AD-A142 227

B2




Best w
Available

Copy




bt e ko

Burma
a country study

Foreign Area Studies
The American University
Edited by

Frederica M. Bunge
Research completed
March 1983

DTIC

n. =i ECTER

v AN

N

e b




T

On the cover: The massive gold- and jcﬂd&gﬁﬁ&&ﬁ $8Pa o
great Shwedagon Pagoda in Rangooﬁx NTYS  GRA&I
DT.. TAB
Dl aeMio KR8

O
O

460

B2 1
| Diasa i butlion —
-AV:jiill‘“ Lot Txdes N

T lAvE . /ar
Dist | B "

; l Ll ,‘
Third Edition, 1983; First Printing 1933f\/ l? %

Copyright © 1983 United States Government as represented by the
Secretary of the Army. All rights reserved.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Main entry under title:

Burma, a country study.

(Area handbook series) (DA pam ; 550-61)

Rev. ed. of: Area handbook for Burma. 1971.

“Research completed March 1983.”

Bibliography: p.

Includes index.

1. Burma. [I. Bunge, Frederica M. II. American
University (Washington, D.C.). Foreign Area Studies.
II1. Area handbook for Burma. IV. Series. V. Series:
DA pam ; 550-61.

DS527.4.B88 1983 950.1'05 83-25871

Headquarters, Department of the Army
DA Pam 550-61

For sie by the Superistendent of Doowments, U.S. Goverament Printing Office
Washiagion, D.C. 8008

Stk N0 co€-020-0018! 1

REREINE L A

Ty atteatt ~———~—»=1';
- R




)
#
2
g
3

5
4

Foreword

This volume is one of a continving series of books prepared by
Foreign Area Studies, The American University, under the Country
Studies/Area Handbook Program. The last page of this book provides
a listing of other published studies. Each book in the series deals
with a particular foreign country, describing and analyzing its
economic, national security, political, and social systems and institu-
tions and examining the interrelationships of those systems and
institutions and the ways that they are shaped by cultural factors.
Each study is written by a multidisciplinary team of social scientists.
The authors seek to provide a basic insight and understanding of the
society under observation, striving for a dynamic rather than a static
portrayal of it. The study focuses on historical antecedents and on the
cultural, political, ard socioeconomic characteristics that contribute
to cohesion and cleavage within the society. Particular attention is
given to the origins and traditions of the people who make up the
society, their dominant beliefs and values, their community of inter-
ests and the issues on which they are divided, the nature and extent
of their involvement with the national institutions, and their atti-
tudes toward each other and toward the social system and political
order within which they live.

The contents of the book represent the views, opinions, and
findings of Foreign Area Studies and should not be construed as an
official Department of the Army position, policy, or decision, unless
so designated by other official documentation. The authors have
sought to adhere to accepted standards of scholarly objectivity. Such
corrections, additions, and suggestions for factual or other changes
;hdat readers may have will be welcomed for use in future new

itions.

William Evans-Smith
Director, Foreign Area Studies
The American University
Washington, D.C. 20016
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Preface

This study replaces the Area Handbook for Burma, originally
published in 1968 and updated in 1971, and reprinted in 1982 as
Burma: A Country Study. Sufficient reason in itself for the
preparation of a new edition is the passage of more than 15 years
since completion of the research for the 1968 volume. Beyond
this, however, there has been a significant liberalization of the
constraints previously ‘imposed on foreign journalists, research
scholars, and others working in the country. This has made source
materials more readily available, although given the long period in
which little research was done on Burma, and some continuing
constraints, significant gaps in the data still remain, especially
relating to developments since the military takeover in 1962.

The purpose of this study is to provide in a compact,
convenient, balanced, and objective form an integrated exposition
and analysis of the dominant social, political, and economic
aspects of Burmese society. The authors have tried to give readers
an understanding of the interrelationships of institutional struc-
tures as well as some insight into the attitudes and problems of the
country and of its role in the world around it.

Spelling of most place-names has followed official United States
government maps and Burma Official Standard Names Gazetteer,
No. 96 of the United States Board on Geographic Names, pub-
lished in March 1966.

Burmese practice in the use of personal names has been fol-
lowed in the Bibliography and Index of this volume. Those who
are unfamiliar with Burmese practice should note that there are
no Burmese surnames, family names, or married names. Burmese
have names of one, two, or three syllables, and these do not
necessarily bear any relation to the name of the father, husband,
sibling, or any other relative. The names are preceded by titles
that indicate sex and that also take account of age and social
position relative to the speaker. The most common adult title used
to address or refer to men of superior age or social status is “U.”
More modest titles are “Ko" (elder brother) and “Maung”
(younger brother). The female equivalent to “U” is “Daw,” and
that to “Maung” is “Ma.” “Thakin,” once a title of respect used for
Europeans, was adopted by Burmese nationalist leaders in the
pre-World War II period.




Country Profile

Country

Formal Name: Socialist Republic of the Union of Burma.
Term for Citizens: Burmese.

Capital: Rangoon.
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Geography

Size: 678,000 square kilometers; shares boundaries with
Bangladesh, India, China, Laos, and Thailand.

Topography and Drainage: Tropical environment composed basi-
cally of rich alluvial valleys andp drier surrounding hills and high
mountains, which separate country into strips of north-south
ridges. Monsoon rainmeaviest in lower part of country where
wet-rice agriculture common. In-upper part and in mountains, dry
rice and other appropriate crops ng);t lighter rainfall. Water also
supplied by Irrawaddy, Sittang, and Salween rivers, flowing south
from high heartlands of Asia to rich delta areas. Borders mainly
mountainous, access difficult. Population concentrated near rivers
or in coastline communities.

Society

Population: Unofficially estimated at 36 million in 1983. Average
annual growth rate 1976-82 estimated at 2.4 percent. Ethnic
Burmans about two-thirds of population. Significant minorities

include Shans, Karens, Kachins, Chins, and Kayahs. Chinese and
Indians also numerous.

Languages: Burmese official language, spoken by nearly all seg-
ments of population. Non-Burmans usum speak own tongue as
first language. English used frequently by older persons and those
with higher education.

Religion: Theravada Buddhism preeminent faith. Nine officially
recognized orders within the First Congregation of the Sangha of
All Orders for the Purification, Perpetuation, and Propagation of
the Sasana, with some 113,000 monks. Hinduism and Islam also
have substantial numbers of adherents, latter particularly in
Rakhine State. Many Chins, Kachins, Karens, and others
Christian. Animist beliefs persist in some areas.

Health: Health care delivery systems improving but still limited.
Estimated 0.2 physicians per 1,000 and 0.7 hospital beds per
1,000 inhabitants; sanitation poor and pharmaceuticals in short
supply. Less that 20 percent of population has access to safe
water.

Education: Education free in three-tiered government system
through university level. Traditional Buddhist monastic school
now largely overshadowed by secular system. Competitive exami-
nations determine entrance to postsecondary facilities. Emphasis
placed on technical and scientific knowledge, regional two-year
colleges, and correspondence courses, but prestigious degree

universities at Ran; and Mandalay still widely sought by
country’s 65,000 co students.
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Economy

Gross Domestic Product (GDP): Equivalent of US$5.9 billion in
fiscal year (FY-—see Glossary) 1981, or US$180 per capita. Real
GDP grew by over 6 percent per year during FY 1978-81
period—over twice average for 1960s and early 1970s. Improved
performance caused by increased foreign aid and credit, leading to
heightened investment equivalent to some 20 percent of GDP in
FY 1978-81 period.

Resources: Tin, antimony, lead, zinc, silver, and other metals;
jade and other precious stones; and petroleum and natural gas.
Exploration of mineral resources far from complete. Fossil fuels
mostly for domestic consumption. Excellent land resources,
including some 10 million hectares of cultivated and fallow agricul-
tural land, almost 9 million hectares cf potentially cultivable land,
and nearly 10 million hectares of reserved teak and hardwood
forests. Potentially large offshore fisheries.

Agriculture, Fishing, and Forestry: Produced over 47 percent of
GDP in FY 1981 and employed 9.2 million of 13.8 million people
in labor force. Almost all farm production on private farms. Public
and cooperative enterprises important in fishing and forestry.
Principal products include rice—by far most important crop—
sesame, pulses, and beans, groundnuts, cotton, maize, sugarcane,

wheat, sunflower, rubber, tobacco, jute, teakwood, and prawns.

Industry and Services: Mining and manufacturing produced about
11 percent of GDP in FY 1981 and employed 1.2 million people.
Processed agricultural commodities, textiles, light manufactures,
petroleum, and natural gas most important. Transportation,
power, communications, and construction activities produced 8
percent of GDP and engaged 700,000 people. Remainder of
production and employment in services sector. About 62 percent
of mining and manufactuging, 68 percent of infrastructure
services, and 32 percent of remaining services produced by public
enterprises. '

Exports: Merchandise exports US$514 in FY 1981. Major catego-
ries based on FY 1980 ranking: rice and rice products (42 percent),
teak and hardwood (25 percent), base metals (15 percent), pulses
and beans (5 percent), jute (3 percent), rubber (3 percent), fish
and prawns (3 percent), and other agricultural products
(remainder).

Imports: Merchandise imports US$858 million in FY 1981. Major
categories based on FY 1980 ranking: capital goods (46 percent),
raw materials (28 percent), tools and spare parts (16 percent), and
consumer goods (remainder).

Balance of Payments: Current account deficit US$328 million in
FY 1981, about 5.6 percent of GDP. Repayments of interest and
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principal on foreign debt equivalent to over 28 percent of all
export earnings.

Exchange Rate: K7.81 per US$1 (November 1982; for value of the
kyat—see Glossary). Pegged to value of special drawing right, an
international reserve currency.

Transportation: Some 4,385 kilometers of chiefly meter-gauge
railroads, about 22,732 kilometers of roads, and over 2,000
kilometers of navigable rivers facilitate travel primarily in north-
south direction through center of country. Railroad rolling stock
often in poor repair, two-thirds of roads unpaved, motor vehicles
and watercraft antiquated. Main ports: Rangoon and Bassein.
Main airports for small turboprop and propeller fleet: Rangoon,

Mandalay, Sittwe (Akyab), and Meiktila. International airport:
Rangoon.

Communications: Poor telecommunications system but develop-
ing rapidly in early 1980s. In FY 1981 some 14 telephones per
10,000 people, mostly in urban centers. Overseas satellite linkage.
Some 43 radio receivers per 1,000 inhabitants in 1982, but only
400 television receivers in entire country. Radio transmission from
one government-owned station only to populous areas. Govern-
ment-owned color television station transmits in evenings and on
weekends.

Government and Politics

Government: Based on 1974 Constitution. Under President U San
Yu since November 1981, government divided into legislative,
executive, and judicial functions. People’s Assembly is top organ,
but power actually exercised by State Council, top decisionmaking
body. Governmental mandate renewed every four years through
parliamentary and local elections.

Politics: One-party political system under Burma Socialist Pro-
gramme Party (BSPP—see Glossary). Party Chairman U Ne Win
most powerful national leader, until 1981 also president and head
of state. Party provides leadership at all levels of government;
leaders hold overlapping positions in State Council, BSPP Central
Executive Committee, and key units of armed forces. Ruling elite
narrowly based in military. No organized opposition to BSPP
owing to restrictive laws, tight government control of all mass
media, and influence of security and party operatives in all sectors
of society. Main threat to political stability posed by widespread
insurgency and ethnic separatism. .

Administrative Divisions: Seven states and seven divisions at top
of three-tier structure; townships in middle; at bottom, wards for
urban areas and village-tracts for rural areas. Government author-
ity tenuous in outlying border regions controlled by insurgents.
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Judicial System: Courts under Council of People’s Justices, high-
est judicial authority. Under sweeping reform since 1972, justice
administered under principle of popular participation, and judges
from top to bottom of court hierarchy are elected laymen. In
rendering decisions on criminal and civil cases, judges rely on
professional trained lawyers and law officers attached to court.

International Affairs: Withdrew from Nonaligned Movement in
1979, asserting that movement had lost sight of its original
purposes. Burma still nonaligned and neutral, however. Maintains
cordial relations with neighbors and major powers. Receives for-
eign assistance from international lending institutions; Japan,
China, and Czechoslovakia; Federal Republic of Germany (West
Germany), United States, and other major Western nations; and
other nations.

National Security

Armed Forces: In 1983 People’s Armed Forces totaled about
179,000. Components: army (163,000), navy (7,000), and air force
(9.000). Conscription provided for under law, but in practice
Aervices maintained by voluntary enlistment.

Major Tactical Military Units: Army had six light infantry
divisions, two armored battalions, 85 independent infantry
battalions, four artillery battalions, one antitank and artille
battalion, and one antiaircraft battery. Air force had two
squadrons, two training squadrons, and various transport aircraft.
Navy functioned as fisheries protection and coastal and riverine
patrol fleet.

Major Military Equipment: Domestic defense production largely
limited to uniforms, small arms, and ammunition. Imported mili-
tary equipment from variety of sources. Bulk of equipment aging,
short of spare parts, or in need of repair.

Defense Expenditures: Over K1.4 billion in FY 1981, represent-
ing 19.5 dpercent of total government expenditures, down from
1950s and 1960s levels of over 30 percent.

Police and Paramilitary Forces: People’s Police Force organi

under Ministry of Home and Religious Affairs totaled some

58,000. People’s Militia units under control of Ministry of Defense

numbered some 35,000. Both forces assisted armed forces in

suppressing persistent armed insurgency by communist and ethni-
y groups.
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Introduction

UNION DAY CELEBRATIONS in Rangoon in early 1983 drew
delegates from Burma’s more than 60 disparate “national groups”
to the nation’s capital to participate in government-led
ceremonies. Posters marking the occasion emphasized the spirit of
unity among the varied groups, despite their evident cultural
distinctiveness. To many observers, however, there could be no
more vivid reminder that national solidarity in Burma was neither
easily come by nor easily retained. Since independence in 1948,
the country had been plagued by persistent dissension and rebel-
lion arising, in part, from the separatist aspirations of a number of
the minority peoples represented at the gathering.

In Burma’s single-party state, government and party rhetoric
proclaimed the harmonious unity and equality of disparate
peoples, yet the preeminence of the Burman ethnic majority in
economic, social, and political affairs was clear. To the degree that
other peoples participated in the mainstream of national life, it
was in the context of Burman dominance. Burmans constituted
perhaps two-thirds of the country’s estimated 36 million people in
1983.

Circumstances of history have contributed to the difficulty of
party and government efforts to unify the nation. Over the past
millennium, three dynasties dominated by ethnic Burmans suc-
ceeded for relatively brief periods in imposing their political
authority over the area within the boundaries of the modern
political state, and at times these dynasties expanded to the east
and west considerably beyond those perimeters. Not until the
Union of Burma was formed in 1948, however, had all the diverse
peoples within its ill-defined borders formally been brought
together in a single, if somewhat tenuous, federation. Moreover,
among Burma’s major ethnic groups, apart from the Arakanese,
only the Burmans themselves are concentrated wholly within
Burma. Shans, Mons, Chins, Karens, and Kachins are also found
in various numbers in neighboring countries. Some ethnic minori-
tiesmin eBma o;re also rzpresented all ‘M:lrx southeast Asia. .

e geography in promoting diversity among people
within Burma itself makes nationbuilding difficult, both socially
and politically. Encompassing some 678,000 square kilometers—
about the size of Texas—Burma in the simplest terms consists of
two very different kinds of ecological settings. One is the more or
less compact lowland area cut by the Irrawaddy and Sittang rivers,
with which the Burmans and other lowland peoples have lived in
symbiotic alliance as rice-growing farmers for more than 1,000
years. The other is an' elongated horseshoe d’_‘;h‘iﬁh plateau and
rugged mountain country inhabited by various ” peoples long
segedinthearea. For example, Shans have dominated the high




plateau of eastern Burma since the thirteenth century, living in

“the alluvial valleys and hills of this upland region.

Contact between Burmans and other lowland peoples and
between Burmans and certain of the hill peoples has resulted in
varying degrees of acculturation. Especially with respect to the
hill peoples, however, contact has resulted less often in accultura-
tion than in conflict and the perpetuation and reinforcement of
ethnic differences. To a remarkable degree in 1983 ethnic minori-
ties retained their own customs, languages, and historical and
political consciousness. Many groups differed from the ethnic
Burmans in religion as well. Some have adopted Christianity,
introduced to Burma by Western missionaries in the nineteenth
century, while others adhered to indigenous beliefs and practices.
Among minorities sharing adherence to the uniquely Burmese
form of Theravada Buddhism (see Glossary) practiced in Burma—a
form that exhibits the influence of indigenous beliefs as well as of
Hindu-Brahman doctrine—are the Shans and the Mons. The
Mons, whose ancient kingdoms in the central lowlands may
substantially predate those of the Burmans, are believed by some
to have brought Theravada Buddhism to Burma from Ceylon
(present-day Sri Lanka). *

Buddhism has been a pervasive force in Burmese society for
millennia, although popular tradition stresses the eleventh cen-
tury when it was established as the state religion by King
Anawrahta of Pagan, monarch of the first and greatest of the
Burman dynasties on the Irrawaddy riverii_ plains. Although in
mid-1983 Buddhism was no longer the state religion, members of
the sangha (monkhood) were deeply revered by laypeople as the
ultimate living expression of the Buddha’s teachings, and they
continued to provide spiritual Jeadership. As the primary source of
social values, Buddhism has been an enduring influence on life
and thought and has strongly affected social, economic, and politi-
cal institutions and arrangements. Independent Burma’s civilian
leaders described their new country broadly as a Buddhist welfare
state; their military successors in the Burma Socialist Programme
Party (BSPP) leadership have recognized Buddhism and socialism,
with an admixture of Burmese nationalism, as the sources of their
ideology.

Nationalist spirit runs deep in the society. Burmese are
intensely proud of their history and cultural tradition. Their name
for the country bespeaks that o})nde Myanma (literally, fast,
strong) refers to the attributes of early forebears on the central
lowland plains. Burmese cherish the recalled splendors of Pagan,
with its myriad pagodas, monasteries, and shrines; and although
the British deposed the last monarch at Mandalay in the late
nineteenth century, Burmese still that city as the nation’s
religious and spiritual foun . Burmese Buddhists see
themselves as spiritually blessed and, in that sense, regard them-
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selves as incomparably wealthier than Western societies. Comfort-
able in the country’s nonmodern, non-Western identity, they are
grateful to have escaped what they perceive as the decadence of
modernity evident in some Westernized Asian nations. A corollary
of this intense national pride is a preference for indigenous
solutions to the task of nationbuilding.

Another persistent theme of the independence period has been
the intermittent insurgency by minority ethnic groups resentful of
control by a Burman-dominated central government. The con-
tinuation of insurgency in many parts of the country-—especially in
border regions adjoining China, Laos, and Thailand—by ethnic
minorities and members of the outlawed Burmese Communist
Party (BCP), continued to present a serious problem to the regime
in 1983. Many of these groups engaged in drug trafficking,
smuggling, and other illicit activities as a means of support, as did
other groups under local warlords, supplying a thriving black

et.

Apart from ending insurgency and thereby nurturing national
solidarity, the chief priority of the national leadership in 1983 was
promoting economic development on a basis of equity for all
elements in the population. Burma’s natural resources are
extensive. The central lowlands are a rich and fertile area, given
over in great part to rice cultivation. Raising enough food for the
population has never been difficult except in wartime, leaving
sizable surpluses for export. Teak, precious stones, oil, and miner-
als are found elsewhere in the country. Yet Burma numbers
amoniothe world’s low-income economies, having a per capita
gross domestic Yroduct equivalent to only US$180 in fiscal year 1981.

The plentiful resources and produce of the country attracted the
interest of British and French trading companies as early as the
seventeenth century. British power in the subcontinent expanded
during the seventeenth and through much of the eighteenth
century with only limited interest in Burma. Meanwhile,
however, Burmese royal forces invaded and subjugated Arakan
(now Rakhine State) and made incursions into the Indian border
states of Assam and Manipur. In 1824, after 25 years of border
incidents, the British in India sent forces to resolve the problem
militarily. The terms of the treaty settling the First Anglo-
Burmese War forced the Burmese to give up claims to Assam and
Manipur and to cede Arakan and Tenasserim to Britain, giving it a
foothold on Burma’'s southern rim. Over the next 60 years, British
hegemony over Burma increased by stages, culminating in the
takeover of Upper Burma (see Glossary) and the deposition of the
last Burman monarch at Mandalay in 1885.

Under colonial rule the Burmese social dislocation
and widespread agrarian distress as reignineerestsm
the country’s oil, timber, and mineral resources. The
delta region of Lower Burma (see Glossary) was opened for rice
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cultivation, using Burmese agriculturists to accomplish the diffi-
cult and dangerous task of taming the jungle-covered area. Pion-
eering farmers soon fell victim to Indian moneylenders and
absentee landlords, however, while Indians and Chinese monopo-
lized the mid-level posts in the colonial administrative machinery
under senior British officials, leaving only minor posts for
Burmese occupancy. The inevitable result was the development
among Burmese of a deep-seated resentment against these
groups. So long lasting was its impact that in 1982 the Burmese
legislature enacted a law denying Indians and Chinese citizenship
status on an equal level with Burmans, Shans, Kachins, Kayahs,
and other “indigenous” minorities.

Resentment of colonial exploitation and maladministration con-
tributed to the development of a nationalist movement in the
early twentieth century, as Western ideas of natlonallsm,

ism, and communism found their way into Burma. A major
nationalist organization was formed in 1919—the General Council
of Burmese Associations (GCBA)—incorporating the Young Men’s
Buddhist Association, which had been conducting nationalist edu-
cational activities since 1906. During the 1920s the British granted
a measure of self-rule, but a decade or so later, a grou
intellectuals and Rangoon University students, disillusioned about
Burma’s circumstances and prospects, formed a revolutionary
nationalist organization. This group, the Dobama Asiayone,
launched a major strike at the university in 1936, in the process
bringing to national prominence such men as Thakin Aung San,
who was to lead Burma to independence, and U Nu, who was to
become its first prime minister. Thakin Aung San was among the
Thirty Comrades given military training by the Japanese, who
occupied Burma during World War II. The recruits agreed to
serve the Japanese in return for the promised postwar indepen-
dence for Burma, but later, disillusioned with prospects for its
realization, they switched to the Allied side.

Supported by the anticolonial principles of a postwar British
Labour Party government, Thakin Aung San, by then a gen-
eml in the Burmese army, became the architect of Burma’s

independence. Envisioning a union in which formerly separated
peoples would be joined in a framework providing for a sub-
stantial degree of diversity, he won Shan, Chin, and Kachin
agreement to join with the interim Burmese government. Karens
gyecliriedm:lodoso, Bmurfnanlh:gnammosiﬁesh.dbeenmﬂr:umed

€010 policies granted Karens a separate voting in
the national election and had recruited Christian Karens into the
Burma Army to put down Burman-led rebellions. Before the
country’s independence was declared, however, General Aung
San was assassinated. His successors emphasized minority partici-
pation within a framework of political and administrative
centralization.
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Burma began independence as a parliamentary democracy
under the leadership of U Nu. The 1947 constitution provided for
a cross between a federal and a unitary system of government, and
Shan and Kayah states were given the right to secede after 10
years. A coalition party organization, the Anti-Fascist People’s
Freedom League (AFPFL), had been formed in 1945, bringing
together individuals and groups of various political persuasions—
nationalists, socialists, and communists—who had shared in win-
ning freedom for the country. Despite the all-embracing
philosophy of the AFPFL, however, various groups and factions
remained outside, gathering forces of resistance and opposition to
the party and the state.

Given the difficulty of finding an acceptable solution to the
problem of political and ethnic diversity, it was not surprising that
the new leadership was unable to reconcile the differences and
that the resilience of the newly forged union was tested almost
immediately. Within several months of independence, communist
bands were in armed rebellion, seeking to overthrow the central
government. Several months thereafter, elements of the Karen
minority—the largest of the discontented ethnic groups—
launched their own revolt, as did members of other ethnic
minorities, all seeking a territory for their own group and greater
decisionmaking authority in matters affecting its future. Wholesale
Karen desertions played havoc with Burma's armed forces, and
dissidents soon occupied much of Lower Burma and spread
elsewhere. By 1951, however, in part because the insurgents were
never able to unify their efforts and in part because of U Nu's
determined response, the reconstructed armed forces had brought
the insurrection substantially under control, although insurgents
continued to dominate much of the countryside. The infiltration
into Shan State of remnants of Nationalist Chinese forces begin-
ning in late 1949 compounded concern over domestically rooted
subversion, arousing fears that Chinese troops might pursue their
defeated opponents into Burma. Burmese government actions
alleviated these pressures to some de; in the mid- and late
1950s. The government also sumedecfree gaining increased loy-
alty among certain hill minorities; but Karens and Communists
continued to feed government concern over national stability and
to arouse fears among the grass-roots population for their own
personal security.

Economic development made little headway. Overriding
dependence on rice as a foreign exchange eamer continued
throughout the era of constitutional democracy (1948-62), leaving
the country still vulnerable to fluctuations on the world

market. ThefailureofAFPFLleadentoagmeonphmand

priorities irihibited efforts to carry out reconstruction.
Inthelatelﬁﬁﬂsh‘oublesﬁ)rtbenewsutemounmdnpidly

The AFPFL was torn by internal rivalry as opposition strength
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mounted. Shan dissidents demanded greater autonomy, mobiliz-
ing for a secessionist movement. Under an 18-month military
caretaker government they went into open revolt, as did Kachins,
joining forces in some areas with Karen and communist
insurgents. The military amended the constitution to limit some
rights of Shan feudal chiefs and paid them to surrender others.
Returned to power in national elections in February 1960, U Nu
formed a new government that set about to formulate new eco-
nomic plans and to strengthen the base for democracy. A confer-
ence was set for early 1962 in which representatives of all groups
would convene to discuss domestic problems, especially the issues
of federalism and succession. In the meantime, however, U Nu
had made good on a campaign promise to reestablish Buddhism as
the state religion, exacerbating existing tensions by further
alienating Karen and other non-Buddhist minorities.

