognized Burma 
on February 17, 1989.

Under the SLORC/SPDC, Japan’s assistance has annu-
ally averaged some US$86.6 million from 1988 to 1995, and 
US$36.7 million 1996 to 2005. Such assistance has not been 
for loans but for humanitarian assistance and debt relief. 
Japan’s defi nition of humanitarian assistance, however, is 
quite different from what in the United States was once called 
“basic human needs” (health, education, nutrition, agricul-
ture). It has expanded to include infrastructure, such as recent 
repairs to the Rangoon airport and the Baluchaung hydro-
electric project (a stellar example of a successful Japanese aid 
project from the 1950s).

Still, Japanese infl uence in Myanmar has waned; access is 
lacking, and the esteem in which the Burmese held Japan has 
diminished. Two factors are probably responsible. The fi rst is 
that Japan’s personal relationship with Ne Win disappeared. 
The second is that the United States has pressured Japan to 
stop aid as part of their sanctions approach to Myanmar. The 
result was the provision of humanitarian assistance only. In 
addition, in 1992 Japan also signed on to the offi cial develop-
ment assistance charter, which advocated increased emphasis 
on human rights and democracy. Some Japanese blame their 
government for the loss of infl uence in Myanmar, a loss that 
has serious strategic implications. This criticism, however, fails 
to consider the personalized nature of the Japan–Burma attach-
ment through Ne Win.
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Japan’s strategists see the increasing infl uence of China 
in Myanmar as inimical to their security interests because 
of China’s direct access to gas and oil through Myanmar. As 
the Burmese move toward their 2010 elections, Japan will be 
under increasing internal strategic and economic pressure to 
recognize that some political progress has taken place and that 
 Japanese assistance should increase.

What has been the role of civil society 
and quasi-governmental groups?

This author once wrote that the BSPP killed civil society 
and prevented the functioning of any signifi cant advocacy 
groups outside of its purview. In a somewhat ironic change, 
the SLORC/SPDC in 1988 (in the Law Relating to Forming 
Organizations) allowed the mushrooming of many types 
of indigenous nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
although not advocacy groups they could not control or were 
deemed a potential threat. There are estimated in the country 
to be some 214,000 community-based organizations, such 
as those that service a local need such as parent-teachers’ 
associations, day care centers, and so on. A wide variety of 
religious-based organizations (almost half of such groups) of 
all the major faiths have been established, even if they are not 
exactly fl ourishing. In addition, some 270 apolitical indig-
enous NGOs operate at a various levels, providing services 
the government does not want to give, ignores, or is incom-
petent to provide. As long as they are not seen as threatening 
the power base or engaging in efforts that undercut the state, 
they seem to function. Their effectiveness in any geographic 
region depends on their relationship with the local military 
command. In some areas, these local NGOs are the link that 
provides cultural continuity between past ethnic, linguistic, 
and cultural norms and needs, such as language instruc-
tion, that have effectively been undercut by the state in their 
Burmanization (“Myanmaifi cation”) process.
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Somewhat under fi fty international NGOs also provided 
services before Cyclone Nargis, but since January 2006, they 
had been under more stringent and controlling operational 
requirements (travel, government liaison, banking, etc.) and 
government surveillance. The strictness with which these regu-
lations are enforced varies by locale and organization. After 
Nargis, however, regulations were relaxed, and they expanded 
their roles and increased their local staffs, providing needed 
relief in stricken areas.

Civil society organizations, those nonprofi t groups variously 
distanced from government and providing space between it 
and the family, might be the basis for a degree of pluralism 
in a unitary state. Thus, insofar as they have local infl uence, 
they mitigate centralized control and could form the basis for 
more representative authority and eventually more democratic 
governance.

The military government, having seen the ineffectual 
nature of the BSPP, has essentially replaced it with overarching 
GONGOs (government-owned or -operated nongovernmental 
organizations), the most important of which is the USDA. This 
is a mass organization, comprising 24.6 million members—
about half the total population, and because many children are 
too young to join, perhaps two-thirds of the total adult popu-
lation. It explicitly was designed to service military needs; its 
patron is the senior general. It carries out business, engages 
in paramilitary activities, and sponsors educational programs 
ranging from Buddhism to computers. It has been used for 
government-sponsored rallies and occasional violence against 
demonstrators or the opposition. It often operates from govern-
ment buildings and gets government contracts to earn income 
(e.g., bus routes). There are considerable social and economic 
pressures to join, and some economic advantages to doing so. 
It is not explicitly a political party, because civil servants and 
military cannot join political parties, but it effectively functions 
as one like the BSPP. It is the most important mass organization 
in the country. Other government groups include the Myanmar 
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Maternal and Child Welfare Organization, chaired by the wives 
of the leadership, fi re fi ghters, veterans, and members of other 
organizations that mobilize hundreds of thousands of citizens 
toward professional and state-sponsored goals.

In its early incarnation, the USDA seems to have been 
modeled after GOLKAR, the Indonesian “functional groups” 
organization that supported President Suharto. That changed 
from a civil organization into a political party. The USDA may 
go a different route after the failure of the BSPP and form 
separate but effectively affi liated parties that would do the 
government’s bidding in the 2010 elections. Rumors exist of 
the USDA being behind the formation of two or three such 
parties (variously named the National Prosperity Party and a 
National Security and Development Party) and that they hope 
to garner some 26 percent of the seats, which—along with the 
active-duty military holding an additional 25 percent—would 
give the military a clear majority. Whatever its future function, 
it has been a mass mobilization organization to service the 
state’s perceived needs and will continue to be signifi cant in 
the campaign period.

What is the status of human rights in Myanmar?

However one may wish to defi ne human rights—political, 
economic, social, or cultural—Myanmar authorities have 
deprived their citizenry of any of these fundamental rights. 
Since the coup of 1988, Myanmar has been ruled essentially by 
martial law. There is no independent judiciary, and “policy,” 
which in the Burmese context means the proclivities of the 
regime at any point, supercedes whatever vestiges of law that 
may exist. The rules regulating any public activity are stringent. 
The regime has denied to all its peoples political representation 
and has censored all media. It has not provided an effective 
educational system. It has vastly underfunded health services, 
making it the second worst in the world after Sierra Leone. It 
has strongly limited the expression of minority cultures. Access 
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to the market, except for petty trading in the bazaars, is subject 
to discriminatory practices. Public gatherings of more than fi ve 
people are illegal without state-authorized permits.

Trials are usually secret, sentences perversely long (and 
extendable at the state’s command), and prison conditions 
deplorable. Torture is widespread and arbitrary. There have 
been, however, few judicially authorized executions in 
contrast to many authoritarian states. Although the govern-
ment denies that there are any political prisoners, external 
observers estimate there are over 2,100. The government 
claims they are incarcerated for other activities. Surveillance 
of suspect civilians is widespread and extends to their fami-
lies, who are often harassed. Sometimes, to score an inter-
national point, some prisoners are released, but others are 
rejailed. One foreign diplomat described the process as the 
releasing little caged birds at Buddhist temples to gain merit, 
only to have them recaptured and recaged for further use. 
It is evident that in 2008–2009, potential leaders who might 
disrupt the 2010 elections were being held to prevent state-
defi ned “chaos” from occurring.

The rights situation is worse in areas bordering fi ghting. 
People are often conscripted to be porters for the military, 
and “free fi re zones” are created—anyone found in that area 
is suspect. Many villages have been burned. There are said to 
be a many child soldiers in the Myanmar army, although the 
number of them is in question. In proportional terms, however, 
the percentage is probably higher among some minority troops, 
who have been in rebellion for a generation or two.

Reputable international organizations, including the Inter-
national Red Cross, Amnesty International, Human Rights 
Watch, the International Labor Organization, as well as offi cial 
organs such as the U.S. State Department, have issued reports 
on the sorry state of human rights.

The junta has claimed, however (and will continue to claim), 
that Myanmar is on the road to democracy. Although the newly 
approved constitution of 2008 affi rms a variety of rights, they 
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are always subject to laws or issues that the junta stresses, 
such as national unity, morality, order, and other state policy 
directives.

Why was General/Prime Minister Khin Nyunt removed 
from power, and what did this mean?

General Khin Nyunt was removed from offi ce in October 2004.
He was a pivotal fi gure in the junta since 1988. One of three 
members who were present at the creation of the junta and 
who remained in power until 2004 (Than Shwe, Maung Aye, 
and Khin Nyunt—Saw Maung has died), General Khin Nyunt 
was said to be a protégé of Ne Win. He never commanded 
troops in the fi eld, in contrast to most of his peers, but he had 
been in charge of military intelligence, which gave him access 
to not only what was going on throughout the society but also 
the high command’s public and private affairs. He was secre-
tary-1 under the SLORC and SPDC, the third highest position 
in the state. He was also in charge of international affairs and 
thus had more contact with the outside world, in contrast to 
Generals Saw Maung (until 1992), Than Shwe, and Maung Aye. 
Khin Nyunt was reportedly close to China. Although the divi-
sion of the junta into hard-liners and soft-liners may be some-
what misleading, it was evident that he was more concerned 
with what the outside world thought and was more inter-
ested in joining ASEAN than his colleagues were. It was he 
who negotiated the cease-fi res with the ethnic rebellions and 
was responsible for the external contact between the United 
Nations and Aung San Suu Kyi (even if he did not initiate it). 
It is unclear how much of this was his idea, but on his arrest 
the junta was careful to state that the work he was carrying out 
was SPDC policy, not that of any individual. Yet his failure to 
improve relations with the United States may have contributed 
to his downfall.

In August 2003 he became prime minister and was in charge 
of the “roadmap toward discipline-fl ourishing democracy.” 
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This staged set of efforts involved completing the drafting of 
the new constitution, a referendum on that constitution, new 
general elections in 2010, and the installation of a new govern-
ment thereafter.

Khin Nyunt’s arrest supposedly came about because of 
corruption in the military intelligence unit along the China 
border at Muse. Whatever may have occurred—and it is widely 
believed that corruption fl ourishes along that border because of 
the lucrative smuggling trade—it is said that he had too much 
information on too many high-ranking people in the military. 
When he became prime minister, he was asked to resign from 
military intelligence, but he refused to do so. Because he never 
commanded troops, he had no mass military loyalty base, as 
such loyalty is personal rather than institutional. As long as 
Ne Win had his faculties, it seems unlikely that any of Khin 
Nyunt’s adversaries or competitors could touch him. At the 
same time, since he did not command troops, he was incapable 
of launching a countercoup. His 2002 efforts to assuage the 
United States on narcotics issues failed through U.S. recalci-
trance to deal with him following the Republican victory in the 
November 2002 U.S. elections, which may have undercut his 
credibility further with the senior general.

Because power is personalized, leading to entourages, 
when one person at the apex of any organization is purged, 
that person’s entourage has to go as well. This led to mass 
arrests of military security personnel and decimated that 
institution. When Ne Win arrested General Tin Oo’s (head, 
military intelligence) in 1983, it eliminated the capacity of the 
government to prevent the intended assassination by North 
Korean agents of visiting South Korean President Chun Doo 
Hwan; Khin Nyunt’s arrest and the depopulation of military 
intelligence may have led to lethal and unprecedented bomb-
ings in Rangoon and Mandalay in 2005 that killed a number 
of people. Khin Nyunt was tried in secret, found guilty, and 
sentenced to forty-four years in jail, but is instead under 
house arrest.
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The impact of the fall of Khin Nyunt goes far beyond the 
demise of military intelligence (its functions related to the 
civilian population had been taken over by the Special Branch 
of the police), but the Offi ce of the Chief of Military Intelli-
gence is now gradually taking back some civilian responsi-
bilities. A window to the outside world has been shut, for the 
foreign ministry staff has no real policy power. Khin Nyunt 
seemed more pragmatic and more immune to exaggerations 
of power than some of his associates. If foreigners could not 
directly infl uence him, he listened to them and sometimes had 
real exchanges of opinion with him. Since his arrest, foreign 
contacts with the military junta and civilian hierarchy have 
been far more limited.

Why was the capital moved from Rangoon to Naypyidaw?

Naypyidaw, an area not far from the central Burmese town of 
Pyinmana on the Rangoon-Mandalay road and railroad some 
240 miles north of Rangoon, is not the jungle site described in 
the foreign media but is located in scrub land near rice paddies. 
The capital Naypyidaw (literally, the site of the royal country; 
under the Japanese, the pseudo-independent state’s capital 
was “Rangoon Naypyidaw”) is to be designated as a special 
bureaucratic enclave, akin to Washington, D.C., and separate 
from the states and divisions that make up the administra-
tive structure of local governance in Myanmar. It will have its 
own capital military command. Numerous reasons have been 
given for the secretive move. They range from the practical 
to the astrological. Foreign embassies are supposed to follow 
by picking building sites in that area in 2009 (since delayed), 
although the United States and Thailand have just constructed 
new embassies in Rangoon.

