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Civil-Military Relations in Burma: Portents, Predictions and Possibilities

Author’s Note

After the Burmese armed forces crushed a nation-wide pro-democracy uprising in
September 1988, Burma’s official name (in English) was changed from its post-1974
form, the ‘Socialist Republic of the Union of Burma’, back to the ‘Union of Burma’, which
had been adopted when Burma regained its independence from the United Kingdom
(UK) in January 1948. In July 1989 the new military government changed the country’s
name once again, this time to the ‘Union of Myanmar'. At the same time, a number of
other place names were changed to conform more closely to their original Burmese
pronunciation. The new names were subsequently accepted by the United Nations (UN)
and most other major international organisations. Some governments and opposition
groups, however, have clung to the old forms as a protest against the military regime’s
continuing human rights abuses and its refusal to hand over power to the civilian
government elected in 1990.

In this paper the better-known names, for example ‘Burma’ instead of ‘Myanmar’,
‘Rangoon’ instead of ‘Yangon', and ‘Irrawaddy’ instead of ‘Ayeyarwady’, have been
retained for ease of recognition. Quotations and references, however, have been cited
as they were originally published. Also, formal titles introduced after 1989 have been
cited in their current form, such as ‘Myanmar Police Force’ and ‘Myanmar Red Cross'.

The armed forces have ruled Burma since 1962 but, from 1974 to 1988, they
exercised power through an ostensibly elected ‘civilian’ parliament. On taking back direct
political power in September 1988, the armed forces abolished the old government
structure and created the State Law and Order Restoration Counci[(Aft)4(e2(a[(Y)3qn)-31(0)3(r)-4(e)-4(0))5(
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1. Predicting Burma’s Future

and | saw people in the valley’s circle,
silent, weeping, walking at a litany’s pace
the way processions push along in our world.

And when my gaze moved down below their faces,
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Civil-Military Relations in Burma: Portents, Predictions and Possibilities

Than Shwe himself, and from all accounts reading his mind has proven difficult even for
those in his immediate circle. Also, it is believed that Than Shwe is deeply superstitious
and often seeks guidance from astrologers, numerologists and magicians.” If so, this
would add another degree of difficulty to attempts to foresee developments in Burma.
As the Central Intelligence Agency's Herb Meyer once observed, determining how
governments and national leaders think is one of the most essential tasks for an analyst,
but it is also one of the toughest.®

Fourthly, despite being home to the world’s oldest and most resilient military
dictatorship, Burma has a well-deserved reputation for unpredictability.
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2. The People and the Armed Forces
.

The armed forces are meant for this nation and this people, and it should be
such a force having the honour and respect of the people. If instead the
armed forces should come to be hated by the people, then the aims with
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Civil-Military Relations in Burma: Portents, Predictions and Possibilities

effective, totally subservient means to mobilise the population for the leadership’s
perceived ends’*

There is thus some continuity between Burma’s military governments before and after
1988, but there are also important differences. After the initial Revolutionary Council
period, Ne Win created a highly bureaucratic socialist state that was controlled by the
BSPP and the ‘elected
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4,
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Burmese have reportedly lost patience with the ‘active pacifism’ of the NLD under her
leadership, and are keen to pursue more confrontationist policies.*
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corruption, bureaucratic inefficiency and restrictive government regulations, will
continue to deter foreign investment.

Notwithstanding the maintenance of economic sanctions, if the regime made a number
of key policy changes the chances are good that Burma would experience more
sustained and balanced growth, and thus greater prosperity.>® This would have a social
and possibly even political impact. For example, there have already been a few
indications that better economic management and improved local conditions could lead
in turn to a greater, albeit grudging, acceptance of the military government.>* Continued
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maintain their credibility with their constituents and make deals acceptable to them
during a period of active counter-insurgency campaigning, with its inevitable increases in
human rights abuses, displaced populations and refugee flows.%?

For all these reasons, resolution of Burma'’s long-running ethnic tensions would appear
to be a long way off.

The Regime’s ‘Mindset’
Despite countless references in the press, on websites and in academic papers —

including this one — to the ‘armed forces', the Tatmadaw is not an homogenous
organisation, all members of which think and behave alike — although it observes military
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representatives of various ethnic communities, who will make a real effort to represent
the interests of their constituents.

At the same time, the Tatmadaw itself will be going through a number of major changes.
It is believed that Senior General Than Shwe is unwell and preparing to retire, possibly to
become the President, or perhaps an advisor to the new government.”® Over the next
five years, several more senior generals will pass from the scene — although most will
have no doubt ensured that they and their interests will be protected by protégés still in
uniform.
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Burma'’s security conscious and energy hungry neighbours, one of which is a permanent
member of the UN Security Council. The chances of Burma being expelled from ASEAN
are equally remote.®* Even if either event were to occur, the generals seem quite
prepared to see Burma return to its pre-1988 isolation and poverty, if that was the
price of remaining masters of the country’s — and their own — destiny.

It is gradually becoming more widely accepted that there are few practical ways to
influence a government that is convinced of its self-appointed role in national affairs,
does not seem to care for the welfare of its own people, does not observe international
norms and is protected by powerful friends. If this is the case, then the international
community faces a seemingly intractable problem over Burma, one that argues for a
fundamental re-evaluation of approaches being taken towards the regime.
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Fifthly, while engaging with the Burmese government may be politically difficult — for
some, even morally repugnant — there are compelling arguments to do so. Burma’s
geographical position between the nuclear armed giants of China and India, its shadowy
relationship with pariah states like North Korea, and its influence on Asia’s broader
strategic environment, all mean that Burma is too important to be ignored. Also, it is a
key factor in international programs to combat transnational problems such as narcotics
trafficking, people smuggling, money laundering and the spread of communicable
diseases.®® Some analysts have suggested that Burma is also a factor in global efforts to
stem religious extremism, the spread of ballistic missiles and even nuclear proliferation.

All these concerns are in addition to the pressing needs of the Burmese people
themselves — both inside Burma and outside its borders. Although there are around 50
non-government organisations still operating in Burma, the regime has made the
delivery of humanitarian aid very difficult. It imposes onerous conditions on providers,
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