The most significant political event in independent Burma’s
history took place in March 1962, when forces under the com-
mand of General Ne Win assumed power in a bloodless coup.
Calling itself the Revolutionary Council, the group suspended the
1947 constitution and began rule by decree, citing “economic,
religious, and political crises with the issue of federalism [as] the
most important reason for the coup.” Military officers were put in
place as department heads, while General Ne Win, as chairman,
assumed full executive, legislative, and judicial powers. Moving
quickly to consolidate its position, the council imprisoned U Nu,
some of his cabinet ministers, and other presumed opponents,
including regional separatists—generally without trial.

By early 1983 U Ne Win had been in power for some 21 years
and, with open, organized opposition or criticism disallowed and
dissidence other than among communist and ethnic insurgents
seldom expressed, his authority was assured. The Revolutionary
Council had been disbanded after the promulgation of the 1974
Constitution, according to which the government is divided into
legislative, executive and judicial functions; the State Council is
the top decisionmaking body. Having resigned from the military,
U Ne Win served as chief executive from 1974 until late 1981. In
August of that year, he announced plans to retire as president
after the October elections. He was succeeded by U San Yu, a
retired army general.

The real seat of power, however, continued to be the military-
led BSPP, of which U Ne Win remained chairman. Making up the
numerically dominant element in the party’s Central Committee,
the military manipulated the levers of r. An elite cadre
organization in its formative years the Revolutionary
Council, the BSPP had been transforming itself into a mass party
since mid-1971 as a means of broadening grass-roots support and
mt:dpcrddpcﬁon. The process had by no means been smooth,

er. In 1973 and again in 1976 the party leadership had
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deemed it necessary to undertake mass purges of regular and
candidate members, and an extraordinary party congress in
November 1977 dropped more than 100 members of the Central
Committee for “antiparty” and “antipeople” activities.

Backed by a powerful security apparatus, whose several arms
possessed wide discretionary powers codified in a 1975
antisubversion law, the BSPP gave strong emphasis to the mainte-
nance of internal security. Most opposition politicians and ethnic
separatists imprisoned immediately after the military takeover in
1962, however, were released within a few years, and thousands
of government opponents, including U Nu, returned to the coun-
try from exile or were released form prison under a general
amnesty order in 1980. But student strikes at Rangoon University
had been twice rigorously suppressed, most recently in 1975; and
in the early 1980s, in its efforts to maintain political stability, the
leadership continued to close off avenues of criticism and dissent.

As indicated in remarks by President San Yu read to Union Day
delegates in 1983 by BSPP Joint Secretary General Brigadier Tin
Oo, top political priority continued to be given to three long-
standing objectives. These were consolidation of national unity,
economic development through efforts by all Burmese in their
respective territorial divisions, and elimination of insurgency
glrough vigilance and continued cooperation with Burma’s armed

rees.

In the intervening two decades since its assumption of power,
the leadership had already taken a number of measures to
mote national solidarity. Not the least of these was the establish-
ment of the Academy for the Development of National Groups. At
the academy, minority customs andp cultures were nurtured and
encouraged, and minority students, educated in these traditions
and in other academic subjects to imbue them with “union spirit,”
were trained to serve as teachers and to carry out development
work in the border regions.

Another area of success in consolidation of support for national
goals involved the 81':3,”’ whose members, reacting to the fall of
the devout U Nu, initially remained aloof from the military
leadership. In 1965 the sangha refused to comply with the
government-urged concept of membership registration. Its atti-
tude shifted, however, as the BSPP the government took
measures to recognize the role of Buddhism in the society by
various means, including the establishment of the governmental
Pepaxment”of Religious Affairs. Delegates to a mass Buddhist

congregation in Rangoon in May 1980 to
e principle of carrying identification cards, as well as to
a national Buddhist council, which held to excom-

municate monks who violated accepted of personal
i;loonduetandtodinciplineBuddhistou-dersjndgedtobeteacl)-
g heresy.
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Economic development under military rule can be seen as
having taken place in two stages. Programs and policies of the
1960s focused on the growth of heavy industry in a program
emphasizing state ownership of the means of production and
discouraging private investment. A 1963 nationalization law
removed Chinese and Indians from strategic positions in the
economy (causing many Indians to leave the country), and a 1964
demonetization law targeted the elimination of private savings,
further reducing the position of Indians and Chinese. Failure of
the overall program, however—later attributed in part by the
leadership to overly rigid implementation—brought hardship and
despair, especially to the Burmese population in the central
lowlands. In the cities the population rioted over commodity
shortages.

A watershed was reached in 1971, according to Burma :f:cia.list
David 1. Steinberg, as a result of economic rethinking that took
place during the First Congress of the BSPP. In the aftermath of
the deliberations, a crucial decision favoring a liberalized approach
to economic development was agreed on, which was given specific
formulation in a document that continued to provide the basis for
planning some 12 years later. Its pragmatic approach took cogni-
zance of the plight of the consumer, stressed equity considera-
tions, and envisioned greater stress on agriculture, mining,
forestry, and fishing to reflect the country’s natural advantages. A
Twenty-Year Plan was developed to last until fiscal year (FY) 1993.

Economic performance was sluggish initially, but by the period
of the incremental Third Four-Year Plan (FY 1978-81), the
economy was definitely on the upswing. The average growth rate
rose according to plan by more than 6 percent per year, the
agricultural sector alone by more than 8 percent. Behind the
growth lay successful efforts to increase rice production through
improved inputs and a turnabout of former reluctance to accept
foreign aid, now provided as direct assistance and concessionary
loans by a consortium of Western nations.

This positive note was muted somewhat in 1983 by increasing
concern over the foreign debt service burden and by lagging oil
production. Over the long term there was reason for concern as
well over various issues arising from the complex interaction
between private and public production and systems.
The thriving shadow economy supplied a broad spectrum of
society with consumer goods unavailable through legal channels,
depm::fthe government of much-needed foreign exchange earn-
ings tax revenues. The migration of rural inhabitants to
Rangoon and other urban centers, bringing additional pressures
on an already overburdened job market, was an additional prob-
lem for authorities.

Goodsfromthebhckmarketwereﬁnmishedinputg:ne&nic
insurgents and by BCP dissidents. By engaging in smuggling and
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drug trafficking to supplement whatever funds could be obtained
from foreign sources, antigovernment rebels were able to pur-
chase arms and equipment for insurgency operations. Although
well before early 1983 these operations had been confined by
government forces to remote and sparsely populated border areas,
they nonetheless constituted a steady drain on public resources.
Alongside the insurgent groups were various warlords, supported
by private armies, aud common criminals who also engaged in
smuggling, banditry, and drug trafficking motivated purely by
greed or lust for power.

Burma’s foreign policy under U Ne Win’s leadership continued
to be one of nonalignment, reflecting long-standing Burmese
wariness of foreign entanglements. In September 1979 the coun-
try had withdrawn from the Nonaligned Movement, asserting that
that body had deviated from its basic premise of strict neutrality.
The leadership was committed to the establishment and mainte-
nance of cordial relations with all countries on an equitable basis
and exhibited a strong determination not to be drawn into any
regional conflicts. While maintaining an independent posture and
refusing assistance from either the United States or the Soviet
Union on any significant scale, Burma was using to its advantage
substantial help from a consortium of Western aid donors who
offered both aid and concessionary loans. Burma still refused any
form of private joint venture with foreign capxtal however.

In 1982 the country appeared to have no major foreign policy
problems. Relations with China, vastly lmproved since the low
point reached after the anti-Chinese riots in Rangoon in 1967 and
eased by the absence of reports in 1983 of Chinese aid to the
BCP, were correct and cordial. India loomed large in Burma’s
foreign policy perspective, if only because of its relative size and
because of historic Burmese fears of assimilation. Population pres-
sures in Bangladesh had made Rakhine State an attraction for
those of its citizens who lived near the Burmese border; Bengali
residents in Burma had not been an issue between the two
countries since 1978, however.

Much speculation centered in early 1983 on the related ques-
tions of post-U Ne Win leaderslnp and the dimensions of possible
policy shifts when the aging senior official finally stepped
down. In the meantime there was little doubt that U Ne Win
enjoyed a considerable measure of popular suj despite the
authontananmethodsofhnsregime The style of his rule was not
out of keepi th traditional models of political authority in
Burma and, erthewe,mmyBurmeseweregnteﬁ:lﬁmt
their country remained independent and, unlike Afghanistan or
Vietnam, had not been drawn into the orbit of superpower
conflict. Beyond this, the strength of the BSPP, the al of
legitimate channels of opposition, and the t economic
strides ‘of recent years worked in favor of man who had
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succeeded in maintaining unity and viability for more than two
decades.

May 1983

Shortly after the manuscript for this stuiy was completed, Burma
was jolted by the sudden announcement that Brigadier General Tin
Oo, confidant and possible successor to BSPP chairman U Ne Win,
was resigning from his important government posts. Observers con-
cluded that for one reason or another the former intelligence chief
and third-ranking party figure had fallen out of favor with the aging
U Ne Win, the country’s long-time supreme leader.

The action came amid a corruption scandal involving Tin Oo’s close
aide, Minister of Home and Religious Affairs Bo Ni, and charges that
Tin Oo himself had indulged in lavish spending on a son’s wedding.
Tin Oo’s quick defense of Bo Ni put his own case in a worse light.
According to other widely reported rumors, the general’s fall was
attributable to his un with army field commanders or to
disapproval of his zest for enlarging his own political power base. Many
of the close supporters whom he had appointed to important positions
were caught in the political shake-up that followed his resignation. By
late July 1983, the BSPP had formally denounced Tin Oo, and the
government prepared to take legal and disciplinary action against him.
In early August he went on trial, charged with misusing the equivalent
of US$250,000 in state funds and property.

Tin Oo’s fate gave new significance to the long-standing succession
question. While some Burma-watchers opined that the general should
not be written off altogether in the country’s political future, nearly
all agreed that rivals in the top leadership, particularly President San
Yu and General Kyaw Htin, had moved up in the power structure as
a result of the affair.

However important, the circumstances on the domestic scene paled
in comparison with another development in 1983—the October 9 ter-
rorist bombing in Rangoon that killed 21 persons, inchuding four cab-
inet ministers and other high officials of the Republic of Korea (South
Korea). The South Korean mission, headed by President
Chun Doo Hwan, had been in the Burmese capital on the first leg of
a five-nation Asian tour and had planned to lay 2 wreath at the Burmese
Martyrs’ Mausoleum where the explosion occurred. Delayed in arriv-
ing, Chun himself narrowly escaped assassination. The bombing was
a source of major embarrassment and deep regret to Burma and to ‘s
people, who were sensitive to the country’s failure to provide adequate
security to a vidﬁng foreign delegation and to the grievous conse-

campaign
to identify the perpetrators of the monstrous act and bring them to
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justice. Within a few days of the attack, they had pinned down three
“Korean” suspects, one of whom was killed and the two others captured
in exchanges between them and Burmese forces. Both of the captured
suspects had sustained serious injuries from explosions of grenades
they had detonated themselves. On the basis of a voluntary confession
from one of the two and other evidence assembled through intensive
investigation—in which Burmese authorities were aided by South Ko-
rean intelligence operatives—the Burmese government soon an-
nounced that it had definitely established North Korean responsibility
for the bombing and immediately severed diplomatic ties with P'ydng-
yang. South Korea welcomed the Burmese decision to break off formal
relations. Meanwhile, trial proceedings got under way against the two
surviving suspects—North Korean military officers—who in early De-
cember were convicted of murder and sentenced to death. At the
United Nations -nearly half the member delegations supported the
findings of the Burmese government and its conclusion of North Ko-
rean responsibility for the bombing.

December 15, 1983

Frederica M. Bunge
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Chapter 1. Historical Setting
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shrines, and other satellite structures
hwedagon Pagoda established in the

More than 100 stupas,
surround Rangoon’s great S
eleventh century or earlier.
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BURMA CAN BE SEEN as divided into three distinct regions
that have played different roles in the country’s historical
development. The coastal and river delta region—comprising the
Tenasserim coast facing the Andaman Sea, the Arakan coast along
the Bay of Bengal, and the Irrawaddy and Sittang river deltas (the
later commonly referred to as Lower Burma)—has served as the
gateway for overseas influences. The second region, the central
Irrawaddy valley (known as Upper Burma), was the homeland of
the Burmans, the country’s dominant ethnic group, and was for
many centuries the center of political power. The third region, the
ring of hills and mountains that forms the border on all sides of the
country, has been inhabited by ethnic minorities who, because of
the terrain, have been able to maintain their independence and
separate identities. Burmese historical dynamics has involved the
interaction of the diverse peoples of these three regions who
migrated into Burma from different parts of mainland Southeast
Asia and Inner Asia.

Owing to the country’s ethnic and ecological heterogeneity,
national unity, though pursued by Burmese rulers for many
centuries, has remained an elusive goal. Anawrahta of Pagan
(1044-77), Bayinnaung (1551-81), and Alaungpaya (1752-60),
all Burman kings, established unified kingdoms that covered the
central, coastal, and delta regions and made vassals of the border
peoples and even of peoples of the states beyond, such as Siam
(Thailand) and Manipur (now a state of India). Periods of military
strength and expansion, however, alternated with periods of civil
strife and disorder. The British enforced their own form of unity
on Burma after Upper Burma (actually Upper Burma and the
northern border region) was annexed by them in 1886. Burma was
made a province of British India, though constitutional revisions
made it a separate colony in 1937,

Despite the centrifugal influence of heterogeneity, the
Theravada Buddhist religion—introduced from India in very early
times—has served as the central element of Burmese national
identity. It has been the basis not only of personal faith and ethics
but also of a social and political system in which the ruler and the
sangha (Buddhist monkhood) supported each other in a symbiotic
relationship. Buddhism continues to be the formative national
influence, although Western ideas—socialism and parliamentary
democracy—entered the country during the colonial period and
formed the basis of a new Burmese nationalism.

When the country gained its independence in 1948 as the
Union of Burma, a quasi-federal state, its prime minister, U Nu,
combined Buddhist, socialist, and democratic themes in a some-
times contradictory attempt to create an enduring sense of
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national unity. His successor, General Ne Win, who overthrew
the parliamentary system and established a military government
in 1962, has stressed a secular socialist program within the context
of an authoritarian political system. Although the U Ne Win
government retained control in the early 1980s over the coastal
and central river valley regions, active insurgent movements
continued in the border regions among some of the ethnic
minorities.

Early Burmese Kingdoms

Because of the lack of reliable records, practically nothing is
known of Burma’s early history. l..egends tell that a king of the
Mons, a people who had apparently migrated into Lower Burma
from the southeast, built the Shwedagon Pagoda on the site of
modern Rangoon during the lifetime of the Buddha (ca. sixth
century B.C.). Another legend—that the third century B.C.
Indian emperor Ashoka, a devout Buddhist, sent monks to
Thaton, a Mon sgttlement in Lower Burma on the gulf of
Martaban—suggests that they had early contacts with the Indian
subcontinent by sea. Indian ships docked at Thaton, Pegu, and
other Lower Burma ports, and the region became an outpost of
Indian civilization. India’s most important contribution to
Burmese culture was Buddhism, as the legends suggest. Over the
centuries it was the axis around which Burmese life and national
identity evolved. The loose network of Mon states in Lower
Burma served as a bridge over which the Buddhist faith reached
the Upper Burma heartland.

Third century A.D. Chinese records mention a people known as
the Pyu, who lived in the central Irrawaddy River region of Upper
Burma and had apparently migrated into the region from the
Tibetan plateau. Chinese Buddhist pilgrims of the seventh cen-
tury A.D. describe a Pyu city-state, known as Sri Ksetra (the
“Pleasant” or “Fortunate Field”), near the modern town of Prome
on the banks of the Irrawaddy. Sri Ksetra possessed over 100
Buddhist monasteries, and both the Theravada and Mahayana
schools of Buddhism (see Glossary) were respected. Its greatest
extant monument is the 50-meter-high Bawbawgyi Pagoda, built
of brick in Indian style. According to Burmese chronicles, the Pyu
gained supremacy over the Mons, sent ships to India, Ceylon (Sri
Lanka), the Malay Peninsula, and the Indonesian archipelago, and
claimed tributaries as far afield as the islands of Sumatra and Java.

Another state, or collection of states, was established as early as
the fourth century A.D. inwhatisnowlhkhinesute(fomerly
" Arakan State), facing the Bay of Bengal. The Arakanese were
related to the Burmans of Upper Burma and had, because of their
location on the coast, close maritime relations with India.

ltismeordedtlnttheburmm a people closely related to the
Pyu, established settlements at Pagan on the banks of the
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Irrawaddy in Upper Burma as early as the second century A.D.
The earliest verifiable date for Pagan, however, is 849. Pagan was
strategically located on north-south and east-west trade routes and
near the irrigated plain of Kyaukse, which produced an abundance
of rice. This provided the economic base upon which a powerful
kingdom grew (see fig. 2). Nearby was Mount Popa, a extinct
volcano, the summit of which contained a shrine sacred to the
spirits (nats) of the Burman people (see The Burman World View,
ch. 2). Mahayana Buddhism may have been brought to Pagan
around the seventh century. A prominent sect was that of the Ari,
who practiced magical Tantric rites similar to those of Tibetan or
Bengali Buddbhists.

The Pagan Dynasty, 10441287

King Anawrahta (1044-77), the founder of the Pagan Dynasty,
was the first to bring Lower and Upper Burma under unified rule.
Starting from Pagan, then only a confederation of small villages,
he conquered the neighboring principalities of the central

. Irrawaddy valley. In 1057 he captured Thaton and gained control

over Lower Burma. .

Anawrahta brought the Mon king of Thaton and some 30,000
captives back to Pagan, introducing the still countrified Burmans
to a refined literature and art. The most significant development,
however, was Anawrahta’s conversion to Theravada Buddhism,
which was accomplished by a Mon monk, Shin Arahan. The king
established himself as a patron of the faith and outlawed the Ari
sect, conscripting Ari monks, described by one Burmese historian
as “heavy-eating and arrogant,” into the royal army. He assisted
the Buddhist Singhalese kingdom on the island of Ceylon in its
war against the invading forces of the Hindu Chola Dynasty of
South India. The king of Ceylon reciprocated by sending Buddhist
scriptures and a Buddha tooth-relic to Anawrahta, the latter being
ensﬂrined in the Shwezigon oda near Pagan. Mon monks
continued to play the central role in bringing Theravada Bud-
dhism to Upper Burma.

Kyansittha (1084-1113), Pagan’s second great king, carried
on the work of Anawrahta, reunifying the kingdom after a ser-
ies of revolts, holding off foreign invaders, and maintaining
diplomatic and ecclesiastical ties with Ceylon. Although influ-
enced to a certain extent by Hinduism, he saw himself pri-
marily as a Buddhist king and built the Ananda Pagoda, consid-
ered the greatest example of Burmese religious architecture.
Kyansittha was so impressed by the work of his architect that, in
rather un-Buddhist fashion, he had him executed so that he could
not reproduce the work. The Ananda is approached in

Pagoda
quality, however, by the Thatbinnyu Pagoda, at 61 meters the
tallest in Pagan, built in the mid-twelfth century by King
Alaungsithu. ’
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Figure 2. The Early Kingdoms
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It is believed that as many as 13,000 pagodas, temples, and
monasteries were built at Pagan before the dynasty’s fall. Burmese
historians claim that, unlike the Hindu-Buddhist monuments at
Angkor Wat in Cambodia, the Pagan temples were built not by
slave or corvée labor; instead, free laborers flocked to the
consi(truction sites, hoping to gain Buddhist merit through their
work.

Pagan flourished for more than two and one-half centuries
before being destroyed by the Mongol armies of Kublai Khan,
invading Upper Burma from China in 1287. The last king,
N i e, fled south but was killed by his own son. He is
remembered by the Burmese as the king “who fled from the
Chinese,” compared with the eighteenth-century king Hsinbyu-
shin, “the king who fought the Chinese.” The Mongol Yuan
Dynasty and succeeding Ming and Qing dynasties established a
strong military and administrative base in the Chinese province of
Yunnan; thus Burma was exposed over the centuries to a new and
powerful threat. The Mongol destruction of the kingdom of
Nanchao in Yunnan led to the large-scale migration of Shan
peoples (their Burmese name; they call themselves the Tai) into
the eastern border region (now Shan State) and Upper and Lower
Burma.

Disunity and foreign domination characterized the fourteenth to
mid-sixteenth centuries. Upper Burma came under the control of
Shan princes, though Burman kings ruled at Ava, near modern
Mandalay, as Shan tributaries. In Lower Burma a Shan named
Wareru (1287-96) established a kingdom at Martaban in 1281,
subsequently gaining control of much of the Lower Burma region.
There followed a golden age of Lower Burma culture. Binnya U
(1353-85) established a new capital at Pegu. Dhammazedi
(1472-92), a former Buddhist monk, was a model Buddhist king
who promoted reform of the sangha through the introduction of
orthodox ordination rites from Ceylon.

The Toungoo Dynasty, 1486--1752

In the sixteenth century a revival of Burman power took place
at Toungoo, on the Sittang River. In 1280 there had been estab-
lished a fortified town, which subsequently became a political
center of some importance. After the capture of Ava by a Shan
prince in 1527, many Burmans sought refuge there. Tabinshwehti
(1531-50) established the second unified Burmese kingdom,

whose ruling house was known as the Toungoo Dynasty, after its -

place of origin. He conquered Pegu in 1539, extending his control
to Martaban and the coastal area as far south as Tavoy.
Tabinshwehti captured Prome from the forces of the Shan con-
queror of Ava; in 1546 he had himself consecrated king of Burma,
making Pegu his capital. His invasion of Siam (what is now central
Thailand), undertaken in 1548, however, ended in failure.
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After Tabinshwehti’s assassination and a subsequent revolt in
central Burma, his brother, King Bayinnaung (1551-81) captured
Ava in 1555, thus uniting Upper and Lower Burma. He then
marched against the Shan principalities in eastern Burma and
parts of modern Thailand and Laos and in 1569 captured the
Siamese capital of Ayutthaya, located near the modem Thai capital
of Bangkok. Plans to conquer the independent kingdom of Arakan
on the Bay of Bengal coast, however, were never carried out. The
reign of Bayinnaung's son, Nanda Bayin (1581-99), witnessed the
beginning of the decline of Toungoo power. Siam reasserted its
independence, and an Arakanese fleet laid siege to Pegu, captur-
ing it in 1599.

Anaukpetlun (1605-28) restored for a brief time the unity of
the kingdom. His brother, Thalun (162948), moved the capital
from Pegu back to Ava, a decision some significance, for it
represented the withdrawal of effective Burman power from
Lower Burma and the consequent relative isolation of Burman
kings from outside influences brought by sea. Ava became
involved in Chinese dynastic struggles when the last prince of the
Ming Dynasty, Yong-li, sought refuge at the Burmese capital,
provoking Manchu incursions into Upper Burma.

Portuguese merchants and adventurers established a factory or
trading station at Martaban in 1519, and their accounts of Pegu
describe it as a rich city and international port. Yet Burma’s
products, which included rice, jewels, precious metals, “Martaban
jars” used for storing water or rice, shellac, and teak, were of less
interest to them and their later Dutch and English rivals than the
spices of the Indonesian archipelago. Strong kings, such as
Tabinshwehti and Bayinnaung, gught European firearms and
employed Portuguese as mercenaries in their armies. When
authority broke ﬁ\m in the delta region toward the close of the
century, a Portuguese adventurer in the pay of the invading
Arakanese, Philip de Brito, set himself up at Syriam and pro-
ceeded to carve out a kingdom for himself in Lower Burma. De
Brito’s career ended in 1613 when Anaukpetlun captured Syriam
and executed him; his Portuguese supporters were exiled to
Upper Burma. Portuguese pirates at Dianga raided the coastal
villages of Bengal. providing captives for e Arakanese
slave markets, until the region was taken from Arakan by the
Mogul emperor of India in 1666.

The Konbaung Dynasty and the Anglo-Burmese Wars
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non first comes into clear focus during the Pagan Dynasty. A king
was a man who had accumulated merit in past lives. This gave him
pon (glory), a quality of skill, courage, and dynamism that
attracted other powerful men who became his supporters. The
support of the sangha was particularly important to the idea of
kingship. World-renouncing Buddhist monks possessed a different
sort of pon than kings, but the two formed a kind of symbiotic
relationship. The sangha gave the ruler spiritual legitimacy, while
the king provided the sangha with material support, giving the
monks land and building monasteries and pagodas. As defender
and promoter of the faith, the king had a wider mission: he was
responsible for the welfare of his subjects, in order that they
might have the material means and leisure to pursue their own
salvation. This “welfare state” concept of kingship had a formative
influence on the development of socialist thought in modern
Burma (see The Emergence of Political Movements, this ch.).