On July 12, 2006, the government announced that  Naypyidaw 
would become the new capital of the state. The term Naypyidaw
was used in precolonial Burma to designate the royal capital 
or palace site. On November 12, 2006, a ceremony was held for 
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the start of construction of a new pagoda there. Called Uppat-
tasanti (the title of a Buddhist sutra, meaning development 
and stability, but invoked in the face of foreign invasions), 
it is supposed to rival the Shwedagon in size but stands one 
foot lower. The invitation card to the ceremony stated that the 
site was the Rajahtaninaypyitaw, or “the royal capital where 
the king resides.” (One of the streets is named “The King’s 
Friends.”) The pagoda was inaugurated by the lifting of the 
hti (umbrella) in March 2009. In 2006, the costs of Naypy-
idaw construction were estimated at 2.4 percent of GDP. Some 
believe 80,000 migrant laborers worked on its construction at 
a monthly cost of some K.46 billion per month (approximately 
US$46 million at free market rates).

There are a variety of explanations, both classical and 
contemporary, for the move. The capital of the country has 
been moved many times before under the Burmese kings. 
A particular site was chosen because it was auspicious, and 
in time the site became the center of power because the king 
and the throne were there. Indeed, it is evident that the timing 
of the move was based on astrological calculations. Some 
believe the cause was yadaya, an action taken on the advice of 
an astrologer to ward off potential evil. Others maintain there 
were numerological reasons for the move. Some now say that 
because Cyclone Nargis in 2008 did not touch Naypyidaw but 
did hit Rangoon, this demonstrates the mystical effi cacy of the 
move. In addition, Naypyidaw lies on the fringe of the dry 
zone, which has been the traditional site of Burman power. The 
move may also be related to the nationalistic effort to “decolo-
nize” Myanmar and eliminate the hated humiliating colonial 
heritage of Rangoon as the capital. Others claim that the site, 
near the PaO ethnic region, was chosen because Senior General 
Than Shwe’s wife is a PaO.

There may be strategic and political reasons for the move 
as well. Naypyidaw is far inland from Rangoon and is less 
susceptible to U.S. or foreign invasions (the military had also 
moved its Western Command headquarters from Sittwe, on 
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the sea, somewhat inland to An for the same reason, and in 
December 2008 announced the move of its major air force base 
at Mingaladon, a suburb of Rangoon, to central Myanmar 
at Meiktila). Its location would allow time for a protracted 
guerrilla war of attrition or until China might come to its aid. 
Others say because it is located on the edge of minority areas, 
this gives the central government greater control over the 
minority groups in that region. Naypyidaw was constructed 
out of scrub land with few inhabitants. It is essentially a 
company town and is easily controlled by the military. 
Thus, it is not subject to the vagaries of popular unrest as 
are Rangoon and the other major cities of the country. The 
military has complained that the government in Rangoon is 
subject to information leaks to the populace, and this would 
be less possible upcountry. The tatmadaw is also concerned 
about foreign spying in Rangoon.

Naypyidaw is divided into two new major physical sections: 
a civilian section housing all the ministries, employee housing, 
and the new Pyithu Hluttaw (legislature), and a military section; 
it also encompasses the neighboring town of Pyinmana and its 
outskirts. The civilian facilities are spread out over a vast area, 
with considerable distances between ministerial buildings that 
all look the same. Equal housing is provided to all ministers; 
staffs are housed in apartments that are color-coded by ministry 
and whose space increases as the rank of the occupant rises. 
There are markets, schools, a hospital, pagodas, a golf course, 
a zoo, and other facilities. A newly refurbished and expanded 
airport connects the capital to Rangoon and other cities, and 
the roads into Naypyidaw from the airport are sometimes six-
lane divided highways. A major new limited-access divided 
highway connects Rangoon and Naypyidaw; it eventually 
will connect Mandalay. In some places, underground sprinkler 
systems at roundabouts keep the grass green in the hot season. 
There are a number of hotels. The concept is grandiose, but the 
isolation means increased expenditures for travel by those who 
need to do business with the government.
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How all this construction (which evidently totaled in the 
hundreds of millions of U.S. dollars) was budgeted is unclear. 
Some say that import licenses for luxury automobiles were sold 
off to construction companies, others claim that the government 
sold buildings and land in Rangoon. Whether the construction, 
which continues apace, has or will be paid for is less impor-
tant than other practical and even ideological elements of the 
move. The considerable resources required for the construction 
have obviously undercut the government’s interest or capacity 
in improving the exceedingly low level of social services 
provided to the general population. Furthermore, this isola-
tion also increases the capacity of the junta to ignore the reality 
of the sorry state of the country as a whole and further isolates 
them—and through them the state—from the external world. 
They may feel this is positive, rather than negative, but the 
megalomania that such isolation may produce, combined with 
a exceedingly hierarchical command structure, could further 
aggravate the isolation of the top leadership and the unwilling-
ness of the administration to deal with the real problems facing 
that country.

What is the role of Buddhism in Myanmar today 
and what is its relation to political legitimacy?

Buddhism is the primordial value of Burmans and some other 
groups, and it is the religion of about 89 percent of the popu-
lation. It is associated with many rites of passage in Burman 
society, and many social and cultural customs are predicated 
on it. It, and the members of the sangha who practice it, have 
the highest social prestige; from village through university 
level it permeates education. It is an avenue of social mobility 
and prestige. As a means to rally support, it is paramount. It is 
also a singularly important element of political legitimacy.

The monarchs relied on Buddhism, as we have seen. Buddhism 
was also integral to the rise of Burmese nationalism and anti-
colonial activism. U Nu could win an election in 1960 because 
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of his association with Buddhism and a platform of making it 
the state religion. The military understood that this prompted 
rebellions among some Christian minority groups, and after 
the coup of 1962 stressed the secular concept of socialism as the 
state’s rallying cry, even while ensuring that Buddhist rites and 
authority (subject to state control) were respected.

The SLORC/SPDC has engaged in a concerted campaign 
to use Buddhism for political legitimacy. There are continuous 
stories in all the media related to the good Buddhist works 
of the tatmadaw. Offerings to and the feeding of monks are 
frequent activities. Pagodas have been built and many repaired, 
including the renowned Shwedagon in 1999. Some sarcastically 
say that Myanmar’s color television is only green and yellow—
the military and the monks. The state has raised funds for good 
Buddhist works, and private funds donated through state and 
military organizations get the karmic merit, which is the basis 
of such giving. When monks (on two occasions) turned over 
their begging bowls and refused to accept offerings of food 
from the military, the military considered them to be virtu-
ally treasonous acts of defi ance. In 1990, monks in Mandalay 
demonstrated, and the military raided various monasteries and 
arrested some 400 monks, claiming in justifi cation they were 
simply purifying the sangha as King Anawrahta had done in 
the eleventh century.

The monks demonstrated in 2007, marching peacefully 
through the streets of Rangoon while protected by youth. 
This was a defi ant act, demonstrating to the populace that the 
administration had not cared for the people, whose meager 
livelihood deteriorated even further because of the abrupt rise 
in prices associated with the removal of subsidies on gas and 
oil. When these religious and nascent but quiescent political 
marches were infi ltrated by political opponents of the regime 
and political slogans against the junta were seen and heard, 
the military violently cracked down on both the monks and the 
general population involved. At least thirty-one persons were 
killed and many injured.
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The images of these brutal actions against the most revered 
fi gures in the society were seen on international television and, 
even more important, by many Burmese through satellite tele-
vision. The population was horrifi ed, and it became evident 
that however much the junta had tried to build up its image of 
religiosity (because of personal beliefs or for political legitimacy 
purposes or both), they had lost the authority they so assidu-
ously cultivated. In March 2009, Senior General Than Shwe 
dedicated the Uppatasanti pagoda at Naypyidaw. Only a foot 
shorter then the magnifi cent Shwedagon pagoda in Yangon, 
it was an act of merit that enhances the legitimacy of the new 
capital, the regime, and personally the senior general and his 
wife. But if one were to point a single act that undermined the 
prestige of the tatmadaw’s leaders, it was the violent suppres-
sion of the Saffron Revolution.

What happened in the Saffron Revolution of 2007?

The violent suppression of the Saffron Revolution, which as 
noted was neither saffron nor a revolution, was the watershed 
that has probably destroyed the legitimacy of the junta because 
it struck at the primordial Buddhist values of the Burman 
population. Named after the traditional color of the Buddhist 
monk’s robes (which are no longer saffron but a dull reddish 
brown) and named in line with the orange, rose, and other 
multicolored democracy revolutions in other countries, the 
demonstrations by Buddhist monks was signifi cant in itself, 
but it was also signifi cant in that this violent suppression was 
seen live on television by many urban Burmese, those tens 
of thousands who have satellite television dishes. For the 
fi rst time in Burmese history, violent suppression by the state 
was not simply a matter of rumor but was palpably visible. 
The violence was further spread through videos posted on 
the Internet. Even the military, whose leadership is devoutly 
Buddhist, may have been confl icted by the actions the junta 
authorized.
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The immediate spark was economic—the August 15
 government-mandated abrupt rise in the price of gasoline and 
energy. The causes, however, are far more profound and refl ect 
the pent-up frustration so evident throughout the country that 
occasionally boils over (as in 1974, 1988). When the military 
raised the price of energy overnight without warning, its imme-
diate effect was on the poor. Buses raised fares the poor could 
not afford. Around the world such changes, often advocated by 
the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, have led 
to demonstrations and riots. Buddhist monks had noted that 
people could no longer donate the usual amount of food to the 
monasteries because of economic deprivation, and some were 
bringing children to temples and asking the monks to feed them 
because the families could no longer do so. Monks in Pakokku 
in central Myanmar demonstrated on September 5 and were 
roughed up by the military, who refused to apologize.

The demonstrations then moved to Rangoon, where thou-
sands of young monks marched quietly through the streets 
without political slogans (some even by Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
house on September 22, a remarkable event), flanked by 
students and youth who were to protect them. As the demon-
strations grew with some 50,000 marching on September 24,
they became more political, and even the fl ying peacock fl ag of 
the NLD was seen. The junta stepped in and violently beat the 
monks and demonstrators on September 26 and followed up by 
raiding local monasteries, closing a few of them, and making 
night raids on the homes of those they believed were supporters 
of the demonstrations. While the United Nations says that 31
persons died, some foreign accounts say 100 died. A Japanese 
photographer was shot dead, creating tensions between the two 
states. On October 11, the UN Security Council issued a presi-
dential statement call for restraint and the early release of polit-
ical prisoners. ASEAN issued a statement that it was “appalled” 
by the use of automatic weapons against the sangha.

The military was bent on denying the public outcry. It is 
unlikely that many of the military themselves believed the 
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state’s explanation that those monks demonstrating were 
“bogus,” incited by the imperialists (the United States) and 
their perfi dious minions, together with the opposition. Because 
foreign observers have limited access to the military hierarchy, 
they can only surmise through indirect or surrogate evidence 
that the crackdown and later the cyclone led to any signifi -
cant cracks, splits, or fi ssures in the junta and its associates. 
Differences in personalities and programs have been evident 
for some time, but as we have seen, such issues do not neces-
sarily result in open, public splits. The military may recognize 
that open fi ssures in the tatmadaw could lead to chaos (which 
the military always invokes as one of its constant fears) and/
or the end of military rule.

What seems evident is that all the good will and political 
legitimacy that the military has sought through its public 
Buddhist works and its continuous emphasis on Buddhism 
was destroyed in this crackdown.

What were the internal and external effects 
of Cyclone Nargis in 2008?

Cyclone Nargis was the single most devastating disaster to 
strike Burma/Myanmar in recorded history. It is common 
for cyclones in the annual monsoon season (May through 
September or so) to sweep up the Bay of Bengal from the south 
and inundate the Bengal area of India and Bangladesh. Such 
torrential rains frequently affect Burma/Myanmar, and along 
the Rakhine coast the annual rainfall can approach 200–300
inches per year, about three times that of Rangoon and almost 
ten times that of the dry zone of central part of the state, as the 
Arakan Yoma mountains stop most of the precipitation.

Nargis was unprecedented, however. Stories circulate that 
the government issued warnings, but these were said to be 
less than adequate in two respects: they did not emphasize the 
severity of the storm, and many of the affected areas are so 
remote that no warning reached them. Although the fi gures 
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are imprecise, some 138,000 people were killed. The mangrove 
swamps that offer some protection against cyclones had been 
severely diminished to make way for shrimp and other aquatic 
farming, so villages were exposed to the full force of the storm, 
in much the same way that New Orleans suffered more in 
Hurricane Katrina because it had lost its wetlands protection. 
The absurdity of the government’s response was apparent 
when it offi cially indicated the exact number of ducks, chickens, 
and water buffalo that had been killed but could not count the 
number of people. It is estimated that damage has amounted 
to US$2.4 billion at the free market exchange rate, and was 
27 percent of GDP in 2007.

Regardless of the accuracy of the rumor that the junta in 
Naypyidaw, out of the path of the storm, delayed responding 
because they do not like to hear bad news, or the additional 
rumor that the informants did not want to interrupt Maung 
Aye’s golf game, these are indicative of the cynicism with which 
the actions of members of the junta are treated. However, these 
are but subsidiary elements in the junta’s reaction to the events.

We should remember that the cyclone of May 2 preceded 
the planned referendum on the constitution on May 10. The 
government had explicitly denied foreign requests for refer-
endum observers, even turning down suggestions that the 
United Nations play that role. They did not want any foreigners 
watching the referendum. It is highly probable that the date 
of May 10 was chosen by the government because astrologers 
considered it was auspicious for their cause; thus, canceling 
that date was exceedingly diffi cult. To solve this dilemma, the 
date was allowed to stand for most of the country, except in the 
delta where the cyclone hit. That new date there was May 24.
Aside from whether this was a credible delay, it is signifi cant 
that the government denied visas for foreigners to go into the 
affected areas until May 24, thus effectively preventing them 
from observing the referendum.

As worldwide offers to provide assistance poured in, the 
United States had its ships off the coast and was prepared to 
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fl y in helicopters with relief supplies to the most remote areas. 
The junta adamantly refused the offer, although supplies (esti-
mated at some US$75 million) eventually were allowed to land 
in Rangoon. The United States was extremely upset by this 
apparent lack of concern by the military for its own people, 
and American newspapers complained about the callousness 
of the government. The most important issue from the junta’s 
vantage point was likely to have been something completely 
different. For two decades the United States has advocated 
regime change and the overthrow of military rule in Myanmar, 
and there is no question that the junta believed that this would 
be the best excuse for an invasion—an invasion that some dissi-
dents inside and externally have called for (although the NLD 
has never done so). The absurdity of the United States starting 
another war was not apparent to the Burmese, who have been 
ever fearful of a U.S. invasion since 1988.

The Burmese government’s response was in sharp contrast 
to that of the unaffected Burmese people, who organized their 
own relief teams and response. They carried out assistance and 
equated themselves with great worldwide appreciation. The 
Burmese government response was also in sharp contrast to 
the reaction of the Chinese leadership to the massive earth-
quake in Sechuan Province at about the same time. The Chinese 
leadership showed up at devastated sites and comforted the 
affected, while two weeks after the cyclone Than Shwe was 
shown inspecting a carefully constructed tent village in what 
was a photo opportunity, not a realistic appraisal of the situ-
ation. (Offi cials later privately admitted this was a mistake.) 
Autonomous social workers and helpers were often detained 
because they were operating free from government control.

Important as well was the inherent nationalism of the junta’s 
response that the Burmese do not need the outside world. 
Even at such a dire time, it would have been most unlikely 
for the junta to allow unrestricted access to its territory. When 
it later tried (unsuccessfully) to raise some US$11 billion 
for relief, it stipulated that relief was to be managed by the 
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Burmese themselves. They certainly would resist and deplore 
the suggestion by the French foreign minister that the United 
Nations should invoke the R2P, which would authorize foreign 
intervention without the approval of the state concerned (a 
provision that was passed in 1995 in cases of confl ict). The junta 
would have been perceived it as evidence of invasion by foreign 
powers, to which the Burmese might well have responded with 
military force, thus escalating tensions into confrontation.

Cyclone Nargis exhibited the systemic problems of the 
military’s administration: its fear of foreign intervention and 
civilian leadership; nationalism; the propaganda elements of 
administration; and the low priority it placed on the welfare 
of its people. The coordinated response was eventually led 
by ASEAN with assistance from the United Nations. But the 
Burmese clearly did not want to be seen as beggars in the inter-
national community.

What happened in the referendum on the constitution 
in 2008 and what are its provisions?

The constitution has been in preparation since 1993. The junta 
carefully chose a special group, the participants in the National 
Convention, to draft the major provisions of that document. It 
began meeting January 9, 1993. The discussions at all stages 
were strictly controlled and heavily scripted. Very few of those 
who won in the 1990 elections were included in the Conven-
tion, and indeed the purpose of the Convention was not only 
to begin the process of writing a constitution but to erase the 
results of the May 1990 election that the military disastrously 
lost and the NLD had so dramatically won. The military’s 
primary provision from the inception of the process was that 
the military would play the primary role in the society. This was 
never in doubt. Early, the military published the 104 principles 
on which the constitution was to be written. Most important 
was the planned primary role of the military under any new 
government (refl ected in the constitution in Chapter I,6 (f )): 
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“enabling the Defense services to be able to participate in the 
National political leadership of the State.”

At one point in 1995, the NLD delegates walked out of 
the conference, claiming it was too restrictive, and they were 
never allowed back, although at a later stage some wanted to 
return. Over time, the National Convention was convened and 
recessed on several occasions. Some claimed that the longer 
the military delayed this fi rst step on the road to “discipline-
fl ourishing democracy,” the longer it would take to hold new 
national elections.

The Saffron Revolution may have speeded up the process. 
Some speculate that the military became concerned about the 
repression of the Buddhist sangha and the danger to its rule and 
brought the process to a quick end after interminable delays. 
The reasons may include the provision in the constitution 
that no one can be held legally responsible under a penal law 
for any excesses prior to its approval (Chapter I, Section 43;
Chapter XIV, Paragraph 445). Thus, the regime’s leaders get a 
free pass, at least as long as they stay in the country.

The date chosen for the referendum was May 10, 2008, and 
it seems more than likely that this was considered astrologi-
cally auspicious by the leadership. Events of this magnitude in 
Myanmar are often so timed. When the cyclone hit on May 2, the 
military had a dilemma. To postpone the referendum would be 
to court inauspiciousness, so to speak, but the devastation was so 
extensive that something had to be done. Thus, the referendum 
was to take place as planned in central and upper Myanmar, 
while it was postponed until May 24 in the stricken areas in the 
delta. Even that date was improbable, yet it was almost impos-
sible to carry out any voting in that region. But the date loomed 
as important because until the referendum was completed, 
foreigners were not given visas to provide relief supplies there. 
The government has adamantly refused to have foreigners, even 
those from the United Nations, observe the referendum.

If the National Convention was heavily scripted, the refer-
endum was even more so. Reminiscent of Stalinist election 
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fi gures, the military claimed that 98.12 percent of those eligible 
voted and that 92.48 percent of the people approved of it, 
although there were widespread charges that many had their 
votes submitted in advance and without their approval. The 
provisions of the constitution were not widely circulated in 
advance of the referendum. Elections are scheduled for some-
time in 2010, following which the new constitution will come 
into effect.

The preamble of the constitution begins:

Myanmar is a Nation with magnificent historical tradi-
tions. We, the National people, having been living in unity 
and oneness, setting up an independent sovereign State 
and standing tall with pride. Due to colonial intrusion, 
the Nation lost her sovereign power in 1885. The National 
people launched anti-colonialist struggles and National 
liberation struggles, with unity in strength, sacrifi cing lives 
and hence the Nation became an independent sovereign 
State again on 4th January 1948.

The provisions of the constitution ensure military control at 
all levels. There will be one bicameral National Assembly, and 
other legislative bodies at the state/region and township levels. 
The People’s Assembly (Pyithu Hluttaw) will have 440 seats, 
of which 110 will go to active-duty military nominated by the 
minister of defense. The Upper House (Amyotha Hluttaw), for 
nationalities, will have 224 seats, of which 56 will be held by 
the military. Thus, active-duty military personnel (nominated 
by the minister of defense) will have a quarter of the seats at 
the national level, at the state/regional level (Paragraph 161
(d)), and at the self-administered ethnic zones and division 
level (Paragraph 276 (i)).

The head of state, the president, indirectly elected by the 
assembly for not more than two terms of fi ve years each, must 
have military knowledge and be resident in the country for 
twenty consecutive years (except when abroad with offi cial 
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approval). Such a person and his or her family can owe no alle-
giance to any foreign power. There will be three vice presidents 
also chosen by the assembly (one of whom will be from the 
military group), and from among whom the president would 
be elected. Military budgets and promotions cannot be subject 
to civilian control. “The Defense services has the right inde-
pendently and to adjudicate all affairs of the armed forces” 
(Chapter 1, 20 (b)). A state of emergency can be declared by the 
National Defense Security Council, composed of the president, 
vice presidents, the commander-in-chief of the armed forces 
and his deputy, the minister and deputy minister of defense, the 
two speakers of the houses, and the ministers of home affairs 
and border regions (all chosen by the minister of defense). The 
commander-in-chief of the armed forces thus will have excep-
tional powers, and while appointed by the president, can effec-
tively overrule a president when, under an emergency decree, 
power is transferred by the president to the commander, who at 
that time “exercises state sovereignty” (Chapter 1, Section 40).

Provisions exist for the protection of various rights (religion, 
assembly, press, etc.) including those of the minorities, but as is 
common in many societies, these are not absolute but subject to 
public order, morality, and the like. Women are to have equal 
rights and salaries (Chapter VIII, 35a). Freedom of religious 
practice is stipulated, but religious groups cannot engage 
in any economic, fi nancial, or political activities. No foreign 
support to any such group is allowed. Buddhism, although not 
the state religion, is given special status.

No area of the state will ever have the right of secession 
(Chapter I, Section 10), as did the Shan and Kayah States under 
the 1947 constitution. There will be six small ethnic enclaves 
(self-administered zones for the Kokang, Palaung, Naga, Danu, 
PaO, and a self-administered division for the Wa) that will have 
local government. The constitution can be amended, but only 
by a 75 percent vote, which precludes any amendments not 
approved by the military. There is a stipulation that there will 
be no demonetizations, a refl ection of the disastrous results of 
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that in 1987, and no nationalization of enterprises (Chapter I, 
Section 36). There are provisions for environmental protection, 
and a Constitutional Tribunal to determine the legality of legis-
lation. The judicial system is supposed to be independent; the 
civil service should be free of politics. No foreign troops will 
be deployed on national soil, and there will be no aggression 
(Chapter I, Section 42).

The constitution provides, in effect, a clean slate for any 
offenses by government personnel that might have been previ-
ously committed: “No proceeding shall be instituted against 
the said Councils [SLORC, SPDC] or any member thereof or 
any member of the Government, in respect of any act done in 
the execution of their respective duties” (Chapter XIV, Para-
graph 445). The president is not “answerable” to any court 
or the Hluttaw “for the exercise of the powers and functions 
of his offi ce” or acts associated thereof, except impeachment 
(Chapter V, 215).

There will be, in effect, a multiparty system, but political 
parties may be abolished if they receive or expend assets from 
foreign organizations, including religious ones (Chapter X). 
The system will be somewhat on the lines of that under Suharto 
in Indonesia. Every citizen has the right to vote and be elected, 
but whether this applies to associate citizens and naturalized 
citizens (under 1982 legislation) is unclear.

How the various local and regional governments will interact 
with the thirteen military districts and their commanders is 
unclear, as these relationships have not been mentioned within 
the constitution.

The Burmese will say to the outside world that they have 
made good on their promise to bring democracy to Myanmar, 
whereas many Western states will question that conclusion. 
The military will claim, with a certain justifi cation, that it has 
provided more local authority to some of the minorities than 
heretofore, and in some sense that will be true. But it will be far 
less than the federalist structure that most of the major minori-
ties had wanted, and military control will still exist at local 
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levels. It seems likely that ASEAN and the United Nations will 
claim that some progress has taken place and that the rights 
specifi ed in the constitution should be protected.

The elections that follow in 2010 present a dilemma for those 
in opposition. Some say that a 75 percent elected body is better 
than the present conditions, where there is no voice in the 
administration and the military government rules by decree. 
Others claim that if the opposition groups agree to the elec-
tion, they are in effect invalidating the results of the May 1990
election, which, of course, the military hopes will happen. Who 
will have the right to vote? The members of the sangha will not 
be allowed to vote. Aung San Suu Kyi cannot be president, but 
could she run for the assembly? Would she if she could? These 
are issues that at this writing are still unclear.

As one foreign academician wrote, under the new consti-
tution the role of the military in Myanmar will change from 
“ruler-military” to “parent-guardian military,” but there should 
be no doubt as to where essential power lies.



The generalizations that follow—as diffi cult to form as they are 
necessary if we are to gauge and anticipate the country’s pros-
pects—should not be interpreted as either rigid or determin-
istic. They lie along a spectrum, one in the eyes of this writer, 
and are tendencies that if properly and judiciously consid-
ered should enable us to look toward the future more realis-
tically and anticipate the changes that will inevitably occur. 
As we have seen in other societies, development predictions 
are diffi cult, and political and other cultural attributes morph 
over time. Broad characterizations of the political culture of 
peoples, societies, and even regimes can lead to miscalculations 
and erroneous policies, so as important as such generalizations 
may be, caution is in order. How much the analysis that follows 
simply refl ects tendencies reinforced by this or any military 
command system rather than one inherent in Burman society 
is an issue that only the future will reveal.

Whatever our assumptions about specifi c events, we should 
broadly estimate the social forces that affect politics even as 
we should recognize that these tendencies will shift over time, 
in accordance with good Buddhist teachings on the imperma-
nence of all things. One broad assumption is necessary if we are 
to consider the future over the next half-decade and beyond: 
the 2010 elections will be carried out and a new government 
formed in line with the provisions of the constitution approved 
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in 2008. That is the most likely scenario. The possibility that 
some untoward events might take place that would prevent 
the election from occurring and that some elements internally 
would be able to form a new government, perhaps of mixed 
military-civilian character, is remote and seems highly unlikely 
at this writing. This could occur, however, either through the 
evolution of military leadership or in the streets. In any case, 
change will occur minimally through a generational shift, and 
it is important that this change be anticipated and planned for. 
External observers need to be in a position to understand the 
challenges with which any new government must cope.