Political authority was thus based on religious and universal,
rather than ethnic or particularistic, criteria. Different rulers
would establish competing centers of royal power. The outcome of
their struggle was believed to depend on the winner's status as a
karmaraja, a “karma king.” In these contests ethnic lines were
often confused, particularly in Lower Burma. Thus Tabinshwehti,
a Burman, adopted Mon titles and usages when he had himself
crowned king at Pegu in 1546. Although the population of Lower
Burma was predominantly Mon in the early eighteenth century,
the revolt that led to the fall of the Toungoo Dynasty was initiated
by the royally appointed governor of Pegu, a Burman. He was
killed by his own troops, and the local Mon population and the
Gwe Shans—a.people considered by some scholars to have been
Karens—made Smim Htaw Buddhaketi, a Buddhist monk and a
Gwe Shan, their king. The king's armies seized the ports of
Syriam and Martaban in Lower Burma and marched as far north
as Prome and Toungoo by 1743. Binnya Dala, a Shan, deposed
Smim Htaw Buddhaketi in 1747; he marched into Upper Burma
in 1751, capturing the royal capital of Ava and deposing the last
king of the T Dynasty the following year. In this civil
war—a contest to find a new karmarajo—Burmans, Mons, Shans,
and Gwe Shans fought on both sides. »

The Reigns of Alaungpaya and His Sons
The Toungoo king, his court, andasmanyaszo,(XI)pﬁsoneu
were back to Pegu by Binnya Dala’s forces in 1752; the
outcome of the contest for royal power seemed decided. A new
leader, however, appeared in Upper Burma and within eight short
Deyond the Do of bit countey. Toie wac Vomas Ap o
rs eountry. was Maung Aung Zeya, a
Burman and district chief at Moksobomyo, a town some 85
kilometers to the northwest of Ava. After Ava’s fall he built a
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stockade around Moksobomyo and organized the surrounding
villages into a resistance movement. Defeating a detachment of
Binnya Dala’s troops, he proclaimed himself king of Burma and
assumed the title Alaungpaya, or “embryo Buddha,” the name by
which he is known in history. Thus, he connected his royal
aspirations to the powerful symbol of the Buddhist karmaraja.
Renaming Moksobomyo as Shwebo, “Town of the Golden
Leader,” he built a royal palace and attracted supporters from all
over Upper Burma.

Alaungpaya was the third of Burma’s great unifiers, after
Anawrahta of Pagan and Bayinnaung, and the founder of the
Konbaung Dynasty, which ruled the country until the late nine-
teenth century. His swift successes seemed to validate his claims
about the special nature of his karma. He captured Ava at the end
of 1753 and defeated a large force sent into Upper Burma by
Binnya Dala the following year. In 1755 Alaungpaya brought his
forces down the Irrawaddy River in a large flotilla and occupied
Dagon, the site of the greatly revered Shwedagon Pagoda. There
he established a new town, naming it Yangon, or Rangoon (“the
End of Strife”), the future capital of colonial and independent
Burma. He captured Syriam, Lower Burma’s main trading port, in
1756 and Binnya Dala’s royal capital at Pegu in 1757.

Alaungpaya invaded Manipur, a small kingdom on Burma’s
northwestern border, in 1758; for more than two decades
Manipuri horsemen had conducted raids deep into Upper Burma,
looting and pillaging. The Shan kingdom of Chiang Mai was also
brought under his control when he appointed a vassal as ruler. An
insurrection at Pegu, however, drew the king’s attent.on back to
Lower Burma. Lower Burma Mons, reacting to Alaungpaya's
harsh policies, massacred large numbers of Burmans before the
revolt was suppressed. Scholars suggest that this marked the
beginning of Mon-Burman ethnic polarization.

Alaungpaya demanded that the king of Siam recognize his status
as an “embryo Buddha.” When the monarch refused, Alaungpaya
laid siege to Ayutthaya, the Siamese capital; but the siege was cut
short when it was Loo vered that Alaungpaya was seriously ill
with fever. His troops accomplished an orderly retreat back to
Burmese territory, but the king died in May 1760.

Hsinbyushin (1763~76), the Konbaung Dynasty’s second
king, captured Ayutthaya in April 1767. The city, which had been
Siam’s capital since 1350, was completely destroyed, and the
Siamese king was killed. Thousands of prisoners and vast amounts
of booty wehr::‘l taken. In thﬁh;v'ords of a Sitlt,mese historian,
Bayinnaung “ war like a monarch,” but Hsinbyushin
conducted himself “like a robber.”

Siam’s ordeal was alleviated, however, by Hsinbyushin's entan-
mmﬁ a far larger country—China. The Chinese were

by Burmese expansion into the Shan states, Chiang
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Mai, and Laos, which bordered their southwestern province of
Yunnan and which were considered, along with the Burmese
kingdom itself, to be part of their comprehensive “Tribute
System.” In 1766, when a dispute arose over the murder of a
Chinese merchant at Keng Tung, a Shan state loyal to
Hsinbyushin, the Chinese sent an army on a punitive expedition.
The Chinese forces were defeated by the Shans with Burmese
help. The Chinese emperor sent a second expedition, but this too
was defeated; by 1767 two Burmese armies had entered Chinese
territory. A third Chinese force, led by the emperor’s son-in-law,
Ming Rui, managed to get within 48 kilometers of Ava, which
Hsinbyushin had restored as his royal capital. Ming Rui had
overextended himself, however, and was cut off by Burmese
forces. He committed suicide rather than face his father-in-law’s
wrath. The last Chinese invasion, taking place in 1769, was
equally unsuccessful, and the Chinese commander sued for terms.

A peace treaty was signed at Kaungton in 1770, allowing for the
withdrawal of Chinese forces, the restoration of trade between the
two countries, and the sending of what the Chinese regarded as
tribute missions by Burma to Beijing every 10 years. Historians
D.G.E. Hall and Maung Htin Aung, who agree little on other
things, both cite the wisdom and foresight of the treaty, which was
negotiated by Maha Thiha Thura, the general who defeated the
Chinese. The provision regarding tribute missions saved face for
the Chinese emperor and prevented further threats from that
quarter. This policy of moderation laid the foundations for good
relations with China through the nineteenth century and served as
an example to the leaders of independent Burma, U Nu and
General Ne Win, in their relations with their sometimes-
threatening northern neighbor. Hsinbyushin, however, was infuri-
ated with Maha Thiha Thura for giving so many concessions to the
Chinese and refraining from exterminating their forces.
Nonetheless, hostilities did not break out again.

Even the nationalist historian Maung Htin Aung admitted that
after the defeat of the Chinese “the Burmese as a nation became
drunk with victory and grew arrogant and aggressive.” The last six
years of Hsinbyushin’s reign saw few accomplishments. In Siam,
Phraya Taksin, the half-Chinese general who became in his coun-
try a hero the equal of Alaungpaya in Burma, led a successful war
of national resistance. After Hsinbyushin’s death in 1776, his son
and successor, Singu Min, ordered the withdrawal of Burmese
armies from Siamese territory.

Singu Min ruled until 1781, when he was assassinated. His
successor, Maung Maung, was king for only seven days. Badon
Min, known better as Bodawpaya (1782-1819), the fourth son of
Alaungpaya, seized power and commenced eliminating his
opponents, including the old hero Maha Thiha Thura and all his
own surviving brothers, save the youngest. A Mon rising in Lower
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Burma in 1783 was harshly suppressed. King Bodawpaya was
ruthless and marked with a streak of megalomania, but he com-
bined these traits with great energy and intelligence—in the
words of one English observer, “a masterful man who never
hesitated to punish.”

'Bodawpaya carried out a successful conquest and annexation
of the kingdom of Arakan. This country had been in a state
of anarchy for at least half a century and was easily subdued;
the Arakanese king, his court, and many thousands of prisoners
were brought back as captives. The decision to bring back to
Upper Burma the large bronze Mahamuni image of Buddha,
the most precious of Arakan’s national treasures, aroused con-
siderable resentment. Along with the harshness of Bodawpaya’s
rule this action sparked rebellions among the Arakanese that
would have portentous consequences for Burma's future, for
Arakan bordered the Bengal territories of the British East India
Company. In 1785 and 1787 unsuccessful expeditions were
launched against Siam.

Internally, Bodawpaya’s policies expressed both the practical
and the more eccentric sides of his nature. Soon after establishing
a new capital at Amarapura (near modern Mandalay) in Upper
Burma, he initiated a complete survey of his kingdom, including
the population, boundaries, and financial resources of each district
and village, for taxation purposes. The study of law was
encouraged, bandits were suppressed, and irrigation works were
expanded. Yet the king used much of his tax revenues for the
construction of innumerable pagodas. The largest, which would
have been 170 meters high if completed, was started at Mingun
near Amarapura. One-third completed, its vast bulk of brick and
mortar—split by an earthquake—still looms over the Irrawaddy.
Its bell, cast in bronze, is the world’s largest except for the “Tsar
of Bells” in Moscow. Bodawpaya became involved in controversies
within the sangha between conservative and reformed sects. He
sided with the former, defrocking the reformed-sect monk who
had been appointed head of the sangha hierarchy (thathanabaing)
by Alaungpaya. Bodawpaya also supported the establishment of an
orthodox Buddhist sect, the Amarapura sect, in Sri Lanka. He
clhimed, like Alaungpaya, that he was an “embryo” or “future
Buddha,” but the sangha refused to acknowledge this.

State and Society under the Konbaung Kings

Historical records of invasion and war tend to obscure the fact
that for the average Burmese, the overwhelming majority of
whom were peasants, life was stable and predictable.

After the country was, reunified by Alaungpaya, the political order
was rebuilt from the top down, and the institutions of royal power
intersected with the system of grass-roots leadership exercised by
district chiefs and village headmen on the local level.
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At the apex of power was, of course, the monarch himself,
residing in his palace, which represented symbolically the “center
of the universe.” He was advised by the Council of Ministers
(Hluttaw), which was responsible for the administrative apparatus
of the state and also functioned as the highest court in the land.
Upper and Lower Burma were divided into administrative units,
variously translated as districts, townships, or “circles.” Their
territory was rather extensive, particularly in regions at a distance
from the capital, containing a main town and a large number of
surrounding villages. Each district had its own governor, a royal
appointee. The border regions consisted of small states that were
in theory tributaries of the king, such as those ruled by feudal
Shan sawbwas (hereditary chiefs) or the rajas of Manipur when it
was subjugated. Royal power was naturally stronger in the
Burman heartland than in the periphery. Lower Burma was
restive, as the frequent Mon uprisings at the end of the eigh-
teenth century attest, and the Shan states were a region of chronic
instability. Among the tribal or clan societies, such as the Kachins
and the Chins, the king and his officials had little or no influence.

Governors representing royal interests worked in cooperation
with local district chiefs, who customarily inherited their offices.
The chiefs’ duties were broad: the collection of revenue from the
district, the organization of corvée labor, the maintenance of law
and order, the keeping of a district survey of families, and
jurisdiction over petty criminal and civil cases. Below them were
village headmen, whose posts were also hereditary. As elites on
the local level, the district chiefs and village headmen formed the
bulwark of national stability. They were politically of great
importance: the leaders of the Konbaung Dynasty in the eigh-
teenth century and of the struggle against British colonialism in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries came from their

Society was in theory hierarchical, composed of six principal
status groups: the king and royal family, Brahmins, officials, men
of wealth, merchants, and commoners. Within the stratum of
commoners there was a class of slaves, including pagoda slaves,
who were often criminals or their descendants, persons enslaved
for debt who could redeem their freedom, and prisoners of war.
Titles of rank and sumptuary regulations were precisely defined,
so that the manner in which a person was addressed, clothmg,
housing, and personal implements revealed an individuals posi-
tion in society. Infractions of these usages were severely
punished.

Socxety was also divided into two of what historian Frank Trager

“functional ": ahmudan, or “crown service  groups,
whoserveddireﬁtheneedsoftheldngandhiscourt(thepdwe

guard and other military units, special classes of artisans,
musicians, elephant tenders, boatmen, jailers, and the cultivarors
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of fields where the king's own rice was grown) and were organized
into discrete units outside the regular system of administration;
and the athi, persons who lived in a single locality and were not
bound in special service to the monarch. The status of the latter
was generally considered to be lower than that of the former,
given the former’s close association with the crown.

Traditional Burmese society was not particularly rigid, however,
at least compared with the caste system of India. Persons of ability
could earn high status and its appurtenances, particularly because
war, revolt, and foreign invasion offered opportunities for
advancement. Although hereditary in most cases, the posts of
district chief or village headman could pass from an incompetent
first son to a competent kinsman, or even outside the lineage. The
sangha offered another avenue of advancement for commoners.
Most children were educated in monastery schools before the
colonial period, and talented males could enter and rise high
within the sangha. Moreover, the social position of women, as
many observers have reported, was high, particularly compared to
that of neighboring Asian countries. At the village monastery
school they could learn, along with boys, reading, writing, and
arithmetic, and many were active in running their own small
businesses. They possessed property rights, and although cases of
divorce in precolonial Burma were apparently rare, they could
take their own property and half of the jointly owned property out
of their former husband’s household in such eventualities.

Land was, in theory, the property of the king, and part of his
right to tax was based on the idea that all peasants were in fact his
tenants. Certain lands, including those on which ahmudan
cultivators grew rice for the palace, were his property in the
ordinary sense of being at his disposal. Concerning other land,
royal ownership entailed only the collection of revenue.
Cultivators, in practice, could buy, sell, and inherit it. Given the
large amount of territory in Burma and the small population, land
tenure was not in general strictly defined. There was plenty of
open land to be cleared, particularly in the river delta region of
Lower Burma. A large amount of land was dedicated to Buddhist
establishments by the king, and these were tax-exempt.

Expansion and Confrontation, 1784-1826

Ships of the British East India Company entered Burmese
waters in the early seventeenth century. The British and French,
based in the ports of Lower Burma and in competition with each
other, played a role in the war between Alaungpaya and the rebel
king of Pegu, Binnya Dala, supplying them with arms in return for
trade concessions. Yet Burma remained largely peripheral to the
interests of the company until it and the British-ruled Indian
province of Bengal (including both modern Bangledesh and the
Indian state of West Bengal) shared a common border along the
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Naaf River after Bodawpaya’s conquest of Arakan in 1784. Instabil-
ity in the kingdoms south of the Brahmaputra River and east of
Bengal (now in the Indian states of Assam and Manipur) provided
an opportunity for Burmese expansion that also destabilized rela-
tions between the Burmese king and the company’s governor
general at Calcutta.

Bodawpaya’s harsh policies in Arakan, including the drafting of
thousands for forced labor in Upper Burma, drove large numbers
of refugees across the Naaf River into British territory. Rebels
used the Bengal side of this loosely defined border as a staging
area for raids on Burmese garrisons in Arakan. The Burmese,
claiming the right to cross the Naaf in “hot pursuit” of insurgents,
caused increasing British apprehensions.

Burmese-British relations deteriorated, owing to the lack of
established diplomatic communications after 1802. In 1811 an
Arakanese insurgent leader, Chin Byan, assembled a large force
from among the refugees in British territory, crossed the border,
and seized Mrohaung, the old capital of Arakan. Although pushed
out of Mrohaung and back across the Naaf River, Chin Byan
continued his raids until his death in 1815. It infuriated the
Burmese that the British, tied down at the time in a war in central
India and having problems elsewhere, did no more to stop him.

Upon Bodawpaya's death in 1819, Bagyidaw, his grandson,
became king. Although not a strong personality like his
grandfather, Bagyidaw was apparently persuaded by his com-
mander in chief, the general Maha Bandula, to pursue an aggres-
sive policy both in the kingdoms of Assam and Manipur and on
the Bengal border. Burmese forces marched into Assam, interven-
ing in a succession struggle, which placed the British in a delicate
position since both pretenders to the throne sought protection on
British soil and organized resistance movements. Manipur was
also invaded, because its raja was reluctant to become a vassal of
the new Burmese king. Beset by refugees from Manipur, the raja
of still another state, Cachar, fled to British Indian territory. In
1823 the British declared Cachar and a neighboring state, Jainti
protectorates. On the India-Arkan border, Burmese troops seized
East India Company personnel and an island in the Naaf River
claimed by the British.

In January 1824 Burmese forces marched into Cachar and
fought British troops, and fighting resumed on the Naaf River.
Maha Bandula’s strategy was apparently to invade Bengal with
a double pincer movement, one force coming from the hill
state and a second, commanded by him, from Arakan. There
was some panic in Calcutta at this prospect; the British gov-
ernor general, Lord Amherst, however, ordered his forces by
sea to Lower Burma, and Rangoon was occupied on May 10.
Maha Bandula was obliged to leave Arakan return to Upper
Burma.
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In the First Anglo-Burmese War (1824-26) Burmese troops,
led by Maha Bandula until his battle death in April 1825, put up a
brave resistance. The British expeditionary force, however, was
better armed and disciplined and able to push its way up the
Irrawaddy River to within 72 kilometers of the Burmese royal
capital. Peace was restored with the signing of the Treaty of
Yandabo on February 24, 1826, providing for the cession of the
territories of Arakan and Tenasserim to the British, an end to
Burmese suzerainty over the Indian hill states of Assam and
Manipur, an indemnity of £1 million to be paid to the British for
the costs of the war, and the exchange of diplomatic representa-
tives between Burma and British India. British troops left
Rangoon in December 1826 after the full payment of the
indemnity; however, the treaty was a shattering blow to Burmese
pride. When representatives were exchanged, Bagyidaw tried to
negotiate the return of Tenasserim, but in vain.

Dynastic Decline and the Second Anglo-Burmese War, 182653

The First Anglo-Burmese War had been, for the British, essen-
tially a defensive war. The causes of the second and third were
more complex, involving a number of different colonial and metro-
politan interests. Commercial interests were tied to the promotion
of trade and a free market in Lower Burma and elsewhere;
“imperial” interests regarded the pacification, if not the
annexation, of the Burmese kingdom as essential to the security of
British India. Missionaries and the more ideologically inclined
imperialists enunciated other interests that served as a sort of
moralizing backdrop to more pragmatic economic and strategic
concerns. The Buddhist Burmese kingdom stood in the way of
Christianization, which Adoniram Judson, an American Baptist,
had attempted to initiate as early as 1813. Most British, moreover,
tended to regard Burma as an uncivilized country whose people
would be only too grateful to exchange native “despotism” for the
blessings of British rule (see fig. 3).

The Burmese monarchs between Bodawpaya and Mindon Min
(1853-78) failed to establish strong, stable governments that

could have responded effectively to British encroachments, and -

the royal succession became a free-for-all among contesting
princes in which the losers often paid with their lives. In
1837 Bagyidaw, suffering mental illness and increasingly incom-
petent to rule, was overthrown by his brother Tharrawaddy.
King Tharrawaddy attempted to curb corruption and abuses of
the system; he also carried out a purge in which a numbeér
of former officials and court figures, including the crown prince,
Bagyidaw’s son, and Bagyidaw’s principal queen, were executed.
Revolts among the Shans and in Lower Burma in 183840 fur-
ther undermined political stability.
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Tharrawaddy repudiated the Treaty of Yandabo and, impatient
with what he perceived as the humiliating presence of a British
resident, Henry Burney, in the royal capital, made life so uncom-
fortable for him and his successors that they were forced to leave.
In 1839 the Indian governor general, Lord Auckland, ordered the
residency closed and formal diplomatic relations severed.
Although many, including the missionary Judson, cried for war,
the governor general, preoccupied with Afghanistan and the
Northwest Frontier, judged Burma at the time not a vital British
interest.

Tharrawaddy died in 1846 and was succeeded by his son, Pagan
Min. The new king was described in some accounts as a cruel
tyrant and in others as merely an impractical doer of Buddhist
good works having no interest in government. Whatever the case,
he was particularly weak and allowed corruption and misrule to
run rampant. In Upper and Lower Burma alike, the machinery of
government was in a process of disintegration, while unrest
continued in the Shan states.

A commercial treaty between Burma and British India had been
signed in 1826, providing for unrestricted travel and trade by
merchants of the two countries in each other’s territory and
uniform duties on imports. The immediate cause of the Second
Anglo-Burmese War of 1852 was a dispute involving two British
merchants who had been arrested by the Burmese governor of
Rangoon for evading customs duties. Released after paying a small
fine, they returned to Calcutta and claimed damages from the
Burmese government totaling £1,920. It was unfortunate for the
Burmese that the Indian governor general at this time was the

Marquis of Dalhousie who, in the words of historian and former -

colonial administrator John S. Furnivall, “regarded the expansion
of the British empire as a law of nature.” In Dalhousie’s eyes, this
seemingly petty incident deserved serious attention, because Brit-
ish prestige in the East would suffer if the government “even for a
single day” took “an attitude of inferiority toward a native power.”
In a classical case of gunboat diplomacy, he sent Commodore
George Robert Lambert with an armed naval escort to Rangoon to
demand compensation and the removal of the Rangoon governor.

Heavy-handed diplomacy on the part of Lambert, whom even
Dalhousie labeled the “combustible Commodore,” and the issuing
of a stiff British ultimatum that the Burmese could not ibly
acceptledtothedispatcbingofaBriﬁshexpediﬁomrymin
April 1852. The ultim ofmthe mmanded a British n::;dent in
Rangoon, resignation n governor, a new indemnity
of £100,000, and a personal apology from the king. Rangoon,
Martaban, Bassein, Pegu, and Prome had been taken by October,
though the Burmese staged a fierce, but futile, counterattack at
Prome. On December 20, 1852, it was announced that Lower
Burma would be annexed as a province of British India.
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The Second Anglo-Burmese war not only gave the British all
the ports at the juncture of the Bay of Bengal and the Andaman
Sea but also left the Burmese kingdom shorn of its richest
provinces. The boundary of the truncated kingdom and British
Lower Burma was set along a line running through Myede on the
Irrawaddy River, about 80 kilometers above Prome. Mindon Min,
Pagan Min’s half-brother, had opposed going to war with the
British and in December 1852 staged a revolt at Shwebo,
Alaungpaya’s old capital. Pagan Min was deposed and forced into
retirement in February 1853. The new king hoped to negotiate
the return of Lower Burma but was disappointed in his efforts.
Although he refused to recognize the annexation, he did not
resume the war.

Diplomacy and Reform under King Mindon, 1853-78

Like his contemporary, the reformist King Mongkut of
Siam (1851-68), King Mindon had spent most of his adult life in a
Buddhist monastery before ascending the throne. He was a
scholar and a peaceful man, perhaps the only Konbaung ruler to
practice the Buddhist principle of ahimsa (non-harm), preferring
to refrain from violence rather than repenting of it. This was
revealed from the very beginning in his refusal to order a blood
purge of Pagan Min’s former supporters. His reign of a quarter of
a century was characterized by a conciliatory attitude toward the
British, a desire to extend diplomatic contacts to other Western
countries, a program of modest reform, and an active promotion of
the Buddhist religion. Like other newly installed kings, he moved
his capital, this time from Amarapura to a location a few miles
away at the foot of Mandalay Hill. At Mandalay, the “Cluster of
Gems,” an old prophecy held that 24 centuries after the Buddha,
a center of Bucfdhist learning would arise and flourish. The king
built a palace of teak enclosed by square walls two kilometers long
on each side, and by 1861 the entire project was completed.

King Mindon’s moderate rule was a welcome respite for
Burmese and British alike after the vagaries of Tharrawaddy and
Pagan Min. In dealing with the British, however, Mindon faced
problems not known to his predecessors. Because of the annexa-
tion of Lower Burma, his kingdom was cut off from the sea,
making economic and diplomatic relations with countries other
than Britain extremely difficult. A mission sent in 1854 to Calcutta
to raise again the question of the reversion of Lower Burma
received Dalhousie’s brusque lmly that “as long as the sun
shines, Pegu [Lower Burma)] shall remain British.” Com i
interests, now based in Rangoon, pressed more rigorously for the
opening of the kingdom to increased trade, exploitation of its
natural resources, and development of a river and land route to
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confirmed the British in their treatment of the kingdom as a
denizen of that ambiguous region between independent status
such as Siam enjoyed, with its own embassy in London, and the
vassalage pure and simple of the Indian princely state.

Mindon felt that the future of his kingdom depended upon the
modernization of its institutions and with the support of his most
influential minister, the Kinwun Mingyi, initiated a reform pro-
gram aimed at strengthening the position of the central
government. One of his most ambitious measures was the estab-
lishment of fixed salaries rather than appanages for royal officials—
instead of being supported by their districts they would receive
remuneration from the central government. Regional governors
were appointed to supervise the district governors, and the pow-
ers of the district chiefs and village headmen were curbed by
giving their judicial responsibilities to provincial judges. Mindon
established the thathameda, a tax on households with variable
assessments to take into account years of bad harvest, fires, or
natural catastrophes, in order to raise revenue for the reforms. Its
success was impaired, however, by the opposition of the district
chief and village headman “gentry” class and the determination of
officials to continue being supported by their jurisdictions.

Mindon authorized a system of coinage to replace barter and
payment in kind; a royal mint was established, and weights and
measures were standardized. The overall economic policy that he
envisioned could be described as a kind of state capitalism: royal
monopolies on all exportable commodities would be maintained,
and international would be controlled by the government.
The profits from exports would be used to support the
government, and historian Maung Htin Aung suggests that the
king hoped that these would be sufficient in the future to relieve
the people of all direct taxation. A “controlled” economy of this
sort was clearly at variance with the ideas of British merchants in
Rangoon; they were further rankled by his policy of buying
directly and more cheaply at Calcutta rather than through them.

Mindon set up a ministry of industry, headed by one of his
sons, the Mekkara Prince. A number of textile mills, rice and
wheat mills, sugar refineries, and factories, producing small indus-
trial goods such as glassware and pottery, were built. To improve
transportation he purchased river steamers. A t h system
was strung, linking Upper Burma to the outside world through the
British system in Lower Burma. Telegraphers were trained, and a
Morse code was devised for the Burmese .