Whatever the administration that fi nds itself in power, it 
will be faced by a series of dire internal problems (outlined in 
chapter 1) it must deal with, and it will likely do so within the 
context of how power is viewed throughout that society (in 
both the military and civilian sectors) and the consequences 
of such concepts of authority. It will also have to cope with 
an external environment likely to become more complex and 
diverse, requiring considerable diplomatic skills both on the 
part of the Burmese and among foreign observers. How much 
the 2008 constitution might affect the generalized notions that 
follow is unknown; it might mitigate or exacerbate some of 
the traits.

How do politics in Burma/Myanmar function, 
and what are its implications?

History matters, and culture is important. They are not residual 
categories of analysis, as some social scientists might claim, but 
are central to understanding societies. Traditional concepts 
of the state in Burma and the status of its leadership derive 
from an Indian model of the god-king and the capital and 
palace as Mount Meru, the center of the universe. However 
remote, abstruse, and even unconscious these concepts may 
seem, they remain relevant today, if only in symbolic form. 
Naypyidaw may not be the center of the universe, but the way 
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it has been fashioned bespeaks its symbolic importance and 
almost regal quality. The head of state remains inextricably 
linked to Buddhism, if not as defender of the faith (e.g., the 
Thai monarch) then as a devout adherent whose legitimacy is 
in part dependent on this relationship. This is constantly reaf-
fi rmed in the Burmese media but is now questionable after the 
suppression of the monks in the fall of 2007. The building of 
the massive Uppatasanti Pagoda (only one foot lower than the 
Shwedagon in Yangon) at Naypyidaw, dedicated in March 2009,
serves to legitimate the regime, the capital, its leader, and his 
family. Political atavism is said to be a characteristic of Burmese 
politics; past patterns of governance persist today. Widespread 
belief in reincarnation may contribute to such atavism.

The ruler (and the military) claim to rule with metta, or 
Buddhist loving kindness, and thus such acts are not to be 
disparaged: their motivations are pure, and their edicts thus 
must be obeyed.

Power is unconsciously conceived as fi nite, not infi nite as 
in “modern” administrative theory. Ana (coercive power) is 
conceptually different from awza (the power or infl uence of 
moral authority, charisma), although they may occur in a single 
individual (e.g., Aung San). The military is said to have the 
former but lacks the latter, which Aung San Suu Kyi is said to 
possess.

There is an unwillingness to share power since, because it 
is fi nite, to do so diminishes the authority of the leader. Power 
is thus a zero-sum game. Advocating power-sharing political 
systems becomes diffi cult at best. The status of the leadership 
and the fi nite nature of power thus leads to its personalization. 
Loyalty is to the individual with power (this particular king, 
chairman, leader, etc.), not to the institution. This has been 
evident from the Pagan Dynasty and since then throughout 
all the kings and in the republic. This has also been apparent 
under U Nu, Ne Win, and now Than Shwe. The authority of 
the leader is reinforced in the popular mind because in tradi-
tional Buddhist terms he has come to power through his good 
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karma; although present peccadilloes or offenses may result 
in dire reincarnation consequences, in some sense he deserves 
the position he holds. It is unclear how much this belief has 
eroded in modern, urbanized settings, such as urbanized but 
still devoutly Buddhist Thailand. The centrality of personal 
relationships diminishes the effectiveness of institutional rela-
tionships, the institutions themselves, and the continuity of 
institutional policies/priorities. Thus, personalized “policy” is 
more important than law.

Personalization of power leads to loyalty (but not neces-
sarily competence) as the prime requisite of hierarchical rela-
tionships outside the sangha and mistrust of those outside of 
the relationship (who must be loyal to someone else, which 
partly explains why the military generally distrusts civilians). 
There is thus a lack of institutional trust (social capital) except 
as refl ected through this personalized channel, and even that 
can be ephemeral. One exception where there is social capital 
is at the level of the village or local Buddhist monastery and 
those who support it.

Power is dependent on developing entourages through 
personal loyalties, which encourages factionalism. This entou-
rage system has been called the patron–client relationship or 
clientelism. (In Burmese, it is called saya-tapyit, or teacher–
pupil relationship.) Because military members have been in 
leadership positions for almost half a century, such power 
entourages are usually dominated by the military, and there is 
a profound distrust within the military of civilian leaders and 
civilian-controlled institutions at all levels. Many nonmilitary 
organizations are likely to be controlled by retired military, 
and retired military people will be prominent in the proposed 
legislature.

These entourages tend to become unstable over time as 
some make attempts to vie for leadership. This instability or 
insecurity is apparent in the society at large—at personal, insti-
tutional, and even at national levels (fears of invasion, subver-
sion, cultural hegemony, etc.), and results in national paranoia 
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(with some historical justifi cation), suspicion, and a lack of 
confidence in planning for the future. This may be traced 
to karmic considerations, historical roots, and/or personal 
upbringing, although this is speculation, and too little is known 
about causes.

There is a strong hierarchical system within Burmese society 
that tends to enhance the authority of the leader and his or her 
power. This has been reinforced by a military command system 
and is further solidifi ed by the concept of a-na-de, or unwill-
ingness to embarrass the leadership (or any social superior) 
by bringing bad news, or causing someone to be uncomfort-
able. Thus, statistics and data are manipulated by underlings 
to please the apex of the hierarchy. This pervades the system 
from the bottom, and planning is characterized by often unre-
alistic quotas or targets that are often falsely reported as having 
been fulfi lled. This extends to unsubstantiated but internation-
ally reported economic statistics, providing an atmosphere in 
which the leadership may not recognize deleterious conditions 
beneath them as they are fed specifi c but spurious data (e.g., 
economic growth rates offi cially were 12.4 percent in 2007 but 
were estimated at 0.6 percent by foreign economists). There 
is, thus, what has been called “mutually strategic ignorance,” 
in which both the apex and the base of the power ladder are 
intentionally kept ill-informed of existential conditions; this 
makes planning exceedingly diffi cult.

The role of the state has been preeminent historically 
(including during the colonial period) and is likely to continue 
because of the powerful position of any political leader. Thus, 
not only will governance tend to be centralized, but (as histori-
cally and under the previous military government) a market 
economy is likely to be subject to severe restrictions and state 
infl uence.

Succession remains at the whim of the leader and is subject 
to change. Even under proposed constitutional provisions, 
personal infl uence will likely be the critical factor within such 
administrative strictures. Succession plans, if they exist, are 
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kept secret to ensure that the power of the leader remains 
undiminished and potential adversaries are kept off-balance. 
The leader neither shares plans nor consults easily because 
this would diminish his or her power and perceived authority. 
Thus, what the leader may think, plan, or advocate at any time 
may be obscure even to his or her closest associates.

Any alternative center of power is viewed as a new, poten-
tially destabilizing influence in the zero-sum game and is 
considered with suspicion. There are thus strong forces 
working against institutional pluralism (an autonomous legis-
lature or judicial system), regional political autonomy, and the 
development of civil society, although nonthreatening frag-
ments of civil society may emerge at local levels. Even state-
sponsored groups in local communities, however, may develop 
particularized interests that create modest, localized centers of 
apolitical pluralism.

Information is an aspect of power and is not to be lightly 
shared. It should be controlled (e.g., via the media). If shared, 
there is a tendency to manipulate timing and data for power 
purposes (e.g., production fi gures, statistics on money supply, 
infl ation, budgets, company reports, etc.). Decisions that are 
reached at the apex may be publicly implemented without 
warning, reinforcing the power of the leader(s) but resulting 
in frustration for those affected both within and outside the 
regime entourage.

To ensure power and the cohesiveness of the entourage, 
orthodoxy of views is generally required on important issues, 
and dialogue on policies does not seem to be possible once a 
leader issues authoritative decisions. Even mundane questions 
may not be brought to the attention of senior leadership unless 
that supreme leader fi rst raises them.

The effectiveness of entourages requires the distribution 
of assets (fi nancial, prestige, rewards, lower levels of power) 
both down the system from the top and, in the case of loyalty 
and fi nancial assets, up from the bottom. Because offi cial sala-
ries are low and infl ation normally high, subsidies at best and 
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usually rent-seeking and corruption are required to generate 
the funds to make the entourage system work. This system 
extends into economic and business matters. Efforts to elimi-
nate corruption, however necessary, by exemplary dismissals 
or arrests are unlikely to affect the systemic problem except for 
short periods and with only localized results.

Because the leader has great powers symbolically and in prac-
tice and conceives of himself in imperial style, he is able—and 
has the moral authority and, indeed, imperative—to intervene 
into society at all levels to achieve his—and by direct association 
and implication—national ends. Because his role is “undifferenti-
ated,” there is no effective separation of powers; an independent 
judiciary or a neutral adjudicative body is diffi cult to achieve, 
and thus there are few checks on his authority, although senior 
Buddhist abbots might play such roles. These interventions, 
including the formation of economic policies, are based more 
on personal inclination and the limited experience of the leader. 
Because he does not necessarily consult with others who might 
appropriate his position, such policies are subject to constant, 
unpredictable changes. Thus, enforcement of edicts are based 
on “policy” (what the leadership determines as desirable at any 
point) and not on law, which is more constant. This has impor-
tant implications for foreign or internal investment, which is 
based on reasonable predictability (e.g., no sudden or seemingly 
arbitrary changes in foreign trade regulations). This may partly 
explain the sudden shifts in policies (e.g., the energy subsidy 
issue in 2007) for which there had been no public preparations.

Although there is and was social mobility (there was no 
planned succession to the throne or the military leadership 
and no tenure in the precolonial administration), hierarchy 
is extremely important and has been reinforced by the mili-
tary system, and mobility avenues have been channeled and 
controlled by the military. This has resulted in great frustration 
and despair among youth. The military controls all avenues 
of social mobility, of which the most important is the military 
itself and its educational institutions.
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Because of the paucity of available private capital through 
the banking system, private sector mobility is effectively limited 
to the military’s entourages and the Chinese community, which 
has its own access to private sources of capital (clan, linguistic 
groups) as well as knowledge of foreign markets.

The leader (under both civilian—U Nu—and military 
governments) maintains secret information on all associates 
and their families to command loyalty and conformity. This 
is effective because (a) breaking existing laws is required for 
economic survival; (b) the entourage system requires extralegal 
funding; (c) policy replaces law and is controlled at the apex 
of the system, and this what may have been “legal” yesterday 
may be illegal today; (d) loyalty requires the follower to obey 
leadership commands even when they contradict legal norms 
or common sense; and (e) wives often have business interests 
based on “insider trading” and have been accused of corrup-
tion in the past.

When a person falls from an entourage’s grace, all those 
associated with him in the hierarchy of lesser entourages are 
also purged because loyalty is presumed to be to the leader, 
not the institution. This happened to General Khin Nyunt in 
2004 and General Tin Oo in 1983, both of whom commanded 
military intelligence.

The personalized system effectively discourages shared 
responsibility at the top. When such sharing has occurred, 
splits have followed (the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom 
League in 1958), and ultimately a single leader has emerged 
(e.g., Than Shwe).

Fear of conspiracies (even invasions) by foreign powers or 
elements against the leadership have made Burmese leaders 
both wary and skeptical about the motivations of foreign 
governments toward the state and its leaders. This is reinforced 
by previous foreign attempts to destabilize governments and 
rulers and support of dissident ethnic/political groups. These 
nationalistic tendencies are only magnified by derogatory 
foreign comments about the regime, its goals, and its leaders. 
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Fear of foreign domination may contribute to the suspicions 
about Aung San Suu Kyi, who is supported by the Western 
foreign community.

Given the touted natural resources of the state, there is a 
belief that if necessary, the state could continue to be effective 
with limited foreign exposure or economic investment, and such 
isolation may be desirable because of foreign cultural imperi-
alism. Although widespread, this view is inaccurate because of 
the increasing infi ltration of foreign ideas and concepts, as well 
as increasing dependence on foreign markets.

Nationalism reinforced by past colonial oppression has 
become a central factor in political legitimacy and affects all 
foreign relations and foreign assistance. Foreign public criti-
cism of the regime or its leaders invokes negative and defen-
sive responses. There is a persistent (however erroneous) 
believe that Burmese (i.e., Burman) culture is under attack 
from foreigners, and only the military can save both the state 
and its (Burman) culture. These beliefs are deeply held and are 
not propaganda, although they are often portrayed as such by 
foreign media. Ultimately, Burmese governments have always 
stressed the need to protect national sovereignty.

The state generally considers indigenous minorities, even 
some that are Buddhist, as less cultured at best (the excep-
tion being the Mon) and attempting to escape Burman 
control, aided and abetted by foreign states and those with 
non-Buddhist affi liations. The leadership often points to past 
historic episodes without understanding that changes over 
half a century have rendered these conditions invalid. Strong 
internal anti-Muslim prejudice continues to affect state policies 
and are generally prevalent, although they are most obvious 
in relation to the Rohingyas of Rakhine (Arakan). There are 
Christian and Muslim administrative ceilings for state and 
military positions, which was not the case under the civilian 
government. This stems in part from beliefs in the superiority 
of Buddhist culture, in part from group (Burman) solidarity, 
and in part from foreign support to religious minorities.
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The hierarchical system fosters intensive pressures on under-
lings to please superiors, whether through achieving arbitrary 
quotas or through unauthorized actions based on vague lead-
ership policies. The system sometimes backfi res, resulting in 
inappropriate or detrimental activities that undercut regime 
objectives or even the regime itself.