The king did not see modernization as inconsistent with a basic
commitment to the Buddhist religion; its integrity seemed threat-
ened by the spread of missionary activity in Lower Burma and the
refusal of the British authorities there to grant patronage to the
mha. Mindon beld annual examinations on the Pali

3 number of pagodas and monasteries in his new city, and
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supported both the orthodox Thudhamma sect and a group of
reformist monks headed by the Shwegyin Sayadaw. He donated a
hti, or jewel-encrusted golden umbrella, to be placed on top of
the Shwedagon Pagoda in Rangoon but to his disappointment was
prohibited by the British from coming down to dedicate it.
Contacts that had been disrupted by years of war were reestab-
lished with the sangha of Siam. His greatest enterprise, however,
was the convening of the Fifth Buddhist Council at Mandalay
between 1871 and 1874 to produce an authoritative text of the Pali
Tripitaka, or scripture. The entire Tripitaka was carved on 729
stone tablets and displayed in the Kuthodaw Pagoda, east of
Mandalay Hill. The council marked the zenith of his prestige as a
Buddhist monarch, as the fourth council had been held more than
1800 years earlier in Ceylon.

Commercial and Diplomatic Relations

Although there was no official British representative at
Mandalay during the first years of Mindon's reign, cordial rela-
tions were maintained with the commissioner of Lower Burma,
the scholarly Major Arthur Phayre. Although the king continued
to refuse to recognize the annexation of Lower Burma, he con-
cluded a commercial treaty with the British, signed in 1862. It
provided for the reciprocal abolition of some customs duties; the
freedom of traders, both British and Burmese, to operate unre-
stricted along the coast of the Irrawaddy; and, most significantly,
the posting of a British political agent at Mandalay.

A second commercial treaty, signed in 1867, had important
strategic, as well as economic, implications and represented sub-
stantial concessions on the king’s part. Remaining customs duties
were further reduced, the export of gold and silver from the
kingdom was permitted for the first time, and royal monopolies on
all products except oil, timber, and rubies were abolished, thus
cutting the ground from under Mindon’s “state capitalism.” A
British residency was to be established at Bhamo, near the
Chinese border, and the Burmese government agreed to assist the
British in opening up an overland trade route to China. The
British-owned y Flotilla Company was allowed to send
ships up the river to Bhamo. These provisions, allowing for British
activities within the Burma-China border area, seriously compro-
mised the kingdom’s independence, as did a further provision that
the Burmese could arms only with the prior consent of
i ted British subjects. Although there
were also granted B su . was opposition
to the treaty, Mindon felt he had little choice but to agree to it.
The year before Y
two royal , in which the apparent and
the of Ministers were assassinated and the
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Karenni states (now Kayah State) to continue the rebellion there
and was later interned by the British in India. Mindon’s govern-
ment was greatly weakened and, despite whispers of British
involvement in the plot that were never substantiated, he desper-
ately needed British arms and cooperation.

Owing to the kingdom’s landlocked position, relations with
Western countries other than Britain were intermittent. In 1856 a
French mission had appeared at court, and a few years later the
king purchased a French river steamer. Contacts with Italy,
umﬁed in 1871, were also fostered. The following year the
Kinwun Mingyi led the first Burmese diplomatic mission to
Europe, visiting Italy, France, and Britain. The Burmese hoped
that, at long last, they would be able to establish direct diplomatic
contact with London. They met Queen Victoria, traveled exten-
sively through the British Isles, and enjoyed such Anglo-Saxon
amenities as horse races and cricket matches yet they came no
closer to having their kingdom recognized as a fully independent
state. This was revealed by the fact that they were introduced to
the queen not by the foreign secretary but by the secretary of
state for India.

On the way home the delegation stopped at Paris, where a
treaty of commerce and friendship was signed with the French
government. This roused British suspicions, for it was thought
that Burma and France had agreed to secret provisions, perhaps
providing for arms and military training. Other issues poisoned
Burmese-British relations. The British were accused of stirring up
trouble in the Karenni states, still vassals of the Burmese king.
There was talk of war, but Mindon opposed it, signing a treaty
recognizing the neutrality of the Karenni states in 1875. That same
year the Indian governor general ordered the Mandalay resident
to cease observing the supposedly humiliating custom of removing
his shoes when being received by the king. Unwillingness on
either side to compromise on the “shoe question” led to the king's
refusal to see any British envoys in person.

Thibaw and the Fall of the Burmese Kingdom, 1878-86

King Mindon died on October 1, 1878, and the 19-year-old
Thibaw, one of his sons, was proclaimed his successor by the
Council of Ministers. There were other, more talented princes
who could have ascended the throne. The selection of Thibaw,
however, was pushed by the ambitious Alenandaw, or Central
Palace Queen, whohopcdtomrryherthmdau@tenw&e
new king. It was also supported by “progressives” around the
Kiowun Mingyi, who desired to establish a constitutional monarchy
in which the king would serve as ident of the Council of
Ministers. Thisoddeodition that the young and pliable
Thibaw would be a ready instrument for the achievement of the
different aims.

 didti
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No one had reckoned, however, with Supayalat, the Central
Palace Queen’s second daughter. She was married to Thibaw as
his secondary queen but immediately moved to oust her elder
sister as Thibaw’s chief queen and even undermined the position
of her mother. She grew to have such inluence over Thibaw that
he refrained from taking the many wives considered the king’s
prerogative. More significantly in terms of Burma’s future, she
collected a circle of supporters within the palace, of whom the
principal one was a xenophobic government minister, the Taingda
Mingyi, who blocked the reform plans of the progressives. The
Taingda Mingyi engineered a massacre of royal princes and
princesses, totaling around 40, on January 31, 1879, in order to
stem possible revolt.

After Mindon's firm and moderate rule, Thibaw’s reign was one
of dangerous instability. Rumors were rife that one or more of the
exiled princes was plotting to overthrow the king. These exiles
included the Myingun Prince, one of the instigators of the assassi-
nation plot against Mindon, and the Nyaungyan Prince, who had
escaped the royal purge in 1879. Terrified of assassination, Thibaw
refused to leave the palace, thus cutting himself off from his
subjects. Apparently, Supayalat and the Taingda Mingyi were
convinced that the British, tied down in South Africa and
Afghanistan, were stretched too thin to take effective action
against a more independent policy. The directive on the “shoe
question” made communication with the British resident very
difficult; compromise on this touchy issue was evidently
impossible. When the British resident at Kabul in Afghanistan was
assassinated in September 1879, the Indian governor general,
seeking to avoid a similar incident in Mandalay with all its
attendant complications, ordered the residency shut down.

Although tﬁ)e records are tantalizingly ambiguous on the
subject, it seems that Thibaw's government was seeking an alli-
ance with France as a counterbalance to the British. A diplomatic
mission sent to Europe in May 1883 negotiated a supplement to
the 1873 Franco-Burmese commercial treaty, signed in Paris. At
that time France was involved in a war with China over Vietnam
and was extending its influence into the Laotian states of Vien-
tiane and Luang Prabang. According to historian D.G.E. Hall, the
French prime minister, Jules Ferry, admitted to the British
ambassador in July 1884 that the Burmese wanted an aliance and
military assistance. It was rumored that, among other things, the
French had agreed to take over management of the royal
monopolies, operate the Burmese post and telegraph systems, and
open up a route (some said a railroad) between Upper Burma
and Tongking in French-controlled Vietnam. A strong French
presence in U Burma was perceived as a strategic threat to
India, which British could not tolerate. Thus, a movement for
the annexation of Thibaw's kingdom gained strength. It was
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supported by commercial interests in Britain who argued that
annexation of Upper Burma would open up the supposedly rich
markets of southwestern China and by those in Rangoon who were
frustrated by the allegedly monopolistic policies of the Burmese
government. Moral sanction was provided by British journalists
who described in livid detail the further execution of alleged
subversives. although it is unlikely that the number of victims
approached that of the reigns of earlier kings, particularly Pagan
Min.

In mid-1885 Burmese independence was a house of cards on the
verge of collapse. The prerequisite puff of air was provided by the
Bombay-Burma Trading Corporation (BBTC) case. This firm had a
coniract with the king to extract teak from forests located just
north of the border (this was still a royal monopoly). Following the
complaint of Burmese foresters, the Council of Ministers in
August 1885 served the corporation with a large fine (over
£100,000) for defrauding it in the shipment of logs to Lower
Burma. The British government complained that the Council of
Ministers could not make an ex parte decision in the matter and
requested that it submit the issue to arbitration. This the Council
of Ministers refused in October, saying the issue had been settled.
The Indian governor general, Lord Dufferin, sent an ultimatum to
the king at the end of the month; it called not only for arbitration
of the BBTC case but also for the reinstatement of the British
resident at the capital with a large escort of armed men, Burmese
cooperation in opening up a China trade route and, in light of the
perceived French threat, an agreement that Calcutta would super-
vise Burma’s foreign policy. The Council of Ministers replied with
an assertion of its right to an independent foreign policy.

British forces sailed from Thayetmyo farther up the Irrawaddy
in a flotilla of steamboats on November 17, 1885. The Third, and
final, Anglo-Burmese War had begun. There was fighting at the
Minhla fort, but the capital city of Mandalay fell without blood-
shed on November 28 when an armistice was arranged. Some of
Thibaw's ministers urged him to flee the capital to carry on
resistance elsewhere, but he refused. He and Queen Supayalat
met the British commander, and the following day they left the
palace for a British steamer on the river. Burmese and British
accounts alike describe the sorrowful spectacle of the royal couple
riding down to the river in a lowly bullock cart, surrounded by
British troops, while the populace wept. They were exiled to
India, never to see their native country again.

The Indian government considered putting the six-year-old
son of the Nyaungyan Prince on the throne and making Upper
Burma a protectorate. Growing insurrection and the defiance
of the Hluttaw, however, led to the decision in February 1886
t:dni:.akethecmmtryadirecﬂyadministeredprovinceofBﬁﬁsh
I




Burma: A Country Study

Colonial Burma, 1886—-1942

After Mandalay fell into British hands, the most immediate task
was the pacification of the countryside, a process that would take
five years. Armed groups of bandits, which had sprung up before
the fall of the kingdom—remnants of the old Burmese army and
royal princes seeking the throne for themselves—all offered resis-
tance to British troops and police, who numbered some 60,000 by
1890. Several local leaders attempted to imitate Alaungpaya,
setting up their own royal courts. The chief victims of the fighting
were the Upper Burma villagers. They were treated harshly by
both British and rebels, thousands being Lilled before peace was
restored. In Lower Burma there was aiso unrest. Ethnic antago-
nisms were deepened as the British recruited Karens, often led by
Christian pastors or even Western missionaries, to fight Burman
rebels who themselves were sometimes led by Buddhist monks
who had laid aside their robes. By 1887 Burmans were no longer
taken into the colonial army. The British felt the “loyal Karens”
were more trustworthy as soldiers, along with—in later years—the
Chins and Kachins. The Shan states were brought under British
rule by 1889, the sawbwas retaining their traditional powers.

Under the Burmese kings there existed a top level of govern-
ment consisting of royally appointed officials and a local level
consisting of district or circle chiefs (such as Alaungpaya had been)
and, below them, the headmen of the villages included in the
districts. This local leadership was usually hereditary. Under
provisions of the Burma Village Act of 1889, the districts were
abolished in Lower Burma and district chiefs set aside; the village
headmen were given many of their responsibilities. The village
headmen’s authority, however, was not based on personal prestige
or village-level support, as had been the case under the traditional
system. Instead, they were considered to be the lower level
functionaries of the state bureaucracy who could be punished for
incompetence or insubordination by their superiors. In 1907 these
reforms were extended to Upper Burma.

The result of this reform was that the villages, largely autono-
mous units in precolonial times, lost much of their vitality and
cohesiveness. Overall, the British chose to remove, rather than
co-opt, national and local elites.

The role of Buddhist ecclesiastical hierarchy under the new
colonial arrangements was an issue that stirred deep emotion. The
king, though not head of the sangha, was expected to give it
material support and promote its purification. Pious acts, such as
the building of or the holding of examinations on the
Tripitaka, mutually strengthened the sangha and the state. In
India, however, because of its diverse religious communities, the
British had developed a policy of religious neutrality. This was
applied to Lower Burma after 1853, when they refused to appoint
a thathanabaing with authority over the sangha in that territory.
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Although Thibaw’s thathanabaing was allowed to retain his office
after 1886 and a successor was chosen by an assembly of monks in
1903, his authority was greatly weakened by the fact that the new
state was secular, not dependent upon the sangha for its
legitimacy; civil courts, moreover, absorbed many of his judicial
responsibilities.

The discipline and quality of the sangha deteriorated, for practi-
cally any male could put on the yellow robes of a monk, and the
ranks of the Buddhist clergy were infiltrated with troublemakers
and criminal types. Village monastery schools lost their appeal as
modern education, much of it sponsored by missionaries, spread,
and the thathanabaing prohibited the teaching of secular subjects
in the monasteries. Knowledge of the Buddhist scriptures and the
Pali language also declined, though the government did sponsor
examinations in these subjects.

Colonial Economy and Society

The development of efficient steamship transportation, the
opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, and the construction of
rairoads (reaching Mandalay by 1889, Myitkyina by 1898, and
Lashio by 1902), drew the country more tightly into the interna-
tional economic system in ways that would have as far-reaching
consequences as had the extinction of the Konbaung kingdom in
1886. The pace of economic development under British auspices
was spectacular. Between 1870 and 1926-27 the value of exports
increased 20 times and the value of imports, 15 times. Modern,
large-scale Western enterprise was firmly established. Most
important at first was the transportation sector (the Irrawaddy
Flotilla Company and the railroad) and the teak-extracting and
rice-milling industries. The mining sector, however, became
increasingly important in the last decade of the nineteenth
century. Although rubies, Burma’s most exotic mineral resource,
attracted foreign entrepreneurs, they were soon eclipsed by
petroleum. The Burma Oil Company, working wells that the
British government took over from the royal monopoly in Upper
Burma, produced some 465,000 barrels of crude oil in 1898. By
1923 this had increased to 6.4 million barrels. In Asia, Burma's
petroleum industry was second only to that of the Netherlands
East Indies. Tin and tungsten mines were developed in
Tenasserim Division, the latter an important mineral
export during World War 1. When automobiles appeared in the
early twentieth century, a system of paved roads was built.

“A Factory Without Chimneys”—The Development of the Lower
Burma Delta

Before Alaungpaya unified Burma in the 1750s, the Irrawaddy
River delta region of Lower Burma was inhabited primarily by
Mons. During the first century of Konbaung rule, however,
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Burmans migrated into the region from the drier heartlands, and
the indigenous population was “Burmanized” by being obliged to
adopt the Burman language and customs. Karens also moved into
the delta from the headwater region of the Salween and Sittang
rivers. Yet by the mid-nineteenth century, the river delta was still
a thinly populated region compared with Upper Burma.

Burman migrants to Lower Burma had traditionally been
subsistence farmers, but the British conquest of Lower Burma
opened up new markets and incentives for surplus production.
This spurred the transformation of the region into what British
administrator Furnivall has called “a factory without chimneys”"—a
highly efficient system for the growing, milling, and distribution of
rice to overseas markets in India, China, and Europe by the turn
of the century. The British offered inducements to new settlers
from Upper Burma, such as 12-year tax exemptions and low-cost,
or free, river transportation. The king attempted to stem the flow
by prohibiting cultivators from taking their families with them,
but this restriction was easily evaded. Like the American and
European settlers who were opening up the Great Plains of the
United States and Canada at roughly the same time, the Burman
settlers encountered considerable hardship, though of a different
kind. The land with the greatest potential for rice paddy was
covered with dense jungle or thick grass, which had to be cleared
by hand. Poisonous snakes were always underfoot, and stockades
had to be built to keep out tigers and other dangerous animals.
Worst of all, fever, especially in newly cleared land where
mosquitoes swarmed, was a cause of high mortality.

The enterprise of individual Burman settler families and the
creation of 2 modern transportation network in the last decades of
the nineteenth century produced a remarkable revolution in
“industrial agriculture.” According to Furnivall, the land under
cultivation grew by 145,300 hectares between 1861 and 1870;
between 1890 and 1900, however, rice land increased by 943,900
hectares. In the early 1870s the annual average of rice exported
was 732,000 tons. This increased to 2.5 million tons by 1900 and
3.6 million tons by 1920.

The opening of the delta “rice frontier” involved a land rush in
which laﬁrers from Upper Burma or elsewhere would save their
wages over a period of a few years, buy cattle and tools, and stake
a claim to some open land. The first years of settlement, however,
did not bring in a crop, so the settlers required investment
capital. This was provided at first by the older and more estab-
lished settlers who supported their relatives’ settlement or who
started up moneylending operations; but it came increasingly from
Indian moneylenders, members of the Chettiar subcaste. The
Chettiars, based in Madras in southern India, had a long history of
commerce with the countries of Southeast Asia but had become
particularly active with British colonial expansion into the region.
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Though based in port cities, such as Rangoon and Bassein, they
would send agents into the countryside to arrange loans with
Burman cultivators.

The Tensions of a Plural Society

The growth of commercial rice cultivation and industries based
on the extraction of natural resources fostered the development of
a plural society. There was some Chinese immigration after 1852,
but the great majority of immigrants during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries came from the overpopulated and
famine-prone regions of Bengal and Madras in India. In Burma a
great deal of labor was required during rice planting and harvest-
ing seasons. Because the country could not supply sufficient labor,
migration from India was encouraged. By the end of the nine-
teenth century, India supplied most of the workers for Lower

" Burma’s rice mills and dockyards and in other modern industries.

Most Indian migrants remained in the country for only a few
years, long enough to acquire savings with which to establish
themselves back home; yet natural catastrophes in Madras and
Bengal would swell the volume of net migration. Furnivall notes
that by 1918 some 300,000 laborers had come into Rangoon,
making it second at that time only to New York as a port for
immigration. The Indian population of Lower Burma increased
from 297,000 in 1901 to 583,000 thirty years later, or from 7 to 10
percent of the total delta population.

Before the first decade of the twentieth century, however, the
abundance of land, a shortage of labor, and good international
markets for rice created a prosperity in which social tensions
between Burmese and Indians were largely muted. The price per
bushel of paddy rose steadily between 1875 and 1908. Burmese
saw themselves as independent cultivators, possessing a relatively
high standard of living. They shunned the low-paying migrant
labor or mill jobs, which brought desperately poor Madrassis or
Bengalis from the subcontinent. Chettiar control of capital was not
seen as oppressive as long as the market for rice was good and
loans could be easily repaid.

Society in colonial Burma assumed a “three hered structure in
which the British and other Westerners occupied the top
managerial, administrative, and professional positions. On the
second tier, Indians and, to a lesser extent, the Chinese operated
retail shops, held skilled and unskilled jobs in the modern sector,
and dominated the lower levels of the engineering and medical
professions. Railroad workers, telegraphers, telephone operators,
and mail carriers were almost all Indian. Furnivall relates how the
latter, ignorant of Burmese script, had to get villagers to read and
point out addresses. Indians held more than 50 percent of all
government jobs in Lower Burma in 1931. Travelers to Ran
and other large cities would have had difficulty ﬂ:g
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them from cities on the subcontinent. Rangoon’s population in
1931 was 50 percent Indian, with lower percentages of Chinese,
Indo-Burmese, Eurasians, and Europeans. Burmese comprised
only 36 percent. English and Indian languages, rather than
Burmese, were spoken in the streets and offices. On the lowest
tier the Burmese were found in the villages—unwilling, or unable
to enter the modern sectors of the economy on even the most
menial level.

This arrangement might have remained relatively stable if it had
not been for a change in economic conditions. The “rice frontier”
was being filled up, marked by declines in the amount of new
delta land being opened up after 1902. Population growth began
to outstrip economic growth, and fluctuations in the price of rice
after 1908 created new and unstable conditions. Burmese
cultivators, dependent on the Chettiars for loans, faced foreclo-
sure with increasing frequency. The Chettiars, though themselves
not agriculturists, acquired from their former debtors land that
they operated as absentee landlords. These farms were often
operated by Indian tenants.

As Burmese farmers fell in status from owner to tenant and
migrant laborer, the colonial government attempted with limited
success to shore up their position by restricting landownership by
absentee landlords, regulating mortgage terms and rents, and
establishing the cooperative bank and local cooperative societies to
provide credit on reasonable terms. By 1915 there were some
1,250 local cooperatives, and 10 years later they had increased in
number to over 4,000. The system was plagued by poor
management, however, and by the end of the 1920s was virtually
bankrupt. Foreclosures continued. Whereas in 1901 only 17 per-
cent of the cropland had been owned by absentee landlords in the
delta region, by 1930 this figure had increased to 30 percent, and
by 1940 it was 67 percent.

In the best years of the private enterprise system, when the
“rice frontier” was being opened up and the moneylenders,
Burmese or Indian, had not become too oppressive, the people
enjoyed greater freedom and mobility and a higher smm of
living than they ever had under their own kings. Yet the system,
as well as the administrative reforms contained in the 1889 Burma
Village Act and the disestablishment of the sangha, eventuslly
undermined village coherence and community. Under the tradi-
tional system, common lands had been maintained for the benefit
of all. These now tended to be taken over by private owners for
their own use. Elaborate methods of cooperation involving the use
and maintenance of irrigation systems or mutual aid during plant-
ing and harvest time broke down. According to Furnivall, village

tural life suffered a decline as villagers neglected to support
festivals, religious ceremonies, and the traditionally pup-
pet and pwe (theatrical) performances. The most symptom

o —




Historical Setting

of social instability, however, was the sharp rise in banditry and
violent crime. British officials admitted that before the establish-
ment of their rule, Burmese villages and districts had been
relatively peaceful. As traditional social restrictions broke down,
however, the Burmese gained a reputation for violent crime—
resorting to their razor-sharp dah (knives) to settle even the most
trivial dispute.

The Emergence of Political Movements
The fall of the Konbaung Dynasty in 1885 and the removal of
national and local elites from positions of power created a political N
vacuum, perhaps best symbolized by the British removal of the ;
king’s throne from the “center of the universe”—the palace at :
Mandalay—to a museum in Calcutta. Nationalism was initially ‘
reactive. There was a great fear that Burma, tied administratively
to India by the British, would be overwhelmed both demographi-
cally and culturally by the subcontinent and its huge population.
" These fears seemed to be confirmed by increased Indian immigra-
tion and the continued reliance of the British on Indian personnel
in government and modern enterprise. The focal point of early j
concerns, however, was Buddhism. It was generally agreed that i
national identity was summed up in the proposition that “to be
Burmese is to be Buddhist.™ The government’s stated policy of i
religious neutrality and the spread of Christian mission schools ’

offering a modern education were seen as direct threats, and a
number of nonpolitical organizations were established in order to
revitalize the faith. These included a reformed Buddhist school set
up at Moulmein in 1897, the Buddhist Missionary Association
founded in Mandalay the same year, and the Ashoka Society,
established in 1902 at Bassein. In 1904 a Student Buddhist
Association was started at Rangoon College; the Baptist Judson
College and Rangoon College were the only institutions of higher
education in Burma at the time. A Young Men’s Buddhist Associa-
tion (YMBA), modeled on the Young Men's Christian Association
and similar to one set up in Ceylon in 1898, was established in
Arakan in 1902 and in Rangoon in 1906. The YMBA maintained
student hostels, emphasized laj' observance of Buddhist precepts,
and sponsored seminars and discussions, which quite
touched on politics. It attracted members of the still small
Burmese professional class—lawyers, journalists, and government
clerks. The YMBA soon had 50 b: in towns throughout the
country. A national organization, the General Council of Buddhist
Associations, was set up and held annual meetings.

The “shoe question,” which had bedeviled relations between
Burmese kings and the British before annexation, resurfaced in a .
new form to spark a national controversy. Contrary to custom, , '
British visitors to temples and pagodas did not remove their
shoes. In 1916 a meeting of YMBA branches in Rangoon called for
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the government legally to sanction a ban on footwear in pagodas
that would apply to Burmese and Europeans alike. This the
government refused to do. The Ledi Sayadaw, a highly respected
monk, wrote a book in the Burmese language, On the Impropni-
ety of Wearing Shoes on Pagoda Platforms, which gained wide-
spread support for the YMBA’s cause. The issue came to a head in
October 1919 when a group of Europeans wearing shoes was
attacked by monks at a pagoda in Mandalay. Although four of the
monks were arrested and punished, including one sentenced to
life imprisonment, the government felt forced to compromise. It
gave the custodians of pagodas the right to exclude persons
wearing shoes from their premises. Exceptions, however, were
made in the case of soldiers and police engaged in the mainte-
nance of public order. This point continued to rankle Buddhists.

Two issues stirred nationalist movements in the period between
1918 and 1923. The first was the proposal to grant a very limited
system of self-government, known as dyarchy, to British India.

Legislative councils, including both elected and appointed

members, would be given governmental responsibilities, though
the most important powers would be retained by the London-
appointed viceroy.. In December 1917 a group of YMBA represen-
tatives had visited E.S. Montagu, the secretary of state for India
who had formulated the plan, expressing the opinion that Burma
should be separated from India. This, and the general impression
that Burma was “the most placid province in India,” led Montagu
to recommend that political reforms such as dyarchy be postponed
there indefinitely. .

Despite continued hesitation about remaining a part of British
India and wide criticism of the limited nature of dyarchy, the
initial Burmese reaction to the recommendation, expressed
through the medium of the YMBA, was to insist that Burma be
i in the reforms. A delegation was sent to London to
secure this end. Yet Indian independence leader Mahatma
Gandhi’s opposition to dyarchy, sparked by the Amritsar Massacre
of April 17, 1919, in which unarmed demonstrators in that Indian
city were killed by British soldiers, aroused considerable sympa-
thy in Burma. The dyarchy system was implemented in Burma in
1923, and the nationalists subsequently organized an antidyarcy
boycott that gained wide popular support. Thus, in the election
for the Burma Legislative Council in 1922, only 7 percent of the
eligible voters participated, though this did. increase to 16 percent
in the 1925 election and 18 percent in the 1928 election.

The General Council of Burmese Associations (GCBA) was
organized in 1919-20 by YMBA members and other nationalists;
it replaced the General Council of Buddhist Associations,
from a wider constituency that included Hindus, Muslims,
Christians. A faction of the new organization, identifying itself
with the aims of Candhi's Indisn National Congress, led the
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boycott of the dyarchy reform and was the most important political
group during the 1920s. It gained a following in the villages
through its local level wunthanu athin (“own race societies”; also
translated as “national interest defender organizations”).

The second nationalist issue involved education. Because there
was a shortage of trained administrative personnel in Burma, the
government decided to establish an independent, degree-granting
Rangoon University; previously Rangoon College and the Baptist
Judson College had prepared students to take degrees from the
University of Calcutta. The new university was organized on the
madel of Oxford or Cambridge-—a residential institution having a
relatively small enrollment, high academic requirements,
curriculum emphasizing the arts and humanities. The ehtlst
nature of the new institution aroused the opposition of college
students who organized a strike on December 4, 1920. They set
up strike headquarters at the Shwedagon Pagoda, working closely
with Buddhist monks and gaining widespread public support.
Their ranks were soon swelled by high school students from the
Rangoon area. They demanded that the university be made more
open and called for the establishment of “national schools™ that
would teach Burmese history, literature, art, and technical
subjects. A number of national schools were established between
1920 and 1922, largely in Buddhist monasteries, but most were
soon disbanded owing to inexperienced management and lack of
resources. Although the student strike, which lasted about a yedr,
did not obtain its major objectives, it brought the students into
the center of the political arena.

“Political” monks were another important force that appeared
around this time. UOttama,themostarhcuhteofthese
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instigating violence and making seditious speeches. This put the
British in the delicate position of having to imprison monks, their
treatment becoming still another passionate issue. U Ottama spent
much of the 1920s and 1930s behind bars, and a second political
monk, U Wisara, became a national martyr in 1929, when he died
in jail during a hunger strike undertaken to force the authorities to
allow him to wear his Buddhist vestments.

Social Unrest and the Appearance of New Political Forces

The worsening economic position of the villagers was reflected
in declining prices for paddy and an increased rate of foreclosure,
particularly with the onset of the world economic depression in
1930. Hard times led to escalating communal tensions as Burmese
cultivators found themselves at the mercy of Chettiar moneylend-
ers and as laborers in the port cities competed with Indian
immigrants for scarce jobs. In May 1930 there was a riot in
Rangoon involving Burmese and Indian dockworkers. Violence
against Indians and Chinese continued throughout the decade. In
July 1938 renegade Buddhist monks led Burmese mobs through
Rangoon in a rampage of violence in which about 200 Indians
were killed. Colonial society, held together in good times by the
incentive of mutual profit, was experiencing great strains.

A second wave of unrest had traditional roots. Since the annexa-
tion of Upper Burma there had been sporadic uprisings in the
rural areas involving a savior-king, or Setkya Min, who promised
to liberate the people from the British. The most widespread of
these movements, however, appeared in 1930. In October of that
year Saya San, a native physician and former member of the
radical wing of the GCBA, proclaimed himself king, setting up a
palace with royal insignia in Tharrawaddy District north of
Rangoon. His agents contacted the wunthanu athin in both Upper
and Lower Burma. By December revolt had broken out. Although
Saya San had been a monk, his movement differed from that of U
Ottama in that it drew on magical and animist bols as well as
on those of Buddhism. The peasant rebels, armed with swords and
spears against superior British forces, were subdued by 1932, Saya
San himself having been captured in the Shan states in August
1931. The revolt posed no real threat to British rule, but some
8,000 soldiers had been needed to suppress it.

hould e : oflndia.’l‘ho:er ook
) continue to remain part against Tuﬁon
argued that a separate Burma would not be able to take advantage
of further tical reforms evolving in India unless it were
accorded self-governing dominion status, which the British were
not prepared to grant. The British Parlisment, however, voted for
and approved a new constitution for Burma in 1935
over the strenuous of many nationalists. Under the new
system a British governor of Burma still retained extensive
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powers; a nine-member cabinet, appointed by the governor in
consultation with an elected House of Representatives, had
broader responsibilities than under the dyarchy arrangement. The
majority party in the legislature would choose a prime minister.
Elections were held in 1936, and when the new constitution was
implemented in 1937, Dr. Ba Maw, leader of the Sinyetha (Poor
Man’s) Party, was chosen prime minister by a coalition of parties.

The Thakin Movement

The Dobama Asiayone (We Burmans Association) had emerged
in 1930-31 during the Saya San Rebellion, in part as an urban
response to that village phenomenon. Its members drew attention
to themselves by calling each other thakin, or master. This was
taboo in polite colonial society, because the word was customarily
used by Burmese as a respectful term of address to the British,
like the term sahib in India. The founders of the society claimed
that the Burmese must develop a “master mentality” and reject
the “slave mentality” that the British had imposed. Their
appropriation of the term thakin was seen as a first step in this

direction, and they were soon known to the general public as

S.

The Thakins gained national prominence through the medium
of Rangoon University. After the student strike of 1920-21 the
institution had become quiescent. Students, obliged to study
subjects in an alien language, English, and preoccupied " with
passing examinations and gaining good positions after graduation,
had little interest in politics. Discontent over the competitive
examination system and the hardships of the depression, which
affected even unmiversity graduates, began to change these
attitudes. In the autumn of 1835 Maung Nu was elected president
of the Rangoon University Student Union (RUSU) and Aung San
the secretary. Both men, who were later to play the central roles
in Burma’s struggle for i dence, were politically conscious
and used the RUSU as a for the discussion of national
issues. Maung Nu, who as a member of the Dobama Asiayone
assumed the name Thakin Nu, got into trouble for publishing an
article in the union’s newspaper calling for the dismissal of a
Burmese member of the faculty for alleged moral improprieties.
Thakin Nu was expelled along with Thakin Aung San, the editor.
Although this was purely a university issue, it provoked a student
strike in February 1936, which quickly focused on a wider political
Shwedsgon Fagods, Do osed down the- casspus
S Pag Demonstrations campus,
forcing the authorities to -postpone examinations. The RUSU

the support of Rangoon-area high school students through
the All-Burma Student Union. Thakin Nu and Thakin Aung San
were readmitted to the university but by this time had committed
themselves to full-time political careers.
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The Thakins succeeded in having two of their members elected
to the legislature in the 1936 election. They attempted to organize
dockworkers and oil field workers, leading a march of striking oil
refinery workers from Syriam to Rangoon in 1938. When, in
connection with this, a student was killed by police during a
demonstration, a second university strike was called. Tensions
escalated still further when, in February 1939, some 17 students
and monks were killed durmg a large protest in Mandalay. In the
eyes of the public, the Thakins were pushing parliamentary politi-
cal leaders, such as Ba Maw and U Saw, and the more ition-
ally oriented nationalists out of the center of the political stage.

The Thakins had no single, consistent political ideology. They
were greatly influenced by socialist thought, particularly welfare
state “Fabian” socialism of the variety introduced to them by
Furnivall. After the first university strike, Thakin Nu established
the Nagani (Red Dragon) Book Club in 1937 in order to publish
and distribute socialist and Marxist literature. Other influences
included Sun Zhongshan (Sun Yat-sen), the Indian National
Congress, European and Japanese fascism, and the Insh Sinn
Fein movement. Overall, their thought was highly syncre

The Thakins were among the first to bring the demand for
complete independence, expressed by the rural followers of Saya
San, into the urban and university context. Politicians like Ba
Maw, though not enamored of the British, had some stake in the
politiml system established by the 1937 constitution. The students,
however, operated largely outside the established political
process. Unlike the po%mcal monks, who entered politics in
order to defend the religion, the Thakins were primarily secular
and noncommunal in their orientation. This was particularly true
of Aung San, who defined independence in terms of Burmese
rather than Burman nationalism (see The Nationalities Issue, this
ch.). The Thakins retained close relations with the Indian National
"‘Congress and attempted to defuse communal tensions after the
anti-Indian riot of 1938.

and socialist thought with Buddhist themes. He wrote that in the
earliest times there had been an “earthly nirvana,” or paradise,
but that men became greedy and atquisitive and were no longer
capable of governing themselves; so they elected a “future
Buddha” to be their sov. 'l‘thnNnuguedduapinlism,
engendering . In
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a meritorious act for the ruler but it also enabled the masses to
turn from material conczrns to the attainment of their own spiri-
tual enlightenment. Even the left wing of the Thakin movement,
led by Thakin Soe and Thakin Than Tun, drew on Buddhist
concepts and Pali terminology to introduce Marxist ideas to the
Burmese. Although there were direct links with the ideas of U
Ottama and the “political” monks, socialist concepts and a
commitment to independence gave them the basis for a more
positive program.

In February 1939 Ba Maw was replaced as prime minister by
Tharrawaddy U Pu. In September of that year, as war broke out in
Europe, Ba Maw’s Sinyetha Party joined forces with the Burma
Revolutionary Party, a Thakin group formed by Kodaw Hmaing
and Aung San, to form the Freedom Bloc, a coalition committed
to full independence. In September 1940 U Pu’s government was
replaced by one formed by U Saw, head of the Myochit (Patriot)
Party. Described by historian Frank Trager as a “strange, self-
educated, uncouth leader, who had won a following among the
peasant masses,” U Saw attempted to suppress Freedom Bloc
activity and persuade the British to grant Burma full self-
governing or dominion status. :

War and the Struggle for Independence

The Allied proclamation of the Atlantic Charter in August 1941,
which guaranteed “the right of all peoples to choose the form .of
government under which they live,” raised the hopes of
nationalists; they were disappointed the following month,
however, when Prime Minister Winston Churchill stated in
Parliament that this did not apply to Burma, which had its own
program of political evolution. U Saw went to London to argue for
dominion status, but on the way back to Rangoon he was arrested
for attempting to make contact with the Japanese and was exiled
to Uganda until the end of World War 1I.

The Japanese military became interested in Burma not only
because of its strategic resources, particularly oil, but also because
the Burma Road provided a route through which the Allies could
supply the Chiang Kai-shek government in Chongging. Its sever-
ance would a successful conclusion of the war with China.
In 1939 Japanese agents contacted Ba Maw who, the following
year, discussed the possibility of getting Japanese support for
independence with his Freedom Block ally, Aung San. In August
1940 Thakin Aung San and a fellow Thakin were smuggled out of
Burma on a ship bound for Amoy. Subsequently, they went to
Tokyo to lay the groundwork for armed struggle against the British
in concert with Japanese advances into Southeast Asia.

An intelligence organization, the Minami Kikan, was estab-
lished by the Japanese military under an army colonel, Suzuki
Keiji, to coordinate operations in Burma. Aung San returned to
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Burma, contacted the Thakins, and arranged to smuggle 28 men
out of Burma. These men, together with Thakin Aung San and his
original companion, comprised the Thirty Comrades, who
received military training from the Japanese on Hainan Island off
the south coast of China. They formed the core of the Burma
Independence Army (BIA), which was established in Bangkok in
late December 1941. Commanded by Colonel Suzuki, the BIA
consisted of the Thirty Comrades, some 200 Burmese resident in
Thailand, and Japanese members of the Minami Kikan. Under-
ground movements were organized within Burma. When Japanese
forces began the invasion of the Tenasserium area along the
Andaman Sea and other parts of Lower Burma in January 1942,
the BIA aided their advance and occasionally engaged retreating
British forced in combat. One of the Thirty Comrades, Thakin Shu
Maung, " infiltrated Rangoon in early February and organized
sabotage activities. He would become better known by his nom de
guerre, Ne Win, “Brilliant like the Sun.” Rangoon fell in March
1942, British troops evacuated Mandalay, and the Burma Road
was cut off in May.

A number of historians have suggested that had the Churchill
government been more flexible on the issues of self-government,
Burmese nationalists might have fought on the Allied side. Ba
Maw relates in his memoirs, Breakthrough in Burma, his bitter-
ness in perceiving that the principles of the Atlantic Charter
applied to “white” nations like Poland but not to nonwhite colonial
peoples. Japanese propaganda appeals for a common Asian strug-
gle against “white imperialism” struck a responsive chord in many
Burmese, despite the harsh realities of Japanese policies in China.
The issue for the Thakins and other nationalists, however, was not
a choice between Britain and Japan but which course of action

~ would lead most quickly and surely to full independence.

When most of Burma was in Japanese hands, Ba Maw was
made prime minister in August 1942 and Aung San commander of
the 4,000-man Burma Defense Army, which succeeded the BIA.
In January 1943 Japanese Prime Minister T6j6 Hideki announced
that independence would be granted by the end of the year. In
August Ba Maw was proclaimed head of state in a ceremony at
Rangoon that recalled the traditions of Burmese kingship. General
Aung San was designated minister of defense and commander of
the new Burma National Army (BNA), and Thakin Nu, minister of
foreign affairs.

Ba Maw's government had very little actual r. Nominally
independent, Burma was seen by Tokyo as an economic
and strategic component of its all-out war effort. Aung San had
beenmodeﬁxllyawamofd\iswhenhevisi Tokyo in March
1943; Colonel Suzuki, who apparently had a sincere commitment
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to Burmese independence, told him he had been disgraced for
being too friendly to the Burmese. Japanese military authorities
treated the Burmese people harshly, putting thousands in forced
labor battalions. The Kempeitai, or military police, was univer-
sally dreaded. Although only a puppet leader, Ba Maw haughtily
refused to cooperate fully with Japanese officers, and his assassina-
tion by the latter was apparently contemplated. He disliked the
Thakins, especially Aung San, but did not betray them when they
began to plan resistance against the Japanese.

Karen officers in the BNA who had connections with British
officers still in Burma served as intermediaries between the
Thakins and the British Special Operations Executive Force 136 in
late 1943. Thakin Than Tun, who became a communist during the
war, already had established contact with the Allies and the “inner
circle” of Thakins in Ba Maw’s government, which included Aung
San. Resistance plans firmed up as secret meetings were held in
August and September 1944 between BNA officers, socialists and
communists, and Thakin Nu. The Anti-Fascist Organization, later
to become the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL),
was set up. Aung San played the central role of coordinating
diverse groups, such as the Karen National Organization, the
Japanese-sponsored East Asia Youth League, former associates
from Dobama Asiayone days, and the leftists.

Lord Louis Mountbatten, head of the South-East Asia
Command, agreed to cooperate with Aung San. The 1944 Japan-
ese offensive into India through Manipur had failed, and by the
end of January 1945 Allied troops had reopened the Burma Road
and captured Myitkyina. On March 27 Aung San, receiving a
signal from Mountbatten, led a revolt of the BNA, which began
attacking Japanese units. [Rangoon was in early May,
though fighting continued in various parts of the country up to and
even after the Japanese surrender on August 15, 1945,

Steps Toward |

Because the cooperation of the BNA was needed for the recov-
ery of Burma from the Japanese, Mountbatten was inclined to
forgive and forget the events of 1942. At the end of May 1945 the
BNA was officially recognized as a component of Allied forces and
renamed the Patriotic Burmese Forces (PBF). At victory celebra-
tions held in Rangoon in June, the remtmceﬂag"oftheAnti—
Fascist Organization—a te star on a red field—few
the Union Jack. Mountbatten and British commanders in the field
had come to respect General Aung San’s commitment to indepen-
dence and regarded him as the principle representative of
Burmese national aspirations.

In London and in India, where the British t of
Burma had been in exile during the war, atti were quite
different. Aung San was still regarded as a turncoat who would
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Below pagoda-studded Mandalay Hill, King
Mindon erected his fabled nineteenth-century
royal palace, fulfilling the long-held

prophecy that on this site one day would rise a
great center of Buddhist . To

the left of the moat is a section of the palace wall.
Caurtesy Caroline M. Hufford

have no role to play in future developments. There were also
divergent perceptions of what Burma’s postwar political status
should be. On May 17, 1945, the Churchill government issued a
white paper enunciating a very conservative program: the 1937
constitution, with its elective prime minister, would be
suspended; the governor, appointecf by London, would retain all
authority. Although what the British called “Burma Proper,”
where the population was predominantly Burman, would be given
“full self-government within the Commonwealth” after 1948, the
Shan states and the other border regions inhabited by non-
Burman minorities would remain under British rule indefinitely.
The white paper envisioned several years of economic reconstruc-
tion for war-ravaged Burma, and the prewar colonial firms were to
play an important role in this. The white paper revealed little
appreciation of the Burmese point of view. It granted less than the
Japanese had, even though Ba Maw had been only a
leader; perhaps the most un proposal was the

Chettiar moneylenders be to retain their titles to land.
During the Japanese conquest many thousands of Indians had left
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with retreating British forces, including most Chettiars. The
Japanese gained much peasant support by allowing the farmers to
reoccupy their foreclosed lands.

Aung San initiated a campaign against the white paper at
a mass meeting in Rangoon on August 19, 1945, demanding
that independence be granted immediately. The AFPFL, a
united front, was established to replace the Anti-Fascist Organi-
zation. The AFPFL’s broad base of support, including the social-
ist and communist parties, and its control over a large armed
force assured it a dominant position. General Aung San had
resisted the demobilization of the PBF. Some 4,700 men were
absorbed into the regular armed forces by December 1945,
but another 3,500 refused to hand in their arms and comprised
the new People’s Volunteer Organization (PVO), which became
in effect the private army of the AFPFL. The PVO established
contingents all over the country, increasing to as many as
14,000 men.

The British governor who had headed the prewar colonial
government, Reginald Dorman-Smith, sought to offset the influ-
ence of the AFPFL by supporting U Saw, who had returned from
exile in East Africa; the governor also excluded members of the
AFPFL from his executive council, which functioned as a cabinet,
though he included U Saw and the conservative Sir Paw Tun.
Conditions became chaotic as components of the AFPFL, led by
the communist Thakin Than Tun, organized mass demonstrations
and guerrilla operations in order to pull down the Dorman-Smith
government. A general strike broke out in September 1946 involv-
ing government workers, police, laborers, and university and high
school students. Because the country was dangerously close to
rebellion and there were few troops at his disposal, Dorman-
Smith’s successor as governor, Hubert Rance, was obliged to
come to terms with Aung San. A new executive council was
formed; Aung San served as deputy chairman, and six of its 11
members were adherents of the AFPFL. The general strike came
to an end on October 2, 1946.

In July 1946 Thakin Soe, leader of the Burmese Communist
Party (BCP), broke with the AFPFL and with other communists
formed an underground movement known as the Red Flag faction
of the BCP. Hard on the heels of Rance’s decision to include Aung
San in the government, the communists remaining in the AFPFL
under the leadership of Thakin Than Tun labeled Aung San a
collaborationist. Aung San in turn expelled Than Tun and the
latter’'s communist White Flag faction from the AFPFL. The
White Flag faction thereafter adopted a policy whereby it opposed
the government by all means short of armed struggle. Immedi-
ately after independence, however, the White Flag communists
also took up armed struggle against the government; its large
contingent of armed men and oountrywkgv organization dated
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from the Japanese occupation, and the group proved a formidable
foe of the independent Burmese government.

The British government in London, under Labor Prime Minis-
ter Clement Attlee since July 1945, was apparently encouraged by
Aung San’s break with the communists, believing that it could
negotiate with him. In December 1946 the prime minister invited
him and other political leaders to come to London. On January 27,
1947, Attlee and Aung San signed an agreement calling for full
independence within a year, elections for a constituent assembly
within four months, continued British aid, British sponsorship of
Burma to membership in international organizations and, most
significantly, the promise that the border areas would be included
within the boundaries of the new nation.

The Nationalities Issue

During the Konbaung period, the Shans, Chins, Kachins,
Kayahs, and other peoples had been linked to the royal court in a
tributary relationship that did nothing to limit the local authority
of their rulers. The British policy, developed first in India, was to
interfere as little as possible in the internal affairs of the minority
groups and to separate their administration from that of Burma
Proper. Thus when the dyarchy system was introduced in 1923,
the Burma Frontier Service was created with its own corps of civil
servants. In the 1937 constitution “Ministerial Burma” (Burma
Proper, which was included in expanded self-government) and the
peripheral border areas were further segregated. The border areas
themselves were divided into “Part I” areas, also known as
Excluded Areas, which were under the direct control of the
governor, and “Part II” areas, which were under the jurisdiction
of the legislature. The governor could veto any bills passed in
reference to these areas. Some Part I areas could elect representa-
tives to the legislature. The rationale behind the separation of
Burma Proper and the border areas was that the border peoples
needed a period of political tutelage; the effect of the policy,
however, was to exacerbate divisions in the country that would
persist long after independence.

The situation of the Karens was somewhat different from that of
the other minorities. They were tribal peoples who had migrated
from southern China around the sixth or seventh century A.D.
Karen nationality was in part developed through Christian mis-
sionary activity, for proselytization encouraged a feeling of com-
mon ethnic identity contrasting with that of Buddhist Burmans or
Mons. Memories of harsh treatment under the Burmese kings led
Karen leaders to form the National Karen Association in 1881,
which promoted Karen unity and supported the establishment of
British colonial rule. The Karen role in the British armed forces in
Burma also prompted them to identify their interests with those of
the British. Karens were treated harshly by the BIA during the
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Japanese takeover; a large number of them were executed as
British sympathizers. After World War II a number of Karen
leaders agitated for the establishment of a Karen state within the
Commonwealth of Nations but separate from Burma.

During and after the war Aung San had been diligent in forging
links with minority leaders, including those of the Karens. The
AFPFL included minority groups, but most remained uncon-
vinced of the advantages of becoming part of an independent
Burma rather than retaining a British-sponsored separate identity.
In January 1946 Aung San went to Myitkyina to gain the support
of Kachin chiefs. In March the first Panglong Conference was
held, attended by 34 Shan sawbwas and representatives of the
Karens, Kachins, and Chins. Thakin Nu represented the AFPFL,
but his statements that it was the British who had fostered ethnic
divisions through their separation of Burma Proper and the border
areas met with general suspicion. Because the British at the time
seemed determined to implement the white paper provision
concerning separate minority areas, the AFPFL reasserted its
claim that the Burmans and minority peoples should together
form a single state. Aung San enunciated his own liberal concept
of nationhood, which contrasted with the older, Burman-centered
notions of other nationalists. The basis of nationalism, he argued,
was not race or culture but a feeling of “oneness” that develops as
different peoples share hardship and prosperity in common. A
nation is a “conglomeration of races and religions [that] should
develop a nationalism that is common with the welfare of one and
all, irrespective of race, religion, or class or sex.”

The British favored integration of the border areas with Burma
Proper following the January 27, 1947, agreement, and a second
conference was held at Panglong between February 7 and 12,
1947. It was agreed that Kachin State would be established in the
north of the country, that the autonomy of the Shan sawbwas
would be recognized within the separate Shan State, and that the
Chins would also join independent Burma if promised material
assistance. The Panglong agreement settled, for the time at least,
the question of the border areas. The question of the Karens,
however, remained unresolved, because the AFPFL rejected the
proposal of the Karen National Union that a separate Karen state
be established in the Thaton coastal region, where Karens were a
minority. The union retaliated by boycotting the Constituent
Assembly elections scheduled for April. The question of whether
the Kayah would join independent Burma was still left open.

In April elections were held for the Constituent Assembly.
There were a total of 255 seats, Burma Proper being allotted 210,
of which 24 were reserved for the Karens and four for Anglo-
Burmans, and the border areas were allotted 45. The AFPFL won
an overwhelming victory, returning some 248 representatives,
most of whom were socialists or members of the PVO. The
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assembly met on June 9, and Thakin Nu was selected as its
president.

Aung San’s Assassination ’

On the morning of July 19, 1947, gunmen entered the Secretar-
iat building in central Rangoon and murdered Aung San and seven
of his ministers. U Saw, left out of the political process after the
January 1947 Attlee-Aung San agreement, had plotted the
assassination, apparently nurturing the desperate hope that with
Aung San out of the way, the British governor would turn to him
to lead the country. He may also have been plotting a takeover by
force. The crime was poorly planned, however; the gunmen were
traced to his house by police, and he and his accomplices were
immediately arrested.

The violent death of Aung San, at age 32 the architect of
Burma’s independence, stunned the nation. All that had been
carefully constructed now seemed on the verge of collapse. Gover-
nor Rance, however, showed no inclination to use the assassina-
tion as a pretext to delay the independence process; he
immediately appointed Thakin Nu, president of the Constituent
Assembly and vice president of the AFPFL, prime minister. At a
special tribunal held in October-December 1947, U Saw and his
accomplices were convicted; they were executed in May 1948.

On September 24, 1947, the Constituent Assembly approved
the constitution of the independent Union of Burma. It provided
for a parliamentary system of government and a bicameral
legislature. The upper house, the Chamber of Nationalities, had
strong minority representation (72 out of 125 members were
non-Burman); the lower house, the Chamber of Deputies, was
elected from geographical constituencies defined by population. It
nominated the prime minister, who was responsible to it. The
g;-esident of the Union of Burma had only formal powers as head

state.

In accordance with the Panglong Agreement, Shan State and
Kachin State were created. When a Karenni delegation was seated
in the Constituent assembly in September, Karenni State was also
established. (It would become Kayah State in 1948.) The auton-
omy of local Karenni and Shan rulers was guaranteed, though
their regions would be under the supervision of union residents;
Shan and Karenni states were given the right to secede from the
union after a period of 10 years. The Chins of the western frontier
were not granted a state, but Chin Special Division was
established. Although a Karen state was not set up, a referendum
on this issue was promised and the Karen Aflairs Council created
“to aid and advise the Union Government on matters relating to
the Karens.”

Although a critical Ba Maw said that the constitution created
not one but “many nations, kept balanced and apart,” one of its
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authors pointed out that the constitution, “though in theory
federal, is in practice unitary.” State legislatures were not sepa-
rately elected but were composed of members of the union
legislature from their respective states. Governors of the states
were chosen by the union prime minister in consultation with the
state legislatures and served as ministers in the union cabinet. The
Supreme Court had jurisdiction over disputes between the union
and state governments and between the states. The states could,
however, pass laws as long as they did not conflict with union law.
Burma Proper was ruled directly by the union government.