The state often tolerates foreign humanitarian or other 
support by international nongovernmental organizations for 
the funding or programs they bring and closely monitors their 
activities out of suspicion. The degree of such monitoring 
is partly dependent on the personal whims of local military 
commanders. Still, some mid-level officials may mitigate 
inappropriate orders from on high by selective enforcement 
or interpretation to achieve other, localized state-sponsored, 
necessary, or personal goals.

At present, the Burmese middle class seems to be composed 
predominantly of some retired military, Chinese, and Sino-
Burmans because of the limitations on local access to capital 
except though military-approved channels. This presents 
potentially destabilizing social and ethnic tensions should 
this trend continue or be exacerbated. More broadly, Burman 
control over the economy has been a hallmark of economic 
policies in all governments since independence and is likely 
to continue.

These characteristics of politics are most evident in the 
regime’s behavior, but they pervade opposition groups, local 
governments, indigenous governmental and nongovernmental 
organizations, academic institutions, and businesses.



Winston Churchill once characterized Russian policy as “a 
riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.” We might 
apply the same analogy to Burma/Myanmar’s future for all 
the diverse reasons previously discussed. As Dante Alighieri 
wrote in the Divine Comedy, soothsayers go to a very low circle 
of hell. Yet it is imperative to try to delineate the issues that 
this state will face and must address if it is to deliver to its 
own peoples, whether civilian or military, the fruits of its own 
slogans and promises, and if it is to fi nd a respected place in 
the international community. Some might argue that the junta 
has had no intention of meeting any of the above targets and 
that they have been either designed for foreign consumption or 
internal propaganda. Although some attribute the tenacity of 
the tatmadaw in continuing its rule through various means as 
an obsession with power and venality, this writer believes that 
there is an ideological core and a sense of national purpose, 
misdirected sometimes and often overzealously pursued, that 
in part motivates many of the tatmadaw—whatever excesses 
they have committed (and they have been many and egre-
gious). Although the military is grammatically singular 
collectively, there is a degree of plurality that should be inter-
nationally recognized, even though outsiders may have diffi -
culty in assessing the various players or groups.

8

ISSUES IN MYANMAR’S 

FUTURE
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What are the current and future strategic interests 
of foreign powers in Myanmar?

Myanmar’s geographic position between the two major 
regional powers in East and South Asia make it a pivotal nexus 
on the Bay of Bengal. This will likely continue and even inten-
sify. Adjacent to both China and India, Myanmar has become 
an important element in the strategic planning of both states. 
This concern extends to Thailand. They are not only regional 
and expanding economic powers, but ones with growing mili-
tary capacities. Although China may not fear an expansive 
India, the reverse is not true; India is concerned about growing 
Chinese infl uence in general and specifi cally in Myanmar.

China has engaged in an effective Southeast Asian foreign 
policy both with each of the countries of the region, but also 
institutionally with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN). The Chinese consider Southeast Asia, especially the 
mainland, to be within their traditional sphere of infl uence. 
Although the People’s Republic has rejected Chinese citizen-
ship for its indigenous and extensive Chinese populations in 
that area ( jus sanguinis), a natural confl uence of infl uence and 
even capital is apparent.

Myanmar is especially important to China for various stra-
tegic reasons, the least of which is its potential as a market 
for Chinese products in that poor land of some 53–58 million 
people (even though this market will increase). More impor-
tant, Chinese strategy for defense in any future confl ict in all of 
Asia depends in part on elimination of a great vulnerability—
reliance on the Straits of Malacca for its supply of energy. Now, 
some 80 percent of China’s gas and oil imports pass through 
those straits. Elimination of this bottleneck is important to 
China, for it could be blocked by any riparian nation or major 
power, such as the United States, and alternative routes are 
both more expensive and also subject to blockade. Chinese 
pipelines (one for natural gas found offshore in Myanmar, 
and one for Middle Eastern crude oil) from the Bay of Bengal 
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to Yunnan Province would mitigate one of its strategic prob-
lems. Chinese access to the Straits of Malacca directly through 
Myanmar could also inhibit the control of the straits by other 
powers. Although an earlier concern over possible Chinese 
military bases in Myanmar has been assuaged, potential 
Chinese naval use of Burmese ports and facilities has not. The 
new Burmese constitution, however, prohibits foreign bases on 
Burmese soil.

Chinese interests in Myanmar also stem from access to the 
internal energy and natural resources of that state. In addition 
to the off-shore natural gas that China has bought and will 
ship into Yunnan through a pipeline, China has constructed 
and continues to build a large number of dams (thirty at last 
count) to capture the hydroelectric power from Myanmar’s 
untapped rivers. Chinese mining, including gold and other 
minerals, as well as exploitation of timber reserves, make 
Myanmar an important economic asset beyond China’s geopo-
litical interests.

A compliant Myanmar (or one reliant on China) also 
enhances China’s strategic position in relation to India. India is 
evidently concerned over China’s increased role in Myanmar. 
Delhi feels threatened and surrounded with Pakistan to its 
west allied with China, China to its north, and a penetrated 
Myanmar to its east. Chinese access to the Bay of Bengal, 
considered by India as mare nostrum (“our sea”), is of concern, 
as a major Indian naval base is located at Port Blair in the 
Andaman Islands, and India tests its missiles in that region.

From a virulent antimilitary policy toward Myanmar begin-
ning in 1988, India shifted to support the junta and provide 
assistance in the early 1990s in an effort to mitigate Chinese 
infl uence. A friendly Myanmar is also of importance to India to 
help suppress the Naga rebellion and a variety of other rebel-
lions in its remote northeast, as the rebels as well as refugees 
often sought sanctuary in Myanmar. India has also developed a 
major plan for the economic development of that poor and rest-
less region where some eleven insurrections of varying intensity 
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have taken place. It will employ a transportation network from 
the Myanmar port of Sittwe (which the Indians will modernize) 
north up the Kaladan River to Manipur (known as the Kaladan 
Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project). India is also hoping to 
buy Burmese off-shore gas, of which China has contracted for 
the lion’s share.

Japan has informally expressed concern over Chinese 
capacity to strengthen its defense and economy through these 
actions. The United States needs free access to the Straits of 
Malacca to ensure deployment of its forces in the Indian Ocean. 
Thailand is perpetually concerned about a strong Myanmar, 
and because Thailand is a non-NATO treaty ally of the United 
States, Thailand’s security is of importance to the United 
States.

Myanmar does not want to become too dependent on China 
but needs China for both military support and economic devel-
opment. Thus, Myanmar has tried to diversity its suppliers 
by buying MiG-29 fi ghter aircraft and a nuclear reactor from 
Russia (US$300–500 million in May 2007). It also has received 
military supplies from a variety of other states, such as the 
Ukraine, Israel, Singapore, Pakistan, and North and South 
Korea. The junta has offi cially written that the reason the 
United States wants to see regime change in Myanmar is 
because Myanmar is the weakest link in the U.S. policy of 
containing China.

The interest of foreign powers is just one facet of the issue; 
another is the attitude of the Burmese regime toward foreign 
governments and individuals. As Senior General Saw Maung 
said, “The nation should be one in which only Myanmars 
reside and which Myanmars own. We have to be vigilant 
against Myanmar, the home of Myanmar nationals, being 
infl uenced by anyone. It is important that Myanmar does not 
become the home of mixed bloods infl uenced by alien cultures 
though it is called Myanmar.” For any foreign government to 
consider Myanmar simply as a pawn in regional politics or 
easily subverted to foreign positions (such as to China) is to 
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mistake the nature of nationalism and the political imperatives 
within that country.

What is the future of the military in Myanmar 
under any new government?

The Burmese tatmadaw has played a far greater role in 
modern Burmese history than the militaries in the contem-
porary period in the West. The general Western concept that 
the military should be under civilian control is thus far more 
diffi cult to achieve in Myanmar, even though it was a part 
of the National League for Democracy (NLD) party plat-
form in 1989. Under the constitution approved in 2008, the 
military in effect will have veto power over any substantive 
decision on state policy. Military members will hold the ring 
of power. Under present provisions of that constitution, any 
amendments would in effect require military approval, which 
would mean the military would have to vote to diminish its 
own role. This is most unlikely in foreseeable future. Thus, 
the tatmadaw will have the coercive, executive, and legislative 
power within the state. It is not likely that judicial control will 
remain beyond their grasp; the State Law and Order Restora-
tion Council/State Peace and Development Council (SLORC/
SPDC) may have replaced the “people’s” untrained judges 
with lawyers, but this does not equate with improving the 
rule of law. Their infl uence on the economy will be substan-
tial, and the state will attempt to monitor (if not infl uence) 
civil society activities.

Over the next decade or so, it is most likely that the mili-
tary will play a leading role in the distribution of power in that 
state. This is a provision of the new constitution, but it would 
have been likely under any government, even a civilian one. 
Should some civilian administration take over the state and 
the military step back from the obvious exercise of power, mili-
tary infl uence would still be substantial. It would likely still 
retain its control of coercive forces, the personal infl uence of its 
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leaders would be highly important, and there would remain 
substantial economic institutions under its auspices. The mili-
tary controls the Myanmar Economic Holdings Corporation 
(MEHC) and the Myanmar Economic Corporation (MEC) 
that are, in effect, conglomerates that have been incorporated 
outside the public sector and employ hundreds of thousands 
of workers with extensive joint venture and contract operations 
with foreign fi rms.

Founded in 1990 under a Special Companies Act, the MEHC, 
between 1990 and 2007, wholly owns seventy-seven fi rms with 
thirty-fi ve fi rms started since 2007. It has nine subsidiary fi rms 
and seven affiliated companies. Its shares are available to 
military units, active duty and retired military, and veterans’ 
groups, and it has returned a 30 percent profi t since 1995 to 
1996. The MEC is the “most secretive” business group. Founded 
in 1997, it has twenty-one factories, including four steel plants, 
a bank, a cement plant, and an insurance monopoly.

The Ministry of Defense also runs factories that produce 
matériel outside of military supplies. Acting autonomously 
of any civilian government, the tatmadaw could control the 
markets on various commodities and goods and have monopo-
listic potential in industries of their choosing. Both as producers 
(of goods) and consumers (of a large percentage of the state’s 
budget), their infl uence under any administration would be 
extensive.

The military offers a critical avenue of social mobility; even 
if it were to relinquish other aspects of its command of educa-
tional and economic institutions, its infl uence would still be 
important. Although strictly controlled, it is likely that the 
extensive military educational facilities are probably the best in 
the country. It seems evident that the tatmadaw has consciously 
developed a cadre of trained doctors, engineers, technicians, 
and administrators who will play pivotal administrative 
roles in any new administration for a substantial period. The 
tatmadaw in effect has reversed a Western concept. Instead of 
the military as a source of support for the civilian population, 
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in Myanmar the civilians are seen as a source of support for 
the military.

Many military offi cials will be required to retire before the 
2010 elections and run for public offi ce both at the national and 
regional Hluttaw levels. In addition, many retired military offi -
cers will likely gain election because they are prominent people 
in their own districts. A free election in 2010 would probably 
produce a signifi cant number of military alumni allies of the 
administration, in addition to the one-quarter of active-duty 
offi cers who will be placed in the national Hluttaws by the 
Ministry of Defense and at state and division level legislatures 
and one-quarter in the self-administered zones and division.

For the military to retire from effective political control 
would probably require a long gestation period. That will only 
occur if two factors are in play. First, the tatmadaw must be 
convinced that there is no possibility of any of the minority 
areas seceding from the Union (a provision of the 2008 constitu-
tion). Second, there must be alternative and desirable avenues 
of social mobility that will attract youth, who currently still 
opt for a military career because in fact it is the only avenue to 
success. This especially means the development of the private 
sector that can absorb ambitious young people but also autono-
mous educational and nonprofi t institutions. Such changes are 
likely to take a generation. It has happened in South Korea, 
Thailand, and Indonesia, but only over extended periods.

How will the minorities deal with the new government?

Following the institution of a new government after the 2010
elections, the Myanmar administration is likely to counter 
external criticisms and claim, with a certain degree of justi-
fi cation, that the minorities have more autonomy than they 
have had in fi fty years. This is unlikely to be suffi cient from 
the minorities’ vantage points, however. The six minority areas 
that have local and limited self-government at the township 
level may be more pleased than heretofore (the Kokang, Wa, 
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Naga, Padaung, PaO, and Danu ethnic groups), but the major 
minority groups are unlikely to be satisfi ed. Since 1962, they 
have been directly controlled by the center, so some local legis-
lative authority, even with military dominance, might be a 
respite from rigid command. But many in the major minorities 
that now have states (Chin, Kachin, Shan, Karen, Kayah, Mon, 
Rakhine) have wanted some form of federal structure and in 
some cases virtual autonomy from central control. There will 
probably be continued dissatisfaction with what some regard as 
a Burman occupation. For example, the tatmadaw has increased 
its battalion strength in the Chin State from two to fourteen 
battalions since 1998, and from twenty-four to forty-one battal-
ions in the Kachin State since 1994. (The Kachin Independence 
Organization has also increased its recruitment.) The tatmadaw,
through its own regional command structure, will still have 
ultimate power over these peripheral regions.