The 1947 constitution expressed a commitment to social justice
and the establishment of a welfare state. The rights of people to
employment, education, support in old age, and health were
asserted. Although the right of private property was recognized,
large absentee landholdings, such as had been maintained by the
Chettiars before 1942, were prohibited. The state had the right, as
the ultimate owner of the land, to redistribute land. The state was
secular, and freedom of religion was guaranteed. Other fundamen-
tal civil rights included freedom of speech and assembly and
equality before the law. Equality of the sexes was guaranteed.

On October 17, 1947, prime ministers U Nu and Clement
Attlee signed a treaty formally recognizing the independence of
the Union of Burma. The British agreed to cancel a £15 million
debt and provide a military mission. The Burmese government
claimed the right to expropriate British properties, though with
adequate compensation for the firms involved. On December 10,
1947, the British Parliament over the strenuous opposition of
Churchill's Conservative Party passed the Burma Independence
Act. January 4, 1948, was set as the date for the transfer of power.
That independence was achieved with a minimum of violence was
a tribute to the moderation of AFPFL and British leaders. This
contrasted sharply with the stubborn policies of the Dutch in
Indonesia and the French in Indochina, where their futile
atteml;l)lts to block independence resulted in much bloodshed and
hardship.

Parliamentary Government, 1948-62

Regarding the first two years of mdependenoe, Thakin Nu
(known as U Nu after 1951) quotes, in his autobiography, the
British proverb that “trouble never comes singly.” The Red Flag
communist faction under Thakin Soe was already undergmund,
operating in the mountainous Arakan Yoma region; the
Mujahadin— Muslim rebels—attempting to set up an indepen-
dent Islamic state, were in northern Arakan near the border with
East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). As the October 17 agreement
between Bﬁtam and Burma was signed, the White Flag commu-
nist faction, by'lhaldn'lhanTundeN Ghoshal, accused

UNuo{settlingior“shmindependenee The communists
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organized strikes and demonstrations. In March 1948 a reconcilia-
tion of the government with the communists was attempted; when
the attempt failed, Thakin Than Tun left Rangoon for Pyinmana
and raised the standard of revolt. The White Flag insarrection
spread through central Burma in the Sittang-Pegu Yoma region; at
its height it involved as many as 25,000 rebels (see fig. 4).

In July 1948 the procommunist White Band faction of the PVO
rebelled against the government, threatening the capital. The
First Burma Rifles and part of the Third Burma Rifles also joined
in the revolt, leaving the government dependent upon its Kachin
and Chin troops, the loyalist Yellow Band PVO, and the Fourth
Burma Rifles, commanded by General Ne Win.

A number of Karen leaders, embittered by what they perceived
as British desertion of their people and uncertain of the future
under Burmese rule, took advantage of the chaotic state of affairs
to initiate their own armed resistance. In 1947 the Karen National
Union had demanded that a Karen state be established with the
right of secession and that its territory include large portions of
Tenasserim, Pegu, and Irrawaddy divisions. An armed group, the
Karen National Defense Organization (KNDQ), was established.
The government’s failure to resolve the question of a Karen state
and increasing communal violence between Burmans and Karens
pushed the KNDO into insurrection in January 1949, and KNDO
forces soon captured Insein, Bassein, Prome, and Toungoo. At the
same time, Naw Seng, a Kachin commander involved in suppress-
ing the communists in central Burma, joined forces with the
Karens, capturing Mandalay on March 13, 1949,

The darkest days for the government occurred during February-
—April 1949, when insurrectionists controlled most of the
countryside, and even parts of Rangoon were at times in rebel
hands. Yet as the year wore on, the tide began to turn in favor of
the government, in part the result of U Nu’s determination.
Mandalay was recovered from Naw Seng’s forces on April 24. By
autumn he had fled to China, to resurface in 1967 as leader of a
reconstituted Burmese communist party. General Ne Win, com-
mander in chief, organized thousands of “peace guerrillas”
—civilian auxiliaries—to supplement the armed forces. The
communists, Karens, and rebel PVO and army units were never
able to coordinate their plans or objectives. By 1950 the KNDO
was driven back into the trans-Salween area and parts of
Tenasserim. The following year a constitutional amendment was
passed creating the Karen state of Kawthule. Areas under commu-
nist control were significantly reduced, although the Red Flag
faction maintained its base in the Arakan Yoma and the White

faction its base in the Pegu Yoma. The White Band PVO
broke with the communists, and in July 1950 the entire PVO was
disbanded. A government minister, speaking in 1951, however,
admitted that than half of the country was under effective
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government control; in many areas its authority was limited to the
daylight hours.

A new threat appeared in 1949 when the Chinese civil war
spilled over onto Burmese territory. After Yunnan Province in
southern China was taken over by the communist People’s Libera-
tion Army, Nationalist (Kuomintang) forces crossed the border
into Burma and began using the border area as a base from which
to attack the communist forces. Before long these troops in
Burma, labeled the Chinese Irregular Forces (CIF), had
entrenched themselves in Shan State, numbering as many as
12,000 in 1953, including Shan levies. They turned their attention
from battling the communists to building up a profitable opium
export business, extending their control over most of the Eastern
portion of Shan State. Here, a system of warlordism flourished,
which gradually extended into western Laos and northern
Thailand, creating what would be known as the “Golden
Triangle,” a major world center for opium cultivation and export
(see The Black Market and the Opium Trade, ch. 5). By 1953
some five-sixths of the Burma Army was tied down in fighting CIF
groups; Chinese irregulars in southern Shan State even con-
structed a loose alliance with the KNDO. Although numerous
offensives were launched against them during the 1950s, the CIF
were never dislodged from their Shan State stronghold (see fig. 5).

AFPFL Politics and Issues

Between 1948 and 1958 Burma was a dominant-party state in
which freedom of speech, press, and assembly, the principle of
judicial independence, and the legal framework of parliamentary
democracy were largely respected. Politics was dominated by the
AFPFL, its popular support guaranteed through its historical role
as the party of Aung San and the struggle for independence. It
remained a coalition of diverse individuals and groups. Its
members, who numbered 1.3 million at the third league congress
in January 1958, included persons who belonged directly to the
AFPFL, 488,000 at that time; the remainder were affiliated
members, part of the league through their belonging to an
AFPFL-affiliated group. These included a broad array of ethnic
and vocational associations: the Burma Muslim Congress, the
Karen National Congress, the Union Karen League, the Chin
Congress, the United Hill People’s Congress, the All-Burma
Teachers’ Organization, the All-Burma Women's Freedom
League, the Youth League, the All-Burma Fire Brigade, and the
All-Burma Federation of Trade . The Socialist Party
and its affiliated organizations, the Trade Union Congress—
Burma, and the All-Burma Peasants’ Organization, were
the most important component of the AFPFL, although the more
Marxist-oriented socialists ‘broke with it to form the Burma
Workers’ and Peasants’ Party (BWPP; also known as the Red
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Socialists). Socialist leaders U Ba Swe and Kyaw Nyein served in
U Nu'’s cabinet, and the latter was the AFPFL secretary general.

The first national election for the Chamber of Deputies had to
be postponed four times, owing to the insurgency. It was finally
held in 1951-52 over a seven-month period as troops were
moved around the country to guard the ballot boxes. The AFPFL
won handily, gaining 200 of the 239 seats (counting candidates
from affiliated groups); non-AFPFL opposition candidates came
from the Marxist BWPP and the supporters of old politicians, such
as Sir Paw Tun and Ba Maw.

Economic Policy

Land reform, nationalization, and socialist industrial plan-
ning formed the keystones of government economic policy. U Nu
and other AFPFL leaders were committed to the goal of building
a socialist welfare state. Nationalism, however, also provided a
significant impetus. Nationalization was aimed at both Westem-
owned firms and enterprises owned by nonindigenous, particu-
larly Indian, residents.

In line with the 1947 constitution’s provisions naming the state
as the ultimate owner of the land and prohibiting large, absentee
estates, the Land Nationalization Act of October 1948 transferred
absentee landholdings to the government, aiming to redistribute
the land in parcels of up to 20 hectares to individual cultivators.
The Ministry of Land Nationalization was created in 1952.
Progress, however, was slow. By 1959 some 1.3 million hectares
were acquired but only 587,000 hectares distributed to some
190,000 farmers. Forty-four percent of all farmers were still
tenants in fiscal year (FY-—see Glossary) 1961.

Nationalization proceeded in the industrial, transportation, and
distributive sectors of the economy. In 1948 the Bombay-Burma
Trading Corporation, the casus belli of 1885, lost its teak conces-
sions and sawmills. The prewar oil companies were not national-
ized but in 1954 were obliged to come into a joint venture with
the government, which would hold a one-third interest. After
1955 there was some slowdown in nationalization, owing to the
need to attract foreign investment into the country.

At the 1952 Pyidawtha (Welfare State) Conference in Rangoon,
U Nu announced an ambitious eight-year program of develop-
ment, drawn up with the assistance of United States and United
Nations advisers. A target gross domestic product of K7 billion (for
value of the kyat—see Glossary), the equivalent of US$1.5 billion,
was set for 1959; K1 billion was to be invested in industry,
mining, electrification, transportation, communications, and
iniitj!onduﬂngthelﬁﬁz-SSpeﬁod.mscouldbemom-
plished, it was asserted, if the insurrections were quelled by 1954.
The Pyidawtha program was to be financed through exports,
principally rice. As long as international markets were good, it was
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even suggested that Pyidawtha might be funded without resort to
foreign loans, and the public sector Agricultural Marketing Board
took over rice export. The end of the Korean War in 1953,
however, brought a collapse in international rice prices. Burmese
rice, often of poor quality, remained rotting on the docks or in
storage. In 1955 the eight-year Pyidawtha development plan was
scrapped, and the more modest Five-Year Plan was proposed the
following year. The government found itself increasingly depen-
dent on foreign assistance, such as Japanese war reparations (the
equivalent of some US$250 million), PL-480 grants (see Glossary)
from the United States, and long-term loans from the World Bank
(see Glossary), the United States, and other sources. The Soviet
Union and other communist countries gave gifts and loans and

agreed to buy Burmese surplus rice, despite its poor condition.
By 1960 many sectors of the economy had not returned to
prewar levels. Rice production was only 93 percent of pre-World
War H levels and exports only 64 percent. Petroleum and teak
exports were even more severely depressed at 52 percent and 39
percent of prewar exports, respectively. Although agricultural
exports other than rice were up 125 percent, Burma’s position in
the international economic system had deteriorated, even if the
government could claim that the profits from exports were more
‘ equitably distributed. In the Four-Year Plan initiated in FY 1962,
just before the military coup, many of the socialist orientations of
earlier plans were dropped, emphasizing instead the development
) of the economy through encouragement of the private sector. This
' aroused the opposition of military officers committed to socialism,
however, with serious consequences (see Military Rule under

General Ne Win, this ch.).

Religion and National Unity 4
U Nu’s personal commitment to Buddhism was a decisive :
influence in his career as prime minister. The connection of i
Buddhism to welfare state socialism, which had been developed :

by earlier Burmese thinkers, formed the basis for his rejection of

Marxist socialism. In his words the doctrine of Karl Marx was “less

- ) than one-tenth of a particle of dust that lies at the feet of our great

Lord Buddha.” The identification of Buddhism and other religions

with national development was stressed in a 1954 report on the
Pyidawtha program: “The new Burma sees no conflict between :
the religious values and economic progress. Spiritual health and f

material well-being are not enemies; they are natural allies.”

Like the pacific King Mindon, U Nu took seriously Buddhist
prohibitions against doing harm. He was often accused of indeci-
siveness and an unwillingness to deal firmly, or ruthlessly, with
; his nents. Buddhism formed an important element in his
; neu t foreign policy, which evolved after 1949. U Nu also
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his rule and foster national unity. As a Buddhist ruler, perhaps
even a “Buddba-in-the-making” he participated in meritorious
public acts, such as giving offerings to the sangha, building or
restoring pagodas, venerating relics (including those brought from
abroad), liberating animals, and cleansing and adorning Buddha
images. He sponsored religious ceremonies, including those dedi-
cated to the nats, Burma’s national spirits, and took time off from
his duties as prime minister to metfjtate at monasteries or holy
places like Mount Popa.

U Nu took seriously the ruler’s traditional role as promoter and
defender of the faith. In 1954-56 he held the Sixth World
Buddhist Council, conmemorating the 2,500th anniversary of the
Buddha's attainment of nirvana. Like King Mindon, sponsor of the
fifth council, he called together thousands of monks and lay
scholars to study and revise the Tripitaka: Mindon’s revisions were
compared with texts brought from Ceylon, Cambodia, Thailand,
and the West. Government and AFPFL funds and labor were
used to build the Kaba Aye (World Peace) Pagoda and the Maha
Pasaga guha (Great Sacred Cave) in Rangoon, where the council
was held.

Although U Nu drew on Buddhism both as a personal faith and
as a basis for national unity, in contrast to Aung San’s more
secularist approach, he was careful to respect the rights of minor-
ity religions. In 1953 he refused to impose a ban that many
Buddhists urged on the slaughtering of cattle by Muslims during a
religious festival; this, he thought, was oppression of a minority by
the majority, regardless of his personal feelings about the killing of
animals. His suggestion that Christian and Islamic religious
instruction be given along with Buddhism in state schools aroused
the animosities of politically active monks in 1954. U Nu’s reaction
was to ban all religious instruction in government schools, a move
that precipitated demonstrations by the sangha and laity through-
out the country. He was forced to capitulate -and allow only
Buddhist instruction; one cobserver suggested that he was in a
sense the victim of the very sentiments that, as a patron of
Buddhism, he had fostered.

The most heated issue, however, was a proposed constitutional
amendment making Buddhism the state religion. U Nu had
committed himself to this as early as 1954 and strove to convince
Christian, Muslim, and animist leaders that this would not lead to
the oppression of their communities. There were violent
confrontations, however, particularly between Buddhists and
Muslims. On August 17, 1961, U Nu proposed the amendment in
parliament, and it was passed and promulgated by August 26.
Another amendment, however, was passed soon after; sponsored
by U Nu, it guaranteed the minority religious communities the
right to teach and propagate their faiths, a measure that provoked
a violent reaction on the part of the political monks.
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Neutralist Foreign Policy

Aung San had proposed in 1946 that Burma form part of a
“United States of Indochina,” including the other nations of
mainland and insular Southeast Asia, for the purpose of mutual aid
and security. Burma, he argued, could not stand alone in a
dangerous international environment. U Nu's perception of the
world was similar. Burma, he said on several occasions, was
“hemmed in like a tender gourd among the cactuses.” Unlike
Aung San, he developed a policy of neutrality through which
Burma would be, as far as was possible, on good terms with all
countries and would avoid entangling alliances. U Nu distanced
himself from Cold War confrontations, saying “we cannot allow
ourselves to be absorbed into any power bloc.” He attempted to
serve as an intermediary between East and West, particularly the
United States and China, with limited success. Intensely inter-
ested in foreign policy, he was, as a friend observed, “his own
foreign minister” and became a prominent world figure in the
1950s.

As the communists attempted to seize power in the first two
years of independence, U Nu’s government—already tied to Brit-
ain through the October 17, 1947, treaty—was drawn closer to the
West, from which it sought aid to combat insurrection. At this
time the policy of neutrality was apparently not fully formulated.
Strong and reliable allies were sought, but neither the Common-
wealth nations nor the United States seemed interested in estab-
lishing mutual security arrangements, in part because U Nu's
position seemed so precarious. In October 1949, the People’s
Republic of China was proclaimed. Burma was the first noncom-
munist nation to recognize the new Beijing government, on
December 16, 1949, hoping in part to stem the perceived threat
of Chinese aid to communists within Burma. The neutralist turn
in Burmese foreign policy dates from this time.

Peaceful relations with China, historically Burma’s greatest
threat before the nineteenth century, was U Nu’s greatest diplo-
matic triumph. The CIF question was a cause of great tensions,
for the Chinese Nationalist irregulars continued to use bases
within Burma to attack Yunnan across ill-defined borders. When it
was discovered that United States money and arms were being
piped to the CIF, U Nu canceled United States aid programs in
protest in 1953 and took the issue.to the United Nations. An airlift
of some 6,000 CIF to Taiwan was carried out in May 1954,

A large number of irregulars remained behind, however, and
continued to cause problems. In 1954 U Nu and Zhou Enlai,
China’s premier, met in Rangoon and agreed to mutual obser-
vance of the “five principles of peaceful coexistence.” Yet the lack
of a border agreement continued to be a vexing issue. The
Chinese claimed large areas in Kachin and Shan states, and in
1956 Chinese troops entered these regions. In October 1956 U Nu
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went to Beijing to negotiate with Zhou. Chinese troops were
withdrawn, and a temporary settlement of the border was reached
by November. Final agreement on the Burma-China border,
along with a treaty of friendship and nonaggression, was ratified
on January 28, 1960. Although other issues, such as the domicile
of Burmese communists in China, the entry of illegal Chinese
immigrants into the country, and the status of overseas Chinese
living in Burma, arose between China and Burma, they did not
disrupt what were essentially friendly relations.

U Nu supported China’s claim to Taiwan, urging the United
States to pull its naval force out of the Taiwan Strait in order that
the island be “peacefully liberated.” He opposed the formation of
the United States-sponsored Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
(SEATO), claiming that it would increase the chance of war in the
region. Yet Burma had supported the United Nations resolution
against the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea)
and its incursion into the Republic of Korea (South Korea) in 1950.
Relations with the United States were not unfriendly, despite the
CIF issue; in 1955, while visiting Washington, U Nu suggested
that the United States and China begin talks, offering to serve as
intermediary. He also became one of the founders and leaders of
the nascent Nonaligned Movement and helped organize the first
Afro-Asian Conference at Bandung, Indonesia, in April 1955.

1956 General Elections

The BWPP and the Justice Party allied to form the National
United Front to oppose the AFPFL in the elections of 1956.
Although the front won only 48 seats in the Chamber of Deputies
(55 if its support in the states is counted) as against 173 seats for
the AFPFL (including its support in the states), it received nearly
37 percent of the popular vote, with the AFPFL garnering 56
percent. Soon after the election U Nu stepped down from the
prime ministership in order to devote his attention to revitalizing
and reunifying the AFPFL. He had often threatened to retire
permanently from politics, and three of his ministers, U Ba Swe,
U Kyaw Nyein, and Thakin Tin, each took the opportunity offered
by U Nu’s temporary retirement to mobilize personal support for
himself as eventual heir to U Nu’s primacy.

When U Nu resumed the prime ministership in February 1957,
the AFPFL was less unified than ever before. At the AFPFL
national congress in January 1958, U Nu asserted that the league
could no longer be simply a coalition or a united front but must be
a unified poli::;c:lmgany with its own ideology, which he sought to
formulate as socialist but non-Marxist. This was perceived by the
socialists in the league as an attack on their independent and
dominant position. A split in the AFPFL occurred in March. The
“Clean” AFPFL was headed by U Nu and Thakin Tin, and the
Socialist Party leaders, U Ba Swe and U Kyaw Nyein, led the
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“Stable” AFPFL. The Stable AFPFL was the larger faction, owing
to its socialist support; and when it moved into the opposition, U
Nu had to win votes of parliamentary members from the National
Uéliited Front and from minority communities in order to stay in
office.

In addition to the competition between AFPFL factions for
power within parliament, the growth of politico-military organiza-
tions that supported rival leaders and parties encouraged
factionalism. For example, the Stable AFPFL had the backing of
the Auxiliary Union Military Police, whereas Thakin Tin had the
support of the so-called peace guerrillas of the All-Burma
Peasants’ Organization. In Rangoon a violent clash occurred
between the newly established Union Labor Organization of the
Clean AFPFL and U Ba Swe’s Trade Union Congress, Burma.
The split in the AFPFL also led to armed struggles between
political rivals in the rural villages, each side seeking to gain
control of the village defense forces that had been set up by the
central government to help loyal villagers repel insurgents. The
insurgent forces, which had been losing ground throughout the
mid-1950g seemed likely to benefit from renewed insecurity in
the country unless a strong government took charge. In October
28, 1958, U Nu put forward a motion in the Chamber of Deputies
that General Ne Win be offered the prime ministership of a
caretaker government.

Caretaker Government, 1958—60

In his arceptance speech before parliament, General Ne Win
promised to “do my best to hold fair and free elections within six
months if the insurgency and crimes are brought to an end within
the period.” His cabinet was composed of former civil servants;
party politicians were excluded.

The primary task undertaken by the caretaker regime was the
establishment of law and order. Several hundred politicians were
arrested, and thousands of rebels were killed, were captured, or
surrendered. Town and village defense was reorganized and
removed from the control of civilian politicians.

General Ne Win saw as the next most pressing need the
restoration of order to the administration of government offices,
enterprises, and services. To achieve this the general inserted
military men into many government departments and turned over
control of the state-owned industrial and commercial enterprises
to the Defense Services Institute under the direction of a capable
and dynamic subordinate, Brigadier Aung Gyi. Within a short
time the Defense Services Institute was operating a large eco-
nomic complex, including banks, factories, shipping, and numer-
ous other commercial enterprises. Some had been taken over from
private control, and others were newly established by the Defense
Services Institute.
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Pedestrians mingle with vehicular traffic
against the backdrop of a public market whose
design, in keeping with British colonial

style, typifies that of many downtown
Rangoon buildings.

The administration of the border states was brought into closer
conformity with that of the rest of the union. The hereditary chiefs
of Shan and Kayah states were induced to surrender substantial
political and revenue powers—powers that they held according to
the 1947 constitution but that had long been regarded by the
union government as incompatible with a modern democracy as
well as potentially threatening to the integrity of the union.

Politically, the caretaker regime tried to remain free of party
labels, although government spokesmen frequently found occasion
to attack members of U Nu's Clean AFPFL. The army did not
form its own political party, but the armed forces established a
National Solidarity Association in towns and villages throughout
Burma that involved the cooperation of military and civilian
personnel in security and social welfare projects and in demonstra-
tions of loyalty to the union. These associations were continued by
the armed forces after the civilian government was restored.

U Nu Returns to Power

In February 1960 General Ne Win began the process of
reinstating civilian government by holding elections for
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parliament. U Nu, at the head of the Clean AFPFL, fought a
highly effective campaign on the issue of democracy versus fascism
and on a promise to establish Buddhism as the state religion if he
became prime minister. For the first time in Burma’s history,
more than half the electorate (59 percent) turned out to vote, and
U Nu won a massive victory. After taking office on April 4, 1960, ¥
U Nu reorganized his party and renamed it the Pyidaungsu '
(Union League) Party. The Stable AFPFL was the major opposi-
tion party, and after the election it dropped the prefix from its
name. The National United Front, although it contested many
seats, did not win any.
While campaigning, U Nu had hinted at the possibility of
separate Mon and Arakanese states’ being formed. Several small
revolts had flared up in Shan State in 1959 after the sawbwas had
relinquished their authority, and because more than 10 years had
elapsed since the constitution had come into effect, it was legally
possible for the Shans and Kayahs to consider seceding from the
union. In february 1962 U Nu called leaders of the semiautono-
mous states to Rangoon to discuss minority problems. They
considered the possibility of replacing the present constitution
with one that provided for “pure federalism.”
Internal divisions within U Nu's Pyidaungsu Party became
severe during the national congress of the party in January 1962.
{ As a result, U Nu had to retire from his position as party
president. The economy and the efficiency of government were
deteriorating. In addition, the business community of Rangoon
was unhappy with the announced decision of the government to
: nationalize all foreign trade as of March 1, 1962.

Military Rule under General Ne Win

On March 2, 1962, the military under General Ne Win seized
power. The demands of some minority leaders for “pure
federalism” and the animosities sparked by the amendment to
make Buddhism the state religion were perceived by the military
as a threat to the union’s very existence. U Nu’s wavering commit-
ment to socialism also alarmed the military. Prominent political
leaders, including U Nu, were arrested and held without trial.
The 1947 constitution was suspended, and parliament was i
dissoived. The Revolutionary Council, consisting of high-ranking :
military officers and headed by General Ne Win, was established i
and given the responsibility for administering the state. General
Ne Win, by a cosrlgctive decision of the Revolutionary Council,
assumed “supreme legislative, executive and judicial authority.”

On April 30, 1962, the council issued a 21-point basic policy
statement, “The Burmese Way to Socialism,” outlining long-range
goals. Speaking as “we, the working people of the national races of
e the Union of Burma,” it expressed its commitment to building a

new nation. One central objective was the creation of a socialist
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economy—the “planned, proportional development of all the
national productive forces,” aimed at eliminating the exploitation
of man by man and creating a more prosperous and “morally
better” society. A clean break with the parliamentary institutions
of the past was announced. The “Burmese Way~ stated that
“parliamentary democracy has been tried and tested in further-
ance of the aims of socialist development. But Burma’s
‘parliamentary democracy’ has not only failed to serve our socialist
development, but . . . lost sight of and deviated from the socialist
aims.” The council promised to establish “mass and class
organizations” based “primarily on the strength of peasants and
other working masses who form the great majority of the nation.”

After the coup, local and regional administration was brought
under the control of the military through the creation of a system
of Security and Administrative Committees (SAC). The Central
Security and Administrative Committee, responsible to the Revo-
lutionary Council, administered laws and directives, coordinated
government projects, and was responsible for maintaining public
discipline. Below it, there was a four-tiered hierarchy of state and
division, district, township, and village SAC; their chairmen on all
levels were military officers.

Although in control of state administration, the military leader-
ship saw the necessity of creating its own political organization in
order to gain popular support. In May 1962 an attempt was made
form a single, united party drawing on those Pyidaungsu, AFPFL,
and National United Front politicians who were not in jail. This
effort failed, for only the last group agreed to cooperate. On July 4
the military established its own party, the Burma Socialist Pro-
gramme Party (BSPP—see Glossary). In March 1964 the Law to
Protect National Solidarity banned all political parties except the
BSPP, and Burma became a one-party state.

In January 1963 the BSPP published The System of Correlation
of Man and His Environment, a detailed exposition of its ideology
based on a theory of human nature and society. Although its
author has never been officially identified, one scholar suggests
that it was most likely U Chit Hlaing, a Marxist during World War
II and member of the BSPP Central Executive Committee as late
as 1981, who had received a traditional Buddhist education. The
document is a somewhat vague and confusing mixture of Buddhist
and Marxist themes. The first chapter, dealing with the “three
worlds”—the material world, the animal world, and the phenome-
nal world—is drawn from Buddhist metaphysics and concludes
that “matter and mind in man are inseparably linked on the
ever-turning wheel of change.” There are discussions of “The
Determining Role of the Working People” and “The Laws of
Process and the History of Society,” which reveal the influence of
Marxist concepts. Yet the significance of The Sys’em is its ultimate
rejection of Marxist theory. This is apparent, first, in its denial of
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the reality of fixed laws of social change, such as Marxist dialectical
materialism. Although there is a “law of dialectics” (a Buddhist
term in Pali being used to denote this), it, like everything else, is
subject to change according to the “law of impermanence” (a basic
principle of Buddhism). Second, although the human mind and
spirit are dependent on a material substratum, they attain a
degree of independence (in contrast with Marxist economic
determinism), which places the responsibility for social change
and improvement on human will and cultivation of mind rather
than on an impersonal process of evolution. Thus, the much-
emphasized maxim, “Man Matters Most.”

The System rejects a “vulgar materialism,” in which “some
so-called ‘leftists’ appear to pay scant heed to mind and mental
factors.” It also embraces, in line with its affirmation of the “law of
impermanence”, a pragmatic point of view, asserting that the BSPP
would examine and make use of any “progressive ideas, theories
and experiences at home and abroad” that would benefit the
Union of Burma. In a section entitled “Our Attitude to our own
Ideology,” it states that the party’s ideology ought not to be
regarded as complete and final, that it is constantly undergoing a
process of formulation and reformulation in a manner consistent
with the idea that “things in this universe are transient and every
period in its own life is all too brief.”

Student and Sangha Reactions

Popular reaction to the coup had been ore of passive
compliance, tinged with a sense of relief that the military had
seemingly stopped the deterioration of national unity that had
occurred during the last days of U Nu’s rule. Yet in July 1962 the
military confronted the Rangoon University Student Union. Union
protests against strict new university regulations turned into a riot
on July 6; General Ne Win ordered in the army, which fired on
the students, killing at least 15. The following day the Student
Union building, the stage for the fateful student strike of 1936,
was demolished by the military. Protests continued, and the
university was closed down by the government. It was clear that it
would no longer tolerate the students’ political activist role (see
Public Order in Central Burma, ch. 5). ’

The government moved quickly to establish control over the
media and education. The Printers’ and Publishers’ Regulation Act
required that all publications apply for an annual government
license. Opposition papers, such as the Nation of Rangoon, were
shut down. A government newspaper, Working People’s Daily,
was set up. The importation of foreign books and periodicals was
placed under the control of a government firm. The 1963 Private
Schools Registration Act laid down textbook and curriculum
requirements for these institutions, which carried much of the
burden of educating the country’s children. In December 1965 all
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private newspapers were banned. The pluralistic society of
precoup Burma was gradually brought under state control.

Despite the reliance of The System on Buddhist concepts and its
rejection of Marxist dialectics, General Ne Win was secular in
outlook, believing that the government ought not to favor any
particular religious community. The military did not support the
recognition of Buddhism as the state religion and sought to
distance itself from religious affairs. This proved extremely
difficult, given the traditional closeness of state and sangha, which
U Nu had promoted. Many monks were suspicious of the
government's intentions. One fear was that the Revolutionary
Council’s program of nationalization of the economy, labeled

“communist,” would make it impossible for people *> donate
funds for the support of monastic communities. One wmonk, U
Kethaya, a leader of the pro-AFPFL Young Monks' Association,
hegan preaching against the military in late 1963, even predxctmg
that U Ne Win, like Aung San, would be assassinated.
government, feanng sangha ire, dared not arrest him. Overall it
followed the precarious course of on the one hand, carrying out
the disestablishment of the sangha and, on the other hand, of
restraining the monks from taking an active role in politics. In
January 1965 the 1949 Ecclesiastical Courts Act, vesting authority
in sangha judges, was repealed, along with other measures
providing for state support of Buddhist missionary activities and
education and examinations in the Tripitaka. Yet the government
in April 1964 ordered all sangha groups to register with the
government. This measure was taken in order to purge it of
“political” monks.

In March 1965 some 2,000 represeutatives from all sects gath-
ered in Rangoon to discuss the government’s proposal that a new
Buddha Sasana Sangha Organization be established by the clergy
to regulate its affairs. Widespread opposition within the clergy was
spurred by the proposal that the organization issue identity cards
for all monks. There were massive demonstrations in Mandalay,
and 92 leading monks, as well as over 1,000 Suddhist laymen,
were arrested. Although the organization was established, its
impact on the sangha was minimal. After 1965 there were no
confrontations, and an uneasy truce existed between the govern-
ment and the monks.

A Nationalized Economy

Despite the empbnsis on tism and flexibility expressed
in The System of Correlation of Man and His Envirmment, the
military established a state-controlled economic system that
resembled in maay ways those of Eastern E ». This course
seemstohavebeeninitiatedin!“ebnnrylm r the resigna-
tion of Brigadier Aung Gyi, a key in the coup, from the
Revolutionary Council. Aung Gyi advocated a mixed public-
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private sector economy. Thereafter, the influence of Brigadier Tin
Pe and U Ba Nyein (a civilian), both doctrinaire socialists, was
predominant. There followed a wave of nationalizations, beginning
with the British-owned Imperial Chemical Industries in August
1962 and the Burma Oil Company in January 1963. Banks, both
domestic and foreign, were nationalized in February 1963; that
same month the Enterprise Nationalization Law decreed that all
large-scale industrial enterprises would come under state control
by June 1, 1963. In fact, nationalization of large enterprises,
including foreign-owned ones, continued through 1964 and 1965.
In September 1963 the People’s Store Corporation was set up to
take responsibility for retail distribution of imported and domestic
goods. The Defense Services Institute, a military-run enterprise
involved in a number of activities ranging from shipping and
hotels to the sale of ngapi (fish paste, a staple of the Burmese
diet), was made a state enterprise in October. Overall, some
15,000 enterprises were taken over by the government between
1963 and 1972. The government also invested more than K1
billigr‘; in an ambitious industrialization program during this
period.

On May 17, 1964, the Demonetization Law was promulgated.
This declared that K50 and K100 notes were no longer legal
tender. The law required persons to turn them in to the authori-
ties (to receive a maximum refund of K500 in smaller notes), and
there were heavy penalties for noncompliance. In August a special
tax was imposed on bank accounts of a certain amount (the
equivalent of US$882) and above. These laws had the effect of
undermining the dominant economic position of Indian and Paki-
stani traders and retailers. Responding to government pressures,
some 97,000 out of a total of 109,000 Indians and 12,000 out of
26,000 Pakistanis had left the country by July 1965.

Despite the growing resemblance of the management of the
economy to that of communist countries, the government made no
real attempt to collectivize agriculture. The Union of Burma
Agricultural Marketing Board, similar to the Agricultural Market-
ing Board established by the U Nu government, was placed in
control of purchasing paddy from the farmers and exporting it
overseas. The government moved to abolish tenancy. In 1963 laws
were passed both prohibiting the seizure of land or animals
following the nonpayment of debts and the setting of levels of
rent, to be paid either in cash or in kind. In April 1965 the

emment turned to what General Ne Win called “unfinished

usiness which mocks our declaration that we will not . . . permit

the exploitation of man by man.” The Tenancy Act was , to
abolish rents on farmland.

A pumber of sympathetic observers pointed out that the
military’s economic during the first decade of its rule was
designed to promote equity and put an end to foreign (including
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both Western multinational and resident Indian) exploitation of
the country, rather than economic growth. Stagnation of the
state-controlled economy, however, resulted in practically every-
one’s getting smaller—though perhaps more equal—slices of the
pie. Per capita income in constant prices rose modestly between
FY 1962 and FY 1972, but it was still below prewar levels. Although
paddy production grew from 6.7 million to 8 million tons within
the same period, this barely kept pace with population growth.
Rice exports declined precipitously. Their value in FY 1965 was
the equivalent of US$134.5 million, falling to US$52.7 million in
FY 1972. Because of the government’s emphasis on rapid
industrialization, public investment in agriculture declined.

Lack of consumer goods and price-fixing by the Agricultural
Marketing Board gave the farmer little incentive to produce more;
his best rice was often hidden from government buyers and sold
for a good price on the black market. The quality of rice exported
by the board thus declined, resulting in fewer overseas buyers and
less foreign exchange. In the cities, shortages of goods in the People’s
Stores, the shelves of which were often bare, and high inflation
eroded the standard of living. Consumer goods were often available
only on the high-priced black market. An American observer in the
early 1970s discovered that in the Zegyo Market in Mandalay, a
half-empty bottle of “Horlicks,” a British powdered health drink,
sold for the official equivalent of US$12, and aspirin was available
neither there nor in Rangoon’s People’s Stores. The capital, once
known for its brightness and gaiety, began to take on the woebegone
aura of a Soviet provincial city transported to the tropics, though
lively crowds still frequented the Shwedagon Pagoda and its precincts.

The government initiated a major reversal in policy at the First
Congress of the BSPP, held in June-July 1971, when it approved
the document “Long-Term and Short-Term Economic Policies of
the Burma Socialist Programme Party.” This represented a less
doctrinaire approach to planning, calling for the abandonment of
Soviet-style rapid industrialization and giving top priority to the
agricultural, consumer goods, and mining sectors, in that order.
The mistakes of the past and the plight of the consumer were
acknowledged, and the role of material incentives in development
was stressed over ideological mobilization. The congress recom-
mended the acceptance of limited economic assistance from
abroad, without compromising Burma’s neutralist foreign policy
stance. It also approved the Twenty-Year Plan (fiscal year [FY]
1974-93), projecting growth targets of 5.9 percent gross domestic
product (GDP) per year through to FY 1983, when Burma would
have developed into a “socialist industrialized state.”

The Nationalities Issue and Insurgency
Given the military’s perception at the time of the 1962 coup
that national unity was threatened by the demands of restive
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minorities, it was not surprising that the Revolutionary Council
radically transformed the quasi-federal structure of the country.
The state legislatures or councils, the office of minister and head
of the states, and the separate state administrations were abol-
ished and replaced by a system of state councils under the direct
control of the central government. The military-controlled SAC
hierarchy was extended to the states as well as to Burma Proper.

In February 1964 the government issued the “Declaration of
the Conviction of the Revolutionary Council on the Question of
Union Nationalities.” It declared that both economic and social
development were tasks to be undertaken by the nation as a
whole. Minorities were cautioned that divisive movements would
not be tolerated. Minority autonomy was limited to the area of
culture: languages and literature, national customs, visual and
performing arts, and religion. Minority cadres were trained at the
new Academy for the Development of National Groups, founded
at Sagaing and later moved to Ywathitgyi; (ironically in the heart-
land of Burman culture in Upper Burma). According to political
analyst Josef Silverstein, these measures in fact represented the
Revolutionary Council’s commitment to the “nationalization of the
society and the Burmanization of its culture.”

In June 1963 the Revolutionary Council issued an invitation to
the various communist and ethnic insurgent groups to come to
Rangoon and discuss peace terms. Safe conduct was guaranteed,
even if the negotiations failed. Between June and November,
delegations from the Red and White Flag communist factions, the
Karen National Union, the Karenni National Progress Party, the
New Mon State Party, the Kachin Independence Organization,
the Chin Group, the Shan State Army, and other groups appeared
in the capital to talk with the government. Initially, there was
optimism that might be achieved; by mid-November,
however, the tdﬂ:al:fd broken down. One small Karen group had
agreed to demobilize, but the only lasting result of the parley was
the creation of the National Democratic United Front (NDUF) by
the rebels, a loose coalition including both communist and ethnic
groups, which fell apart in the early 1970s.

Although none of the insurgent groups, or coalition of groups,
was strong enough to seize power, the role of China in the
communist movement in the late 1960s posed a new threat. In the
mid-1960s the White Flag faction of the BCP, based in the Pegu
Yoma, was in the process of carrying out a “cultural revolution”
purge similar to the one going on in China at that time. Thakin
Than Tun, the organization’s leader, had purged most of the old
leadership but was himself assassinated in September 1968. As a
result of a Burma Army attack on the White Flag stronghold that
disrupted radio contact with Beijing, a new leader, Thakin Zin,
was c%osen without consulting China, which favored the selection
of another BCP leader, Thakin Ba Thein Tin, then living in China.
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Relations between Rangoon and Beijing worsened after anti-
Chinese riots in June 1967 (see Neutralism and Seclusion, this
ch.). In response, China began to give material support to
communist insurgents in Burma. Rather than aiding the White
Flag faction, which was located too far from the China border to
be readily accessible, the Chinese recruited veteran Kachin rebel
Naw Seng—living in China—to form a new insurgent force. Naw
Seng was made a member of the BCP White Flag Central
Committee and later of the BCP Politburo; in reality the new
insurgency, known as the BCP Northeastern Command, was quite
separate from the original White Flag movement. It was directly
dependent on China for training, aid, and support, and its person-
nel consisted primarily of ethnic Kachin, Shan, and Wa minorities;
the Burman contingent was virtually nonexistent, in contrast with
the original Red Flag and White Flag factions.

Naw Seng’s army of some 1,000 strong began attacking villages
in northern Shan State and southern Kachin State in early 1968;
by the time he was killed in the early 1970s, the center of BCP
insurgency had shifted to these areas. In November 1970 the Red
Flag insurgency had been critically weakened by the capture of its
leader, Thakin Soe, by government forces; the White Flag faction
was v1rtually eliminated in March 1975 when Burma Army troops
killed Thakin Zin and other leaders in combat. Thakin Ba Thein
Tin, who had previously switched his allegiance within the party
to the Northeastern Command, was then elected chairman of the
entire BCP, encompassing both the Red Flag and the White Flag
remnants and the insurgency in the northeast. The latter had
diversified at that time into several components. It made alliances
with ethnically based groups, such as the Kachin Independence
Organization, the Shan State Army, the United Pa-O Organiza-
tion, and the Shan State Nationalities Liberation Organization.

Another insurgent group was established by U Nu following his
departure from Burma in 1969. Called the National United
Liberation Front, a coalition of his Parliamentary Democracy
Party and ethnic groups, it operated along the Thailand-Burma
border. The movement gradually lost momentum, however, after
U Nu resigned as its president in January 1972.

Neutralism and Seclusion

Foreign policy represents the strongest line of continuity
between the parliamentary and military periods. The very day of
the coup, the Revolutionary Council announced its “adherence to
a policy of positive neutrality,” guaranteeing “the continuance of
the existing cordial relations with all countries.”

Neutralism, however, was combined with a new element, a
policy of seclusion. This was, in part, a reaction to the perceived
threat of external involvement in the insurgent movements.
Another element in the country’s isolationism—the result of atti-
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tudes going back to the colonial era—was fear of foreign economic
domination and the desire to create, as far as possible, an autarkic
socialist economic system. A third element was cultural. When
the government took control of the media and the school system,
it sought to eliminate sources of “decadent” Western influence.
Foreign agencies, such as the Asia Foundation, the Ford
Foundation, the British Council, and the library of the United
States Information Agency, were shut down. Western missionaries
were expelled and foreign tourists and scholars excluded from the
country.

Burma continued to refuse to align itself with either of the
superpowers and kept aloof from regional associations, such as the
Association of Southeast Asian States (ASEAN), which was formed
in 1967. Relations with China were initially excellent, as signaled
by the friendly visit of President Liu Shaogi in April 1963. The
radicalization of China that took place during the great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution of 1966-68, however, led to a sudden wors-
ening of relations. The Chinese embassy in Rangoon began
encouraging local Chinese to participate in Cultural Revolution-
style activities in 1967, much to the distress of the government.
An especially touchy issue was the wearing of red badges showing
pictures of Chinese Communist Party Chairman Mao Zedong,
which the government prohibited. Resident Chinese students
protested, and there were violent confrontations with Burmese
students on June 27, 1967. This led to attacks against Chinese
shops, houses, and automobiles and against the Chinese embassy.
One Chinese aid official was killed by Burmese mobs. When the
government refused to give a full apology and punish the
perpetrators, the Beijing official press began calling for the over-
throw of General Ne Win, labeling him a “fascist military
dictator.” Burma and China withdrew their ambassadors, and
Chinese aid programs were suspended. Support at this time was
given to the creation of the communist insurgent movement in the
northeastern border area. By March 1971, however, relations
were restored and subsequently were good, though Chinese sup-
port of the BCP would continue to be a point of irritation.

Burma’s relations with its other neighbors remained cordial,
though distant. A problem arose with India concerning the nation-
alization and demonetarization decrees, which affected Indians
resident in Burma and led to the repatriation of thousands,
but was settled amicably by the mid-1970s (see Relations with
Selected Countries, ch. 4). Relations with Thailand were strained
for a time by the prese:ce of U Nu’s forces on the border,
but he was expelled from Thailand in 1973. Burma remained
outside of the vortex of the Vietnam Conflict, though there
is evidence that there was cooperation between the BCP insur-
gents in training communist Pathet Lao forces on the Burma-
Laos frontier.
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The Socialist Republic of the Union of Burma

In line with the Revolutionary Council’s determination to
transform the BSPP from a cadre to a mass party, a new party
constitution was drafted in November 1969, laying out clear-cut
party organizations on the regional and local levels, requirements
for party membership, and specific intraparty decisionmaking
procedures, based on “democratic centralism.” The Revolutionary
Council promised a transition from rule by a close-knit military
elite to a “socialist democracy” having a broader base of popular
participation. In this spirit General Ne Win and 20 other military
leaders resigned their commissions in April 1972; U Ne Win
continued, however, as prime minister and head of the BSPP.

At the First Congress of the BSPP, held in June-July 1971, the
party constitution was officially adopted, and a committee was set
up to draft a new state constitution, headed by Brigadier San Yu, a
member of the Revolutionary Council. Its 97 members included
33 military officers and representatives of workers’, peasants’, and
ethnic groups. At the October 1973 Second Congress the
committee’s draft constitution was approved. In a referendum
held in late December, the document received overwhelming
popular approval (90.2 percent of the 13.3 million eligible voters
participating), though participation and approval rates were lower
in the states than in the divisions. The Constitution was promul-
gated on January 3, 1974; in March 2, 1974, the Revolutionary
Council dissolved itself, transferring power to the newly elected
People’s Assembly (Pyithu Hluttaw). U Ne Win became president
of the new Socialist Republic of the Union of Burma.

The preamble to the 1974 Constitution states the new socialist
republic’s commitment to “socialist democracy” and “a socialist
economic system.” It recognizes only a single political party, the
BSPP. The People’s Assembly, a unicameral legislature popularly
elected for a four-year term, “exercises sovereign power on behalf
of the people,” although administration is the responsibility of the
State Council and the Council of Ministers, both of which it
nominates (see Constitutional Framework, ch. 4). Below the
national level is a three-tiered administrative structure, encom-
passing people’s councils at the state and division, township, and
ward and village-tract levels. The councils are structurally analo-
gous to the national legislature and choose their own executive
committees. The different levels are linked through the principle
of “local autonomy under central leadership.” On the regional
level there are seven divisions and seven states, the latter includ-
ing Karen State, Chin State, Rakhine State, and Mon State, as
well as the states created at the time of independence.

The most striking contrast between the 1947 constitution and
the 1974 one is the status of the national minorities. The quasi-
federal structure and the specifically ethnic character of the states
were abolished on the principle, enunciated by U Ne Win at the
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1969 Party Seminar, that “our Union is just one homogeneous
whole. A Chin, for instance, can go wherever he likes within the
Union and stay wherever he likes. So, too, a Burmese [Burman].
Everyone can take part in any of the affairs, whether political,
economic, administrative, or judicial. He can choose his own
role.” Given this assumption, U Ne Win argued, “we will not
need to have separate governments within the Union.”

During the decade of the 1970s national unity and “socialist
democracy” remained elusive goals. In May 1974 there was a
strike by oil field workers at Chauk demanding higher wages; the
following month far more serious disturbances occurred as work-
ers struck the railroad yard at Insein protesting food shortages and
high prices. The strike soon spread to some 42 other state
enterprises. Riots followed, and at least 22 persons were killed by
police, although unofficial sources give a much higher number. In
December university students and Buddhist monks demonstrated
over what they perceived was the government’s refusal to give
appropriate honors to U Thant, a close associate of U Nu and
former United Nations secretary general, who had died on
November 25, 1974. They seized his body and held their own
funeral at the site of the demolished Rangoon University Student
Union. Government troops recovered his coffin, reburying it near
the Shwedagon Pagoda. There followed riots throughout Rangoon,
and students and monks called for the overthrow of “one party
dictatorship.” Martial law was declared; nine people were killed
and some 1,800 arrested. A new law forbidding antistate activities
was passed in early 1975 (see Crime and the Criminal Justice
System, ch. 5).

In July 1976 opposition appeared within the ranks of the
military itself as a number of younger army officers plotted a coup
d’etat and the assassination of U Ne Win, U San Yu, and Colonel
Tin Oo, director general of the powerful National Intelligence
Board (see Intelligence Agencies, ch. 5). Members of the coup
group were apparently disgruntled over the resignation of another
popular military officer, Defense Minister Brigadier General Tin
U, in March and were committed to reforming the socialist
economic system, which they saw as condemning the country to
ever-deepening poverty. They were put on trial in September
along with Tin U, who apparently knew of the plot but did not
inform the government. The coup leader was condemned to
death, and the others were given prison terms.

Insurgency continued, and activities by more than a dozen
major groups were recorded in 1977. These occurred in the north
and northeastern border regions, where the BCP continued to
pose the greatest threat when allied with smaller groups and
posed a lesser threat in Rakhine and Mon states (see Revolu-
tionary, Separatist, and Warlord Groups, ch. 5). The grsdual
withdrawal of Chinese support from the BCP Northeastern Com-
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ma‘rixd led it to engage more actively in the lucrative opium
trade.

A stagnant, high-inflation economy in which growth in GDP
(see Glossary) barely kept pace with population growth and in
which exports decliv=d continued to worry government leaders.
In November 1976 tie Burma Aid Group had been formed under
the auspices of the World Bank (see Aid, Credit, and Investment,
ch. 3). This group, which included Japan, the Western nations,
and multilateral lenders, such as the World Bank and the Asian
Development Bank, approved increased aid for Burma and recom-
mended reform of the socialist economic system.

At the Third Congress of the BSPP in February 1977 there was
a purge of the Central Committee, and the socialist economist U
Ba Nyein and 40 others were obliged to resign. The congress
concluded that the faulty implementation of policy, rather than
the “Burmese Way to Socialism,” was responsible for the bad state
of the economy. BSPP Secretary General U San Yu called for
changes in the management of state and cooperative enterprises
and better incentives for private producers. He also proposed the
acceptance of a greater volume of foreign aid and suggested the
possibility of the government’s forming joint ventures with foreign
firms. The Right of Private Enterprise Law was promulgated in
September 1977 (see Public and Private Enterprises and Markets,
ch. 3). It guaranteed against the nationalization of a wide spectrum
of sectors until FY 1993, the end of the Twenty-Year Plan.

The inflow of foreign aid and investment, the growth of a
small-scale private enterprise, and improvements in the state’s
methods of procuring rice from farmers contributed to an
improvement in the economy after the Third Congress in 1977. In
the 197881 period GDP growth rates averaged 6.2 percent
(adjusted).

In February 1978 government officials began registering the
Muslim inhabitants of the northern region of Rakhine State,
arresting and detaining a number as illegal residents. This caused
a panic among the Muslims, resulting in the flight of some 200,000
across the border into neighboring Bangladesh. Fears that the
government was embarking on an anti-Muslim policy were
quelled after negotiations with Bangladesh were concluded, pro-
viding for the repatriation of the refugees. Burma's remaining
Indian minority, which included both Muslims and Hindus,
looked with some apprehension on the expected passage of a new
citizenship law, drafted in 1980, which deniega:onindigenous
citizens (those whose forebears had not lived in Burma before
1824) certain political and economic rights (see Constitutional
Framework, ch. 4).

Burma’s resignation from the Sixth Nonaligned Summit
Conference, held in Havana in September 1979, represented a
departure from the country’s usual low profile in the international
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arena, though not from its stated policy of independence and
neutrality. The Burmese delegation protested the pro-Soviet
orientation of the conference, pushed by Cuba, as a violation of
the movement’s basic principles. According to Foreign Minister U
Mying Maung, “the principles of the Movement are not recogniz-
able any more; they are not merely dim, they are dying . . . there
are those . . . who deliberately exploit the Movement to gain
their own grand designs” (see Foreign Policy Environment, ch. 4).