Under the new constitution, there will be elected councils at 
the state/region and township levels. Any real authority at any 
administrative level thus will require military approval, and 
it would be exceedingly unrealistic to expect local tatmadaw
offi cials to disregard central commands.

Although local elections at the state/region level will be 
hotly contested, the choice of the chair of that assembly rests 
with the president of the Union. There are likely to be former 
military Burmans whom the government would like to see in 
some of those positions, but whether such choices would be 
acceptable to cease-fi re or other minority groups is unclear.

What types of economic crises does the country face?

The macroeconomic crises that plagued the state over the past 
half-century are no longer operative. Myanmar’s international 
reserves were US$3.187 billion in 2008, increased from US$562
million in 2003. The present income from the sale of natural gas 
from the Yadana and Yetagun fi elds to Thailand (43 percent of 
foreign exchange earnings in 2006) and the projected income 
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from the off-shore gas fi elds in Rakhine, plus that from two 
Chinese pipelines and perhaps one from India, as well as a 
variety of exports, will increase these reserves (even at lower 
energy prices) and with prudent management should resolve 
any of the regime’s immediate economic concerns. The SLORC 
came to power in 1988 with reserves of some US$30 million. 
If some call Myanmar a “failed state,” it is not failed in its 
economic present or likely future.

The economic crises that the country faces must be dis-
aggregated. There is now no crisis in macroeconomic terms: the 
state has a favorable balance of trade (US$2.89 billion in 2008) and 
international reserves in 2009 of US$3.361 billion. The crisis is thus 
not with funding but with the knowledge of economic affairs, 
priorities, and the distribution of the state’s considerable present 
and future resources, even with falling world prices in 2009.

Although many Western states struggle to fund social enti-
tlements as well as other requirements, the Burmese regime 
has not had that concern. Instead, their priority has been mili-
tary expenditures. The increases in the size of the military from 
about 199,861 in 1988 to somewhere in the neighborhood of 
400,000 today (with a previous target of half a million, although 
some say the real total is about 350,000 excluding riot and other 
police units—desertions and overreporting are said to be high), 
together with increasingly sophisticated military equipment, 
spare parts, and more training, will all mean that the already 
sizable expenditures on the military—offi cially varying from 
25–37 percent of state administrative expenses (2.46 to 3.94
percent of GDP) but more likely to be far in excess of either 
fi gure—will continue and perhaps rise. The amounts available 
for social services will remain limited, even though the United 
Nations had indicated that there was a humanitarian crisis in 
the state that predated the Cyclone Nargis tragedy. Already, the 
offi cial expenditures on education and health are minuscule—1
to 2 percent of the budget. The burden of education and health 
expenditures has thus quietly been shifted onto the backs of a 
population already among the poorest in the world, and one 
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suffering from infl ationary pressures that go underreported in 
offi cial circles, even though they were offi cially calculated at 
35 percent in 2007 and at 26.9 percent in 2008.

Various international private institutions have uniformly 
rated Myanmar low on their international scales. The Fund for 
Peace considers Myanmar the fourteenth among the twenty 
most unstable states. The Brookings Institution noted that 
Myanmar was the seventeenth weakest of 141 countries. The 
World Press Freedom Index listed Myanmar as 163 of 164
countries in terms of press freedom. The Economist Intelli-
gence Unit rates Myanmar as 163 out of 167 countries in its 
2008 Democracy Index.

The present military mistrust of the notable but now aging 
corps of civilian Burmese economists, some of whom achieved 
international recognition and have worked for international 
agencies, has limited the junta’s economic policy options. This 
has been compounded by the great mistrust of foreign advi-
sors. This latter problem is not new; the government in the past 
has accepted foreigners who would deal with specifi c tech-
nical issues and projects, but since the 1950s the government 
have felt that policy advisors, at least those publicly recog-
nized, were an infringement of national sovereignty (unless 
they worked directly under and were paid for by the Union 
government, as in the civilian period). The military has felt that 
it had the capacity to plan and execute economic policies and 
programs, but the reality is that it lacks the basic sophisticated 
understanding of monetary policy, such as money supply (it 
no longer makes those fi gures public, and the central bank 
is not independent). One foreign economist commented that 
“monetary policy is incoherent.” Economic decisions seem 
arbitrary: overnight increases in government salaries or the 
elimination of energy subsidies without careful consideration 
of their effects. The banking system is in disarray, and other 
fi nancial institutions are of questionable capability. In 2003, a 
crisis occurred that was, in effect, a type of pyramid scheme to 
pay higher interest rates, because offi cial bank interest rates are 
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below infl ation levels. The state closed many institutions. Only 
3 percent of GDP is raised through taxation.

In November 1988, I listed for the World Bank a series of 
economic reform measures necessary for improvement in the 
society. Among them were exchange rate reform, public sector 
salary reform, fi nancial institutional reform, reform of the 
private sector and state economic enterprises, regional indus-
trial and economic development diversification, economic 
planning and technical improvements, establishment of an 
independent board of audit, enhanced revenue collection, and 
training in statistical methods. Twenty years later, these needs 
have not been met.

The restructuring of economic and social policies are neces-
sary for the well-being of the people and even for the military’s 
hold on authority. As other states in the region progress while 
Myanmar stagnates, invidious comparisons will become more 
widespread. This could endanger regime survival, and the 
exodus for better (or indeed any) jobs would likely increase even 
if fi ghting ceased. This could cause further regional problems.

It is unclear how much foreign exchange overseas Burmese 
remit to Myanmar. Whatever offi cial fi gures that might exist 
are undoubtedly underestimated, as there are various informal 
and safe means to transfer funds into the country. Although 
Myanmar will not be like the Philippines, where such remit-
tances total some US$15 billion annually, such a social safety 
net could be important for some hundreds of thousands of 
families remaining in the country. Some estimates indicate 
that they may amount to more than US$200 million, although 
other fi gures range from US$3–4 billion. The world economic 
crisis of 2008–2009 may cause remittances to drop, thereby 
further lowering internal income. The government taxes over-
seas incomes at 10 percent, but anecdotal evidence is that such 
incomes are normally underreported.

The economic potential and importance of Myanmar 
should not be overlooked. It is the world’s tenth largest 
exporter of natural gas. Its off-shore and on-shore reserves are 
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estimated as 2.46 trillion cubic meters and off-shore crude oil 
at 3.2 billion barrels. The Shwe gas fi eld reserves should yield 
US$37–52 billion over twenty years, of which Myanmar will 
get US$12–17 billion.

What are the social crises facing the state?

The political crisis is well known even if a solution acceptable to 
the international community is distant. But the crisis of youth, 
the frustration of a lack of a future in the society, the belief that 
emigration is the only possibility, and the second-class status of 
civilians, even those with full citizenship, all have resulted in a 
malaise so deep (yet seemingly unrecognized by the junta) that 
deliverance from this morass will be exceedingly diffi cult.

All avenues are under military authority or surveillance. 
Access to higher education is militarily controlled. All mass 
interest groups are under state authority. Registration in the 
sangha is required. Private sector mobility is severely limited 
because of a lack of capital. The most extensive mass orga-
nization, the Union Solidarity and Development Association 
(USDA), is a civilianized military voice. Futures in opposition 
politics are hazardous to one’s health. Despair is evident.

Health and nutritional standards are appalling even by 
regional criteria. Infant mortality is said to be 79 (per 1,000
births), life expectancy is about sixty years at birth, and 
Myanmar rates 125 of 174 countries on the UN Human Devel-
opment Report of 2000. Even where doctors practice in rural 
areas, medicines often have to be purchased privately at unaf-
fordable prices.

There is increasing landlessness in rural areas as the popu-
lation has expanded. Landlessness affects 25 to 40 percent 
of the rural population. Fertilizer is scarce, and farmers only 
receive one-third of the export price of rice (compared to 50 to 
60 percent of the price for Vietnamese farmers). Paddy prices 
have dropped 50 percent from 2007 to 2008, so farmers are in 
even more need. Debt has increased with usurious interest 



170 BURMA/MYANMAR

rates of 10 to 15 percent a month, sometimes 100 percent daily 
interest in the bazaars. The state provides only about 30 percent 
of the agricultural credit required. Because land is state-owned, 
even those farming cannot use it as collateral. The government 
denies that these conditions are serious.

Environmental degradation has become rife. The overcut-
ting of hardwoods, especially teak, is well known. Extinction of 
wildlife is evident. Mangrove forests have been destroyed for 
shrimp farming, increasing the devastation of Cyclone Nargis 
and in turn being decreased by it. Pollution stemming from 
uncontrolled gold and other mining, as well as the construction 
of major dams for hydroelectric power and irrigation, many of 
which are sponsored by the Chinese, is rampant. Some of these 
problems lie in the hands of minority cease-fi re groups, but 
most responsibility must fall on the Myanmar government.

What are the needs of the state in a transition to a new government?

Whatever government evolves from the 2010 elections—or even 
whether there is a civilian/military government through nego-
tiations or because of a popular uprising against the present or 
future government—the needs of the state will be enormous. 
Yet should change occur, there will be very high expectations 
for immediate progress that will place inordinate pressures on a 
new administration of any stripe. The Burmese people will expect 
deliverance from economic as well as political oppression, and the 
government, if its policies were acceptable to the external world, 
would also expect immediate and substantial assistance. If such 
a new government were democratic (or at least pluralistic), then 
the disparate local demands may become tumultuous. The honey-
moon period for any new government is likely to be quite short.

A massive infusion of funds would be required—a fi gure 
of about US$1 billion had been rather arbitrarily mentioned a 
decade ago, but this is probably a gross underestimation. Yet 
the absorptive capacity of the state is likely to be extremely 
limited. Recalculating government budgets based on a realistic, 
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fl oating, and unitary exchange rate would be required. Exami-
nation of the viability of the state economic enterprises (the 
public sector) would be needed (they have increased from 
624 enterprises to 794 between 1988 and 2008). Ensuring the 
autonomy of the central bank will be necessary. Updated skills 
in technology and science will be required. In any of these 
efforts, Burmese would have to be trained in a wide variety of 
analytical and planning skills that are currently lacking, and 
most of this would have to be done abroad. Foreign advisors/
consultants would be necessary but subject to political scrutiny 
and probable criticism. Multilateral donors are more likely to 
be acceptable. Given the present and likely future role of the 
military in the society, there is an obvious need to expose the 
upcoming military elite to international standards of military 
responsibility through overseas training programs.

Yet the present policies of most donors preclude supplying 
the depth of training required to manage a sophisticated 
and increasingly complex economy and society. To wait for 
change when such needs are obvious is to invite future prob-
lems that could undercut any positive political developments 
that might occur.

What role is there for multilateral and bilateral donors?

The military might, as it did in 1972, recognize that more multi-
lateral and bilateral assistance was required, and the world’s 
humanitarian concerns might prompt efforts to assist a new 
government if that new government diminished its repressive 
measures. But the past is not prelude. The World Bank and the 
Asian Development Bank now have criteria, lacking earlier, for 
transparency, good governance, and at least some semblance of 
popular participation in the political process for assistance to 
take place beyond humanitarian or relief support. In spite of the 
U.S. administration’s supposed strong democracy stance, the 
reentry of the U.S. assistance program in 1979 did not consider 
that as a necessary criterion for its foreign aid program or for 
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its military training under the International Military Education 
and Training program in spite of legislation to the contrary.

Under the new constitution, it seems likely that Japan would 
begin new aid programs, although pressures from the United 
States might cause some anguish in the Foreign Ministry.

It is also questionable whether international nongov-
ernmental organizations would increase their programs in 
Myanmar unless the new government issues more relaxed 
guidelines for its operations. In some cases, directives of control 
from the center are often sporadically or partly implemented 
in the fi eld. The stringency of control will probably depend on 
the degree of confi dence the new administration has in its own 
capacities and tenure, as well as the ability of local offi cials to 
achieve mandated targets or resolve problems.

Is democracy a reasonable expectation for Myanmar 
in the near term? In the future?

Democracy is neither inevitable nor inaccessible in Myanmar. 
If it were to come, it would not be instantly born fully formed 
from the head of some Zeus-like person or event. Democracies 
evolve, often in unbalanced directions, and political cultures 
also evolve to accommodate and then encourage democratic 
continuity and deepening. A political system recognized inter-
nationally as a democracy is certainly possible over time in that 
country. But to expect that even a peaceful transfer of power to 
a real civilian regime would automatically, ipso facto, result in 
such a system, which seems to be the unsophisticated interna-
tional mantra of the moment, is more than unrealistic. That is 
not to claim that there should not be political change, just that 
evolution is far more likely than revolution in this instance. The 
range of criteria to defi ne democracy is complex, and elections 
are just one element of that process.