In May 1980 the government sponsored the First Congregation
of the Sangha of All Orders for Purification, Perpetuation, and
Propagation of the Sasana, held at Rangoon on the site of U Nu’s
Sixth World Buddhist Council of 1954-56. The 1,218 representa-
tives of the various sangha communities agreed to establish a new
institutional structure for the monkhood that would promote order
and self-discipline and prevent imposters from infiltrating (see
Recent Political Developments, ch. 4; Public Order in Central
Burma, ch. 5). An ecclesiastical court system was also revived.
Some observers considered the congregation as the beginning of a
new relationship between the state and sangha, similar to that
which existed under the Burmese kings. Although the govern-
ment did not abandon the principle of the separation of church
and state embodied in the 1974 Constitution, it was perceived that
U Ne Win, now an old man, was taking on the aura of a traditional
Burmese ruler and patron of Buddhism. Thus he ordered the
construction of a new pagoda, to contain Buddhist relics donated
by the king of Nepal, near the Shwedagon Pagoda in Rangoon.

On May 28, 1980, the government announced a general
amnesty to last 90 days. It also established an honorary order, the
Naing-Ngant Gon-Yi, to be given to those who had participated in
the independence struggle, including opponents of the government
who took advantage of the amnesty. A cash award for these
now-aging heroes was also established. On July 29 U Nu returned
to Burma under the amnesty’s terms, saying that he would devote
the remainder of his years to religious scholarship.

In August 1981 at the Fourth Congress of the BSPP, U Ne Win
announced his plan to retire as president following the October
elections to the People’s Assembly. He was succeeded after the
election by U San Yu, former BSPP general secretary, although he
retained his post as leader of the BSPP.

Extensive discussions of early Burmese history can be found in
G. Coedés’ The Indianized States of Southeast Asia and in the
opening chapters of John F. Cady’s The United States and Burma,
Maung Htin Aung’s A History of Burma, and D.G.E. Hall's A
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History of South-East Asia. Michael Aung Thwin’s “Jambudipa:
Classical Burma’s Camelot,” published in Essays on Burma (1981),
describes the ideological and institutional bases of traditional
Burmese kingship, focusing on the Pagan period.

For information on the Konbaung and colonial periods, D.G.E.
Hall's treatment in A History of South-East Asia is considered by
many to be definitive. Maung Htin Aung’s A History of Burma
and The Stricken Peacock: Anglo-Burmese Relations, 1752-1948
are passionately nationalistic but provide a needed balance to
Hall's perspective, which is that of the British colonial official.
Charles L. Keeton's King Thebaw and the Ecological Rape of
Burma fails to develop fully its thesis on the role of the ecology in
history but provides a fascinating account of the last years of the
Burmese kingdom. On the colonial economy and society, the best
analyses are provided by John S. Furnivall's Colonial Policy and
Practice: A Comparative Study of Burma and Netherlands India
and Michael Adas’ The Burma Delta: Economic Development and
Social Change on an Asian Rice Frontier, 1852-1941. Interesting
discussions of the evolution of Burmese social and political
thought, especially as related to Buddhism, are provided by E.
Sarkisyanz’ Buddhist Backgrounds of the Burmese Revolution and
Trevor Ling’s “Burmese Philosophy Today” in Asian Philosophy
Today edited by Dale Riepe. Maung Maung's Aung San of Burma
and U Nu’s autobiography, U Nu: Saturday’s Son, provide vivid
portraits of these national leaders.

Hugh Tinker’s The Union of Burma, the third edition of which
was published in 1961, is a good discussion of the postindepen-
dence period. Regarding Burma after the military takeover, Josef
Silverstein’s Burma: Military Rule and the Politics of Stagnation
and Burmese Politics: The Dilemma of National Unity are
valuable. Recent developments are traced in the February issues
of the monthly Asian Survey, the yearbook Southeast Asian
Affairs, and the Far Eastern Economic Review's Asia Yearbook.
(For further information and complete citations, see Bibliography.)
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THE LAND OF BURMA has long supported a thriving agricul-
tural society. Three major rivers flow from the ranges of moun-
tains in the far north, and lesser streams drain the hills and
mountains that form the country’s eastern and western borders. In
the central lowlands of the country live the Burmans, who control
the society and are basically farmers speaking the Burmese lan-
guage and practicing Theravada Buddhism. In the southemn part of
the central lowlands, wet-rice agriculture is typical, but in the
drier areas dry-rice farming is necessary, mixed with other crops,
such as millet.

Surrounding the Burman majority, and sometimes intermixed
with them in lowland settlements, are a host of ethnic minorities,
each of which may have its own history, language, religion, and
life-style. These minorities have interacted with Burmans for so
many centuries that whenever they opt to do so, they may assume
Burman ways for strategic reasons. In the southwest are the
Buddhist Arakanese, speaking a form of Burmese but having a
proud historical independence until the late eighteenth century.
North of them in the plains and mostly in the hills are the Chin
peoples, who have their own language and religion and live a
mountain life in contrast to their Buddhist lowland neighbors. Still
farther north are the Naga and Kachin hill peoples, having a
distinct language and culture, most preferring the safety of the
mountains but others settling in the valleys with Burmans or
another minority, the Shans. The Shans (or Tai, as they call
themselves) are usually rice farmers, have their own language and
customs, and practice their own variants of Theravada Buddhism.

Along the eastern borders of Burma are still more complex
groups of peoples, including a large population of valley Shans in
the eastern Shan Plateau. In eastern hill and mountain areas also
may be found Kachins, Was, Akhas, Lisus, Palaungs, Kayahs,
Karens, and many others, groups of whom may prefer to stress
their distinctness or separateness from the Burmans or decide to
throw in their lot with lowland, “civilized” life. In the southeast of
the country, in addition to the Karens, are the Mons, descendants
of a once-powerful southern kingdom of Mon-speaking Buddhists
who were conquered by the Burmans in the late eighteenth
century. To make the society of Burma even more complex are

_thousands of Muslims, Hindus, Chinese, and others originally

from neighboring countries who live in urban settlements or are
found scattered about the countryside.

All these ethnic peoples are “Burmese,” that is, part of the
modern nation of Burma, but they are not “Burman,” a term
referring only to those who have elected to become of the
mainstream, speak Burmese, practice Theravada Buddhism and,
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now, Burmese socialism. To be Burman implies a certain amount
of genetic consistency, but other ethnic peoples may become
Burman by making a cultural conversion. Many ethnic groups in
modern Burma refuse to make that conversion to a world view
that harmonizes with those Burmans controlling the government.
Social control in Burma, as well as in other parts of Southeast
Asia, has classically involved attempts by a central source of power
to integrate disparate groups within radiating rings of influence,
like a circular mandala (see Glossary) that is most intense at its
core but weakens as its concentric lines fade and finally disinte-
grate at its farthest reaches. Political mandalas of power rise and
fall according to the capital’s ability to extend its rings of control.
At the edges of such systems—Burma since independence in 1948
being a prime example—ethnic minorities, particularly in the hills
and mountains, have managed to maintain a fzir degree of
independence; thus they have resisted the establishment of mod-
ern boundary lines, which has made them de facto citizens of a
nation they have never permanently acknowledged. In the early
1980s the modern nation of Burma was attempting to impose a
military-led socialist mandala of power from its Burman capital of
Rangoon. Like earlier mandalas, its reach was weaker the farther
one moved from the capital; at the fringes, or border areas,
non-Burmans have been able to assert their independence by
mounting armed rebellions, preserving their ancient languages,
dressing differently, retaining ancient non-Buddhist religious
beliefs, or simply by following a different life in the inaccessible
hills or distant valleys. Ethnic identity in modern Burma has not
only been partially a genetic consequence of history but increas-
ingly also entailed a conscious choice to be culturally non-Burman.
Burmans, nonetheless, work hard to create national unity out

of such diversity.

Physical Environment

Burma has an area of about 678,000 square kilometers, sharing
boundaries with Bangladesh and India in the west and northwest,
with China in the north and northeast, and with Laos and ‘Thailand
in the east and southeast (see fig. 6). Land frontiers consist for the
most part of a ring of hills and rugged mountains, making overland
transportation between Burma and its neighbors very difficult. In
the south and southwest the country faces the Bay of Bengal and
the Andaman Sea along an extensive coastline. Internally, com-
munication is facilitated by the Irrawaddy River system that drains
the ter part of the country, arising from its source in the for-
ested mountains of northemn Burma and flowing southward through
the country’s central lowlands toward an expansive delta, where
nine mouths of the river empty into the Bay of Bengal.

The central lowlands lie between a range of mountains known to
the Burmese as the Arakan Yoma on the west and the Shan
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Plateau in the east. The folds of the plateau and the ranges of the
Arakan Yoma are aligned in a generally north-to-south direction,
the deeply dissected Shan Plateau extending southward into the
Tenasserim coastal region of the Malay Peninsula. Another large
river, the Salween, flows across the plateau; this is generally
steeply rolling terrain, having an average elevation of 984 meters
above sea level and at certain places rises to twice that height.

The climate of the country is under the influence of the
southwest monsoon, which blows off the Indian Ocean and divides
the year into three seasons: a rainy season, from late May to late
October; a cool season, from late October to mid-February; and a
hot season, from mid-February to late May. Despite the influence
of the monsoon over much of the country, the amount of rainfall
varies sharply by area. Along the coastline, where the west
monsoon winds are forced to rise and cool, annual rainfall is very
{mavy. In drier upland areas annual precipitation is considerably
ess.

Always somewhat protected and isolated by the formidable ring
of mountains on its borders, Burmese society has developed in its
unique manner, never unaffected by the larger nations of India
and China but always able to develop in a particularly Burmese
way. The variety in the physical environment in Burma itself has
ensured that a people unusually close to nature in their ways of
living would develop a society itself complex and varied.

Those seeking to develop an understanding of Burma are often
encouraged to begin with comprehending the difference between
the wet-rice-producing tropical lowlands and the drier hills. These
contrasts are often not as simple as they first may seem, but as an
introduction, the valley-hill dichotomy is useful.

Blessed with huge rivers flowing southward from the heartlands
of Asia, Burma has collected for millennia rich, alluvial soil that
has been the base for a tropical panorama of life and a promise,
sometimes achieved, of an agricultural bonanza. The drenching
monsoons inundate the plains and even help the drier uplands
during the rainy season of roughly three months. Trapped in
ancient irrigation canals—low earth dikes—this life-giving water
has supported centuries of ricegrowers in what is often called
Lower Burma (approximately the lower one-third of the country),
including the coastal and river delta regions that, particularly
during the last hundred years, were opened up to cultivation.
Lower Burma may also refer to the area annexed by the British in
their second war against the Burmese in the mid-nineteenth
century. In general, it may be thought of as the wet-rice region
that is not the historical heart of the country but rather the more
modern agricultural rice-basket centering on the modern-day capi-
tal of Rangoon.

In actuality, Lower Burma includes not only the whole
Tenasserim coastal region along the Andaman Sea, encompassing
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intricate islands stretching down toward Malaysia, but also the
areas around Moulmein and Pegu, traditionally the ancient home
of the Mons, a people whose ancestry certainly rivals or surpasses
in antiquity that of those known as the Burmans. Centuries of
political maneuvering in Lower Burma can be traced in the
settlement patterns today around the deltas of the great
Irrawaddy, Sittang, and Salween rivers, where peoples such as the
Mons and Karens have been made into citizens of the modern
state of Burma but proudly hold memories of a separate ethnic
identity that modern politicians find difficult to meld into a single
national will.

North and upriver of the wet-rice plains are the drier heartlands
of Upper Burma, where the classical civilizations of Burma
developed. For about a thousand years, kingdoms, based on
control of central Burmese agriculture and manpower, shifted
their capitals to fulfill predictions of good fortune (see Early
Burmese Kingdoms, ch. 1). As these kingdoms and their urban
centers rose and fell, the villages of outlying farmers survived, and
through much adversity and forgotten predictions the villages
have endured, not without memories of royal fortunes that have
impinged on their tested and trusted rural ways. The medieval
city of Pagan and the last royal capital of Mandalay still somehow
manage to retain a mood of greatness and past glory that radiates
into the countryside. Because a national sense of pride developed
in a riverine environment so far from the sea and so seemingly
protected by the mountain ranges about it, Upper Burma at
moments of greatness believed it was indeed the special heart of
the world, the center of everything important. The fact that the
Chinese, Japanese, and British had at one time swept over the
land, leaving ruins in their wake, has not dimmed the conviction
that Upper Burma remains the guardian of traditions and truths of
considerable cosmic import.

While kingdoms rose and fell in the plains and village farmers
perfected the art of surviving palace coups and foreign invasions,
the people in the hills also became quite adept at keeping out of
the way when the armies raged and sought recruits. Like moun-
tain dwellers everywhere, Burmese hill groups have prized their
freedom and right to live less luxuriously than their valley
neighbors. Since the rivers of Burma tend to run from north to
south, with ranges of mountains in between, the rivers, roads, and
trails from east to west or west to east have to pass through rugged
mountain terrain, making it difficult for the vagzs peoples to reach
and thereby control the ethnic groups perchec{ in their sky-t
villages. Before the government used helicopters for searc
missions, the mountains were a retreat where various activities—

- including guwing opium poppies, feuding, counting the loot from
valley raids, slave trading, smuggling, and other time-honored
customs—could be pursued with relative impunity. Unique reli-
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gious beliefs and practices, special ethnic dress, a myriad of
dialects, treasured kin and marriage rules, shifting cultivation (see
Glossary), and a host of delicately tuned hunting traditions have
also remained a part of life in these areas. Never isolated from the
plains but always watching and interacting from their high
settlements, the hill peoples, such as the Chins, Kachins, and
eastern Karens, have forged their own ethnic identity and pride,
not always in harmony with the modern notions of nationhood that
emanate from the valley and the delta.

Beyond the western portion of the ring of mountains, on the
coast, are the Arakanese people. Neither a hill society nor tradi-
tionally enclosed within Burma Proper (see Glossary), the
Arakanese, by accident of conquest, find themselves also
embraced in the grip of the modern phenomenon of Burma’s
nationbuilding. Another onetime rival of the Burmans are the
Shans, who live in the eastern plateau, where they have for
centuries farmed their valley rice plots and formed their own
small kingdoms. Once rulers of Burma, the Shans, like the
Arakanese, have lost their royal power and are now subsumed in
modern Burma.

Burma, then, is a nation cartographical'y defined with the fixed
borders so revered by the colonial mentality that carved the world
into neat pieces of pie not necessarily related to natural or societal
divisions. If the Naga people in northwestern Burma happen to be
sliced into two sections, one in Burma, the other in India, or if the
Karens straddle the eastern border with Thailand, the cartogra-
pher does not worry. The lines are drawn and boundary commis-
sions have moved whole Kachin villages that were not on the
correct side of a given China-Burma line. Burma in the early
1980s was faced with the formidable task of finding an acceptable
rationale for calling a cartographer’s dream a nation, and it was not
at all surprising that armed rebellion and disorder have plagued
every government since the British colonialists left the area.

Few visitors have departed from Burma without having
acquired a lifelong fascination with the land. As of mid-1983
travelers were restricted to seven-day visas and had precious little
time to explore the ecological wonders; continual insurgency in
many areas had closed the countryside to visitors, who were
carefully protected by the Tourist Burma offices (see Insurgency
in the Periphery, ch. 5). Thus most hill and delta districts had not
been visited by foreigners since 1962. Nevertheless, much can be
said in general, subject to correction if and when visits to the
countryside are allowed.

The fundamental contrast is between the untamed jungle—
whether in the lowlands or the mountains—and the land mani-
cured by farmers. In the jungle are creatures such as tigers and -
elephants. Sometimes the increasingly rare birds are more often
heard than seen. Deer, boar, and bear are hunted in the hills, and
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fish may be trapped or stunned with poison in mountain streams.
In the jungle the wild may be tamed, or conquered temporarily,
but the tropical world is just as likely to use its primal energy to
overcome humans if not dealt with carefully according to strict
traditions. Hill tribal priests and hunters follow careful
procedures; religious hermits in the jungle are especially held in
esteem, for it is widely believed they tame the surrounding
fierceness with their Buddhist presence. The jungle also gives
sanctuary to dangerous humans as well—outlaws and fugitives,
insurgents, and rebel armies. Yet uncontrolled by society, the
jungle or forest remains a resource and source of strength for the
country.

The contrast between wild and tame is nowhere better illus-
trated than by the typical scene of a huge water buffalo pulling a
plow in a rice paddy, duplicated in neat fields as far as the eye can
see to the surrounding hills. Humped Indian cattle pull wooden
carts on rutted, dusty roads, as pigs and chickens scavenge under
the houses built on stilts. Nets of all kinds are used to harvest fish
from the rivers and ponds in the valley. Except for an occasional
cobra or another of Burma’s many poisonous serpents, the jungle
has been pushed back and domesticated in a primarily Buddhist
atmosphere of benevolence and practicality.

The essence of the forest, its teak and bamboo trees, has been
converted and transformed into house posts, flooring matting for
walls, water pipes, fences, buffalo bells, or images of the Buddha.
Jungle fruit, such as durian, is nationally craved. Domesticated
flowers from the rain forest are set in a woman’s coiffure or
reverently placed on an altar. Rubber trees are made to grow in
plantation rows to facilitate the gathering of sap.

The land has been highly productive; Burma was once the
world’s leading exporter of rice and is still conscious of its
potential. The hill peoples can persuade their sometimes brittle
ecology to yield dry rice, millet, maize, beans, garden vegetables
and, of course, opium for instant cash. In the modern age the
lowland farmers have the option of growing high-yielding rice
varieties, which, despite fertilizer and irrigation requirements,
can benefit both the planter and the government. The potential is
there for surplus if the farmer can be persuaded to sell to the
government and if the latter has developed the capacity to buy at
a fair price and to store, process, and market the crop properly.

Production and marketing problems involve other natural
resources in Burma, such as petroleum and minerals. Largely
self-supporting in oil owing to low usage, reflecting lack of
equipment, Burma may yet discover further deposits offshore,
despite recent disappointments in exploration. Hidden in the
backcountry and particularly difficult to reach are unknown
quantities of tin, lead, tungsten, antimony, iron, and silver.
Ironically, the very isolated areas of the ethnic minorities may
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prove to contain much of Burma’s natural mineral resources, a
factor not lost on leaders of minorities concerned that they might
not receive proper economic compensation for such exportable
treasure. Of more than passing interest are the ruby, sapphire,
and jade mines, which the government, as in the past, controls
subject to the ever-present traffic in such items that the black
market inspires. So great is this unrecorded tiade that since 1962,
evaluation of the country’s wealth through government statistics
has been almost useless. Jade and tin move in the black market
and in private, unreported sales, as does much of the country’s
ecological treasure.

The Burmese seem in no hurry to exploit their bountiful land.
Wary of foreign helpers who are difficult to control and suspicious
of “progress” that leaves congestion 2.d pollution as a wretched
legacy, the Burmese proceed slowly. Accordingly, Burma remains
a uniquely unspoiled country, where there is no compelling public
pressure to modernize at the cost of the land’s traditional charm.

Elusive Social Unity: The Population Mixture

Probably no one knows how many people lived in Burma in
1983, but sources suggest about 36 million. Dominating the scene
are the Burmans—primarily defined as Burmese-speaking
Buddhists. Under socialist military control since 1962, the govern-
ment of Burma has sought an elusive social unity for the country.

The quest for unity is not new. The ancient, unperfected
stratagem of royalty was to create a kingdom from the inside out,
that is, to radiate as much power as possible from the center of the
realm, attempting to control as many people as feasible. In this
system, control at the center was absolute and impressive, but in
the hinterlands the king was more a symbol than a reality. The
king claimed to rule the entire would and was so treated, but a
few hundred miles away another monarch might be successfully
persuading his subjects to believe that he was the world emperor.
Villagers tried vainly to.stay out of the way of both sublime
beings. Although such royal states usually collapsed owing to
palace violence and warfare, a few managed to expand enough to
include most of modern-day Burma, creating the cultural template
for the modern notion of unity.

Another sort of unity was forced by the colonization of all of
Burma by the British at the end of the nineteenth century.
Through superior weaponry the British put the entire area under
direct or indirect control. From Rangoon and Calcutta the colonial
bureaucracy and mentality spread even to the hill peoples, some
of whom resisted “pacification” as late as the 1930s. The British
used the fringes of the center against the center itself, that is,
recruiting hill peoples into armed units to control lowland
Burmans or importing Indian soldiers to help keep the colony in
line. Delicately courting the minorities, Britain created a precari-
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ous unity held together by the awe of the military might behind
the system, much as matters had stood under a very strong king.
Burma became a country by colonial definition. not by organic
social evolution. In a sense, therefore, Burma was still a fragile
mandala or, more accurately, a series of them, since the British
encouraged considerable self-rule among the Chins, Kachins,
Shans, Kayahs, and Karens. When the source of colonial power
departed after World War 1I, the illusion of unity was again
shattered (see The Nationalities Issue and Insurgency, ch. 1; fig.

Postcolonial leaders, such as General Aung San and U Nu, had
brief moments of success in bringing the new nation together in
some kind of common cause, but at the edges of the country and
within ethnic minorities in the deltas and the cities there was no
lasting consensus. Even in the flush of independence, communist
and secessionisc leaders were planning divisive campaigns. In
1961 the declaration of Buddhism as the state religion in an Asian
democracy provoked the minorities to rebel, which was used as
one of the justifications for the military coup in 1962 (see Military
Rule under Generzl Ne Win, ch. 1).

The coup leaders have labored to create a national party
system and to fashion a socialist, nilitary-led mandala (see Na-
tional Unity, ch. 4). On paper the system bespeaks success-
ful bureaucratic party control over every section of the country.
One thousand years of Burmese history, however, suggest that
in practice, such conclusions mas be subject to challenge. In
the early 1980s the center was Rangoon, and the Burmans,
backed by military power, dominat>d the Burma Socialist Pro-
gramme Party (BSPP—see Glossary) nierarchy. Despite organiza-
tional charts that show a rationally unified country balancing
seven divisions—containing mostly Burmans—with seven states
featuring various minority peoples, true unity may remain elu-
sive. The 14 administrative units are represented by 14 stars
in the national flag.

The Seven Divisions

The segments of Upper and Lower Burma that constituted the
seven divisions made up the core of Burma in terms of population
and political power. Government control was more secure in these
areas, where in the early 1980s an estimated 64 percent of
Burma’s inhabitants lived, than it was at the fringes. The divisions
were the Buddhist strongholds, which were also the areas where
Burman education and the arts have flourished for centuries. As
kings came and went, the divisions were most often under
Burmese administration, although the Mons and others often
managed to challenge the system. The divisions shared a basic
world view, culture, language, religion, and royal tradition that
could be reascnably called Burmese. Beyond the boundaries of
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these seven divisions, matters became much more complex and
capable of varying interpretations.

According to a report in the government-run Working People’s
Daily in May 1981, the seven divisions had a combined population
of approximately 23.1 million, based on the most recent census.
This was distributed as follows: Irrawaddy Division, 4.5 million;
Mandalay Division, 4.2 million; Sagaing Division, 3.5 million;
Rangoon Division, 3.5 million; Pegu Division, 3.5 million; Magwe

Division, 3.1 million; and Tenasserim Division, 800,000.

Rangoon Division included the modern capital of the country,
the largest city in Burma. The division was primarily composed of
the capital, its sister town of Syriam, and towns on both sides of
the Rangoon River for about 100 kilometers upstream. The small
size of the division was more than compensated for by its political
dominance, and in modern times Rangoon has rivaled Mandalay
in terms of cultural importance.

Rangoon showed clearly its colonial heritage in the form of old Bri-
tish bank buildings still standing—sometimes with the original signs
intact—many decades after independence. The size of urban Rangoon
and its multiethnic population gave it a sophisticated atmosphere
unlike most of the rest of Burma. Recent economic hard times have
left their mark on the condition of the buildings, the struggling
transportation system, and the standard of living. Every foreign
visitor legally entering the country must disembark at Rangoon, and
comparisons with other capitals are inevitable. Rangoon has not
modernized rapidly but has barely maintained the necessary funda-
mentals, owing to the ingenuity of its people, who have kept in func-
tional condition equipment that would be museum pieces elsewhere.

Above all mundane materialistic matters in Rangoon rise the beau-
tiful Shwedagon and Sule pagodas, revealing the deepest values of
the Burmans. The care and wealth lavished on these and other
Buddhist symbols of Burman pride provide the clue to a people’s
priorities, no matter what the current economic situation might be.
The Shwedagon Pagoda also serves as a major pilgrimage goal for
many southern or Theravada Buddhists from abroad. As such, it
represents Burma’s bond to millions of believers outside its borders.

In the early 1980s most vital decisions were made in Rangoon;
in addition to being the largest city in Burma, it was also its
busiest port, the center of publishing and cinema, and the hub of
economic power. Because the heart of the bureaucracy was there,
it was difficult for any part of Burma to be uninfluenced by the
policies and rules determined at the capital.

Mandalay Division
Mandalay Division evoked memories of a glorious precolonial
past before Burma turned more outward and commercial and its
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capital was moved downstream. In this division were some of the
old royal centers: Mandalay, Amarapura, and Pagan, as well as the
old British hill station, Maymyo, where colonialists vacationed and
where U (formerly General) Ne Win maintained a summer home.
In the early 1980s the prestige center of the country was still
Mandalay, despite Rangoon’s status as the nation’s capital.

The division stretched almost 300 kilometers north and south,
from the rare gem mines in the north at Mogok to Pyinmana on
the Sittang River to the south. To the west it was bounded by the
Irrawaddy River and to the east by Shan State. At its center was
the Kyaukse area, historically important for its rice production,
using ancient irrigation systems that supported many Burmese
royal centers.

Despite the bid of those at the Kaba Aye Pagoda complex at
Rangoon to assume the leadership role for the sangha (Buddhist
monkhood), the monasteries at Mandalay continued to retain
traditional respect as centers of scholarship. The secular university
at Mandalay played a similar role within the state-controlled
education system. Whether creating images of the Buddha at
Mandalay or fashioning fine lacquerware at Myinkaba near Pagan,
traditional artists in Mandalay Division were thought to be the
best