The new government, still run by the military but under 
civilianized auspices, will claim that its “discipline-fl ourishing 
democracy” is in place with a multiparty system and an elected 
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legislative branch not only at the center but in each of the states 
and regions and down to township levels. The government 
will also claim that any criticism of its democracy is a form 
of Western prejudice and that Myanmar, because of the nefar-
ious imperialistic designs of the United States and its minions, 
is being discriminated against. Although there was muted 
Western criticism of Suharto’s Indonesian “democracy,” the 
West has been unwilling to accept the Burmese protestations 
of democratic governance with anything less than a complete 
elimination of the Burmese military from power. This is highly 
unlikely to happen. There has been growing international real-
ization, on the other hand, that the military must be part of the 
solution to any of Myanmar’s multitude of problems.

However, if there were to be a major change in the power 
structure in the country and the military were to relinquish 
titular control, would there be democracy in Myanmar? Titu-
larly, democracy as defi ned by some form of representative 
government administratively might be in place, but the spirit 
of compromise and the degree of plurality that are at the core 
of the democratic process would take time to evolve. The oppo-
sition is united only by its antagonism to the junta. It would 
have to develop policies that would satisfy the very diverse 
demands of many different populations. Furthermore, within 
the country now there are few who understand democracy, as 
two generations have been prevented from legally studying or 
reading about it, let alone experiencing it. One Burmese observer 
described his country as “politically gelded for fi fty years.” 
Another wrote that “since 1962, the Burmese military has occu-
pied the entire political matrix.” A few understand the process, 
most prominently Aung San Suu Kyi, but a new generation has 
to be inculcated into the mysteries of this particular cult. Now, 
the electoral cries for democracy may equally be interpreted as 
calls for the elimination of the military in executive positions.

A strong middle class is usually associated with democratic 
governance. Yet an indigenous middle class has been weak; 
most in that category were not Burmans. The strength of a 
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middle class of Burmans will only slowly develop. There is, 
however, an intellectual class, once active in the civilian era, 
that could once again emerge if the strictures of control of 
information and expression were to be loosened. This, too, is 
likely to be an extended and gradual process.

Because democracy is a process, there are intermediate stages 
that might be encouraged. The most obvious is some form of 
political pluralism. Fostering this development is possible 
through assistance in the development of civil society. The old 
adage that Burmese do not join organizations except for those 
with a religious focus has been disproved by survey work and 
the response to Cyclone Nargis. Even under the present admin-
istration, these organizations have grown, and they include 
(but are not limited to) those localized around a monastery or 
school. Those at the ward level, and even national ones that 
are apolitical in nature, although often treated with suspicion 
and infi ltrated, continue. They were given a great impetus 
by Cyclone Nargis, when they performed admirably to bring 
relief to those affected areas. For them to have an impact on 
democratic growth, there needs to be close interplay among 
networks of such organizations.

Whatever government is in power, the tendency will be 
for those elements of the Burmese political culture, discussed 
earlier, to take effect. The short-term prognostication would 
tend toward considerable trouble, but in the longer term 
that culture will evolve, and if the educational system can be 
improved and freed from the rigidities of the SLORC/SPDC, 
one would expect considerable positive change in that society.

What role can the major powers play in Myanmar?

The roles of the major powers, especially the United States and 
the European Union, have generally been counterproductive in 
terms of improving the sorry state of the people in Myanmar. 
The imposition of various economic sanctions that have period-
ically increased has not produced their intended effect—regime 
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change. Rather, the vituperative language of much of the world 
has prompted a nationalistic response that on many occasions 
became strident and xenophobic. Although sanctions provide 
the moral high ground to those imposing them, they have been 
proven to be ineffectual. Even if sanctions were enforced by 
all of Myanmar’s neighbors—and none of them now do so—it 
seems likely that the junta would resist and retreat into itself. 
Yet there is no possibility of regionally approved sanctions—
Myanmar is too strategically located and too richly endowed 
with gas and other products in demand.

The major Western powers will remain suspect in any govern-
ment elected under a new constitution. Insofar as they might 
provide economic or humanitarian assistance for projects or 
activities, these are likely to be accepted as long as they do not 
formally engage in policy. Myanmar in 2007 received about US$2
per capita in foreign assistance, compared to twenty-fi ve times 
that amount for Laos. Informal policy discussions on an indi-
vidual level may be welcome, but whatever changes or reforms 
occur, they must appear to come from within. Japanese support 
is likely to become extensive under an elected government. 
Chinese and Indian assistance is already a given. Some in the 
tatmadaw regret that it indicated a willingness to go along with 
Western concerns, such as on anti–opium production activities, 
because the response from the United States especially was not 
positive. In fact, it undercut those who had proposed making 
some overtures, exposing them to internal Myanmar criticism.

The Burmese will object to any role by foreigners that 
appears to be condescending and infringing on what they 
regard as Burmese sovereignty. The tendency to publicly lecture 
the Burmese of any persuasion (and indeed most countries) is 
counterproductive.

What might be the roles of ASEAN, the UN, and the EU?

Of all the organizations in the foreign community, ASEAN prob-
ably stands the best chance of assisting reform in Myanmar, 
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but even that role is likely to be marginal. The political heri-
tage of each of the member states has politically questionable 
pedigrees. Noninterference into the internal affairs of any of 
these states is an ASEAN cardinal principle. There has been 
growing dissatisfaction with Myanmar, especially after the 
2003 attack on the NLD in central Myanmar (in 2006 Myanmar 
forfeited the ASEAN chair) and because of the suppression 
of the Saffron Revolution in 2007. ASEAN would likely claim 
that there has been modest political progress should the elec-
tions of 2010 go smoothly. Following them, it is quite possible 
that ASEAN will accept the political progress that the Burmese 
claim under their new government, and Myanmar may fi nally 
chair ASEAN after that time.

In November 2007, the ASEAN states, including Myanmar, 
signed the ASEAN Charter, which their governments ratifi ed 
by the end of 2008. The Charter contains a human rights provi-
sion but without stipulations of monitoring, enforcement, and 
penalties. Myanmar has signed that document, but what provi-
sions will be considered and how it might operate are vague 
at this writing. Because there is an antitraffi cking provision in 
the Burmese constitution, starting to discuss enforcement of 
that section would not be held to be discriminatory against 
Myanmar. The problem is widespread within the region.

In spite of previous Burmese respect for the United 
Nations—indeed, a Burmese citizen, U Thant, was its secre-
tary general—the United Nations has proven to possess only 
marginal influence. The United Nations initiated ineffec-
tive dialogue with Aung San Suu Kyi through two different 
special envoys of the secretary general, and Secretary General 
Ban Ki Moon visited Myanmar after Cyclone Nargis. But little 
signifi cant or lasting results followed, except expected plati-
tudes. Through Chinese and Russian efforts, the UN Security 
Council has effectively blocked U.S. efforts to censor Myanmar. 
There have been fourteen General Assembly resolutions on the 
human rights situation in Myanmar between 1991 and 2008.
On July 14, 2008, a group of Burmese dissident organizations 
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led by the National Council of the Union of Burma (NCUB) 
fi led a petition to the UN Credentials Committee to challenge 
the credentials of the SLORC. On August 1, the National Coali-
tion Government of the Union of Burma (NCGUB) supported 
that effort to recommend to the UN General Assembly that 
the credentials of the SPDC to the United Nations be with-
drawn because of violations to various human rights provi-
sions. This was, as anticipated, rejected by the United Nations 
on September 23, 2008. In August 2008, the new UN Human 
Rights envoy, Tomas Ojae Quintana, visited Myanmar but was 
not allowed to see Aung San Suu Kyi. In early 2009, the NCUB 
announced that it intended to form a “government in exile,” 
thus creating factional issues with the NCGUB, which already 
considers itself in that role.

The European Union adopted its Common Position on 
Myanmar on October 28, 1996. It called for the expulsion of all 
military personnel and an embargo on arms, munitions, and 
military equipment. It suspended all nonhumanitarian aid but 
allowed assistance to help alleviate poverty and basic human 
needs. It banned entry visas for SLORC and family members, 
and suspended high-level bilateral government visits to Burma 
(ministers and political directors and higher). All provisions 
were renewable and in force for a six-month period. In 1997,
the European Union withdrew the general system of trade 
preferences for agriculture; previously, those for industry had 
been withdrawn. There seems to be growing discontent within 
various EU countries that the approach to Myanmar has not 
yielded the desired effects, and individual countries have been 
restudying their approaches. Six donors instituted the “Three 
Disease” (malaria, tuberculosis, and HIV/AIDS) program that 
will provide about US$20 million annually to that country for 
a fi ve-year period after the United States effectively refused to 
provide assistance to the Global Fund for the same purposes, 
although in the spring of 2009 there were indications that the 
United States might reconsider its position. The visit in January 
2009 by the ministers of development of Norway and Denmark 
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is an indication of growing frustrations with the effectiveness 
of present EU policy.

What might the role of the Burmese diaspora 
be in a new government?

Had political change occurred in Myanmar within a relatively 
short period after 1988, the return of the educated Burmese who 
fl ed the country would have been fairly easy, and they probably 
would have assumed signifi cant positions in any new adminis-
tration. Before 1962, Burma was one of the few countries in Asia 
from which there was no brain drain. At low incomes but in a 
culturally comfortable atmosphere, most Burmese preferred to 
stay home even after receiving doctoral degrees from Western 
institutions that offered them employment.

Now, the situation has evolved. There are two elements of 
the educated diaspora. The fi rst is the NCGUB, which claims to 
be the legitimate government because it is composed of NLD 
members who were elected in 1988 and were in a majority in 
that (disputed) body. They fl ed the country and have been oper-
ating in Washington, D.C., with representation in New York and 
Brussels. Under the 2010 election, they would have no role and 
could not return unless they publicly gave up their claims to 
govern. Their return under any situation in which the NLD 
were not free (unless they publicly recanted) is highly unlikely.

Another element of the diaspora, composed of an educated 
elite, probably would be split, with a small percentage returning 
but the bulk staying abroad for several reasons: there are few 
jobs in Myanmar, they may fear for themselves if the military 
still exerted major infl uence (which is more than likely), they 
have families abroad and often children in school, and they have 
become embedded in their local communities. They may be 
articulate about the problems and have ideas about solutions, 
but many would remain overseas. Those who did go back may 
not obtain the level of social recognition and positions of infl u-
ence that they may expect and feel they deserve.
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Unless a new government were to improve conditions in 
the minority regions and signifi cant development were to take 
place along with peace, the perhaps two million workers in 
Thailand might be reluctant to return, as would the 150,000 or 
so Karen, Kayah, and Mon in UN-supervised refugee camps in 
Thailand along the Myanmar frontier. The United States in 2008
began to admit thousands of Karen from these camps (18,139 as 
of 2008), which have become a way station for emigration to the 
United States. In fact, because Burmese are prepared to work 
overseas to support their impoverished families at home, there 
may even be a further outpouring of laborers seeking even the 
most marginal of jobs in other countries. The world fi nancial 
crisis of 2008–2009, however, may force economic migrants 
back and overseas remittances to diminish.



The prognosis for early socioeconomic progress in Myanmar 
is not sanguine, and that for politics is marginal. In spite of 
tatmadaw protestations to the contrary, there will be little incen-
tive for it to signifi cantly reform the basic economic and social 
ills to which the state is and will be heir. Inaction on reform in 
those sectors, however, is not simply maintaining the status 
quo. In effect, it is retrogression—delaying understanding the 
plight of its own people, the inevitable requirement to restruc-
ture the government’s priorities for the common good, and 
positively mobilizing the whole population in creating some-
thing that has been lacking: the ethos of a nation. The use of 
nationalism to mobilize the garrison state against mythic or 
perceived foreign enemies cannot replace a positive multi-
ethnic message credible to the whole people.

Although the junta claims that political progress is now 
self-evident, having progressed through their roadmap toward 
“discipline-fl ourishing democracy,” this is only half accurate. 
The year 2010 will produce a new national parliament and a 
variety of regional and local ones. It is accurate to say that the 
people have some voice. But it is one that somewhat sotto voce, 
in contrast to that of the tatmadaw, which will still hold the 
prima donna role.

Each government in Burma has attempted to legitimate itself 
and mobilize the society toward its self-defi ned ends. It sought 
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internal legitimacy through Buddhism in the civilian period. To 
counter the divisive religious focus in minority circles, secular 
socialism became not only the ideological structure of the 
economy but also the basis of legitimacy. Since 1988, however, 
legitimacy has been centered on the military itself, and history 
has been rewritten and reinterpreted to confi rm that end. The 
appeal, insofar as it succeeds, will probably positively affect 
only the present and future military, and not the population 
as a whole and especially not minority groups. The military’s 
stress on its own present and unique contribution will not 
create the cohesion toward which it claims it strives nor allow 
it to achieve its central goal—national unity. Indeed, there is 
inherent tension between the military’s conception of its role 
and the national unity it espouses.

In spite of its emphasis on the construction of infrastruc-
ture—which is of some present and potential importance but 
which has been both underreported and underappreciated in 
international circles—the administration has exhibited a lack of 
understanding of the critical social needs of the society and the 
malaise pervading the country. By concentrating on building, 
which it evidently believes gives the regime legitimacy, it has 
ignored the reasons for such construction—the early better-
ment of people’s lives.

The tragedies are multiple, and the political stasis with the 
opposition is only a part of them, but foreign observers concen-
trate on this aspect. The people, of course, suffer most, and 
among those most affected are the minorities, who have been 
subject to discrimination at best and exploitation and perse-
cution in some areas. The vilifi cation of the junta by foreign 
governments, groups, and media has increased the already 
heightened sense of insecurity, sometimes verging on panic, 
and resultant xenophobia among the tatmadaw leaders.

Many infl uential foreigners have argued that ending the polit-
ical confrontation must precede any changes in the economic 
or social arenas. Of course, this view refl ects that of the political 
opposition. Whether change must be sequential or in parallel is 
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an issue in many societies, and whether, for example, economic 
change might precede political development is, in part, an argu-
ment of the junta, which claims that economic progress under 
its leadership will allow political transformation over time 
through its imposed constitution with its elected legislatures.

Either approach would seem to be insuffi cient. Quick trans-
formational political change is unlikely, and even economic 
evolution is glacial. Ideally, a conscious effort by all parties 
to recognize the limitations of their self-imposed concepts of 
power would seem to be the nexus of any real reformation. 
This is as unlikely as it is desirable. The attrition of traditional 
views of authority and their evolution into more consensus-
building and modernized concepts will occur slowly and to the 
dissatisfaction of large numbers of Burmese who hope for more 
immediate and positive changes.

However understandable the high moral tone voiced by 
foreigners toward a repressive regime may be, this unending 
vituperative chorus has served to solidify the military lead-
ership in a bunker-like mentality against foreigners, even 
those who simply wish to assist the impoverished. Even then, 
according to the authorities, they must have ulterior motives. 
As the junta has proclaimed, “Foreigners cannot love us.” 
This is a product not only of the colonial experience but also 
of neighbors who have conspired against the government and 
the antipathy continuously voiced against the regime.

The perpetuation of military control will result not only 
from the new constitution but also from the formation of a 
new class—the sons of the military who have and will join 
the tatmadaw and/or wield political and economic infl uence. 
Their access to the power and spoils of the system will limit 
the capacity of the civilian elite to attain positions of authority 
and access to the benefi ts of (eventual) economic development. 
There is, thus, likely to be restrictions on all forms of mobility 
under the projected system.

The near term will focus on the 2010 elections and their 
aftermath. Even before those elections, and even with U.S. 
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disapproval of the politics of Myanmar, the United States is 
considering signing the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Coop-
eration, an act long overdue that has been a signifi cant deter-
rent to effective U.S. policy throughout the region. The Obama 
administration will likely appoint someone to a new coordi-
nating ambassadorial position to deal with U.S. policy toward 
Myanmar, but whether the direct talks stipulated in the legisla-
tion of 2008 will take place within Myanmar at an appropriately 
high level may well depend on the status of Aung San Suu Kyi 
and her release. The United Nations and the International Crisis 
Group have advocated restarting economic developmental 
assistance to reinvigorate its dialogue with Myanmar, but this 
will be resisted by the United States. The Burmese, in response 
to these efforts, may simply say that they are well along their 
own road toward “discipline-fl ourishing democracy,” which 
will be in place after the 2010 elections. The United States has 
already dismissed that argument. Improving relations may 
require acts of compromise by all parties—actions that are not 
immediately apparent.

The normal academic dualism describing countries as either 
weak or strong states does not seem applicable in the case of 
Myanmar. The state may be considered weak under normal 
criteria if its government cannot or will not deliver goods, 
services, and security to its people. Such a defi nition neglects 
the reality of the military presently as the national core, 
having controlled or eliminated any potentially contending 
institutions. Myanmar is a strong state in terms of its ability 
to mobilize coercive forces against any internal threat to its 
continuance, and in the absence of any signifi cant alterna-
tive decision-making institutions. It has become an economi-
cally stronger state, although it has not used its new fi nancial 
resources for the common good. It is, however, weaker in that 
its leadership seems overly fearful of foreign machinations, and 
because of that behaves as if it is under political, economic, and 
cultural siege internally and externally. This affects its capacity 
to respond to foreign criticisms with measured responses and 
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results in internal suppression of dissident views. It resorts 
instead to bluster and xenophobia. Both such fears are equally 
overstated, whether they are from minorities, the civilian 
sector, or abroad, all of which the government suspects. These 
emotional attitudes will not be easy to erase even with positive 
political change.

Paranoia does not necessarily invalidate existential fears. 
But the geopolitical situation would seem to preclude any 
external threats to the regime except the more subtle one 
brought about not by aggression or economics but by insid-
ious globalization that could transform Burman culture over 
time. The junta charges that criticism of Myanmar is excessive, 
and that other Asian authoritarian states are less subject to the 
unending complaints even when their human rights abuses are 
more dire or their lack of democratic actions and institutions 
more widespread. Where are, the junta asks, the emasculated 
opposition political parties in China, Vietnam, and Laos? In 
part, this discrepancy is accurate, because of two factors: the 
lack of immediate and perceived geopolitical and economic 
interests on the part of the West in Myanmar, thus the focus 
on one strand in their foreign policy agenda—human rights—
while ignoring others.

The second factor is the image of Aung San Suu Kyi. This 
personalization of international political concern has been, of 
course, central to the formulation of policy toward the regime 
itself. However much foreign policy is subject to or analyzed 
through academic disciplines indicating rational choice or 
other schools of international relations and political science 
theory, the emotional appeal of a brave woman standing up to 
oppression and sacrifi cing her family in the process is a critical 
factor in the reaction of the world to Myanmar and its govern-
ment. She has become the avatar of democracy and morality, 
perhaps creating impossible expectations. The military in a 
sense has created the international aura surrounding Aung San 
Suu Kyi by its repression. The military leadership dismisses 
this effect and concentrates instead on what it perceives to be 
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her potential for disrupting the road to discipline-fl ourishing 
democracy through the 2010 elections and beyond, indicating 
an insular and imbalanced view of the state’s needs that 
compromise might have precluded. Her trial in the summer of 
2009 regarding violating the conditions of her house arrest is 
an ineffective junta effort to stigmatize her.

The dilemma for all groups and minorities in Myanmar as 
the 2010 elections approach is whether they will legally contest 
at the polls. Although that election will intentionally invali-
date the previous 1990 elections that were won by the National 
League for Democracy (NLD), a new government, even if 
controlled by the military, will have a signifi cant element of 
civilian authority (within strictures), that could provide more 
internal openness and even more freedom of expression, 
although within the ubiquitous “subject to law” provisions of 
the constitution. We are likely to witness the gradual attrition 
of stringent controls unless insurrection is believed to be immi-
nent. Whether any such gradual change will satisfy internal 
needs or external demands is questionable. Tensions will prob-
ably continue.

Does the perceived internal and/or external legitimacy of 
the electoral process depend on the participation of the NLD? 
If it is invited to participate but decides not to do so, does 
that decision further marginalize that group (or even have 
it declared illegal) or delegitimate the whole elections to the 
Burmese or foreign states and observers? If offi cially precluded 
from running, what would be the effect of such a prohibition? 
It is possible that the NLD may split into a variety of frag-
ments, with some of the younger members disagreeing with 
the “uncles”—the executive committee, composed of elder 
members.

The senior general at the Armed Forces Parade on March 27,
2009, while blaming the problems of Burmese politics on the 
colonialists and the egotism of civilian politicians, remarked 
that democracy was in a “fl edgling stage,” requiring nurturing, 
gradual growth, and tranquility. Quoting the Burmese proverb 
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that “a recently dug well cannot be expected to produce clear 
water immediately,” he implied that the tatmadaw would 
enforce those conditions and would take a long time to over-
come past defects, implying the continuing need for military 
dominance. The tatmadaw will fi lter the water of the newly dug 
“democratic” well.

The efforts of the Obama administration to review policy 
toward Burma/Myanmar are welcome—this is the fi rst signifi -
cant indication of offi cial U.S. dialogue on policy toward that 
country in some eighteen years. Such dialogue, let alone policy 
changes, will be resisted by those with vested interests in the 
present confrontation. Having imposed isolation, any signifi -
cant U.S. retreat from that position without commensurate 
Burmese changes would be politically unacceptable. How 
the senior general and the junta will respond is unclear at this 
writing.

In discussing the role of the military in politics, years ago 
one distinguished Burman remarked, “The play is over, but 
the audience is forced to remain in their seats and the actors 
refuse to leave the stage.” As 2010 approaches, we may see 
the on-stage chorus increased and diversifi ed, but the usual 
actors (many in mufti) will still be in evidence both in front of 
the footlights, and now hidden in the wings as well and, most 
important, controlling the curtain.

As the political stalemate continues, as foreign pressures 
for reform seem ineffective, and as the internal conditions of 
the peoples in the country deteriorate, those outside of that 
benighted country can only hope that in some Burmese manner 
the people will, as U Nu once wrote, “win through.”



As this book went to press in August 2009, there has been no 
defi nite word from Myanmar authorities on three important 
events and their dates: the political party registration law that 
will determine the parameters for the formation and registra-
tion of those entities allowed to participate in (or which have 
been excluded from) the 2010 elections; the electoral law indi-
cating who is entitled to vote and how the election will be 
carried out; and the actual date of the election itself, variously 
anticipated before the monsoon in 2010 (i.e., before the middle 
of May) or in the fall.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki Moon’s visit to Myanmar in 
early July 2009 in an effort to free Aung San Suu Kyi and the 
rest of the political prisoners came to naught. In spite of two 
meetings with Than Shwe, he was unable to see Aung San Suu 
Kyi. It had been evident before her trial and his visit that the 
junta was prepared to hold her under house arrest until after 
the 2010 elections. Although Than Shwe promised fair elections 
in 2010, the concept of “fairness” is ambiguous and culturally 
defi ned.

It is still unclear whether the NLD will participate in the 
elections (they agreed under conditions unlikely to be accepted 
by the junta), be banned, split, or dissolve. Aung San Suu Kyi, 
tried in the summer of 2009 under clearly trumped-up charges 
of violating her house arrest because of an American who 
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twice swam to her compound on Inya Lake, will remain under 
detention until the elections, which the junta fears she might 
“disrupt.” The trial was unnecessary to hold her in deten-
tion because policy prevails over law and in any case a means 
would have been found to enforce the state’s will.

There will be parties formed in opposition to the govern-
ment and its military-supported groups and parties, but it is 
too early to determine whether these newly formed parties 
would have the ability to campaign with relative freedom. 
At this stage, and based on precedent, the prospects remain 
murky.

Reports in June 2009 have indicated that the junta wanted 
the cease-fi re minority groups to be formed into border guards 
with an admixture of government troops. Preliminary indi-
cations are that at least two such groups have refused that 
demand, but it is still too early at this point to predict a consis-
tent pattern. Minority issues are likely to be the most diffi cult 
of relationships over a longer period.

Aung San Suu Kyi was found guilty and sentenced to three 
years’ detention, but this was immediately commuted by Than 
Shwe to eighteen months of house arrest (she has appealed). 
This both fulfi lls the junta’s plan to isolate her and makes the 
senior general appear magnanimous. If he believed this would 
placate the international community, he was wrong as protesta-
tions mushroomed from world leaders.

Rumors persist that the military may form an interim govern-
ment until the elections, thus providing an aura of impartiality 
that would likely be mere veneer. Many senior military will 
be prompted to resign to run for election in any case to ensure 
tatmadaw control.

During the summer, a variety of opposition political and 
ethnic groups have come together to develop a united front in 
the hope of reconciling with the junta. This effort indicates both 
the urgency of their plight and concern over their marginal-
ization in the elections and subsequent government. They are, 
however, unlikely to obtain sustained unity given their long, 
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varied backgrounds, and the junta is unlikely to be interested 
in negotiating.

Of international interest was the growing connection 
between North Korea and Myanmar, two states linked 
emotionally through their U.S. “outposts of tyranny” designa-
tion. Revelations appear to confi rm North Korean assistance in 
building tunnels and bunkers in Naypyidaw, but suspicions 
have arisen over a possible nuclear connection. Myanmar 
has been training hundreds of Burmese in nuclear subjects 
in Russia, and even South Korea has trained more than fi fty. 
General Thuru Shwe Mann made a secret trip to North Korea, 
exacerbating suspicions, and a North Korean freighter with 
unknown cargo supposedly bound for Rangoon returned to 
port under international pressure. Both North and South Korea 
have been supplying arms to the junta, and South Korea offi -
cially notifi ed the Burmese that it would have no objection to 
Myanmar reestablishing diplomatic relations with the North, 
which has since happened.

How much internal or external political legitimacy will 
accrue to the new government as a result of the 2010 elections 
is in doubt, although it may signifi cantly differ not only among 
various indigenous ethnic and social groups but also among a 
variety of foreign states and institutions. In spite of what the 
junta will claim as the achievement of a discipline-fl ourishing 
democracy, internal and external doubts will remain.
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