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A NOTE ON BURMESE NAMES



BURMA OR MYANMAR? Around a millennium ago, the word “Myanma” first appeared in inscriptions, apparently describing a people living in the valley of the Irrawaddy River and their language. Over the centuries, kings began referring to themselves as Myanma kings, and their kingdom as the Myanma pyi (the Myanma country) or Myanma naing-ngan (the Myanma conquered lands). By the 17th century, the word was colloquially pronounced “Bama.” Both “Myanma” and “Bama” are adjectives.


Around the same time, the first Europeans arrived, and called the country some variant of “Burma”: it was “Birmania” to the Portuguese, “Birmanie” to the French. These names are almost certainly derived from “Bama.” Under British rule, “Burma” was the country’s official English name. The name in Burmese remained Myanma pyi.


None of this caused much of a fuss until 1989, when the ruling army junta officially changed the name of the country in English to Myanmar (the final “r” was meant to lengthen the vowel, as it would when spoken in the southeast of England, and not be pronounced). The justification offered was that the name “Myanmar” incorporated all the country’s indigenous peoples. This was untrue. Few minorities, if any, would claim that the word historically applied to them. The real reason for the change was that the government of the time was moving in a nativist direction and looking for easy wins to burnish its ethno-nationalist credentials. An equivalent would be Germany insisting on being called “Deutschland” in English, or the Italians insisting on “Italia.” Many in the West continued to use “Burma,” either out of habit or to show disdain toward the junta dictatorship.


I use “Burma” throughout this book out of habit, because as a Burmese speaker it’s awkward to refer to the country using an adjective, because I think “Burma” sounds far better in English, and because of the nativist underpinnings of the name change.


I use “Burmese” to refer either to the ethnic majority people, who speak the Burmese language and are overwhelmingly Buddhist, or to the state. There is no satisfactory term, at least not yet, for referring to all the peoples of the country. I also use older place names, such Arakan rather than Rakhine, for similar reasons.


Other identity-related words are equally, if not more, contentious, none perhaps more so than “Rohingya,” a name for a Muslim minority in Arakan. The reasons for this are explored throughout this book.


Burmese personal names also merit some explanation. Most Burmese have only given names. These are traditionally chosen by parents on the advice of monks or astrologers, and often depend on which day of the week the child is born and the corresponding letters in the Burmese alphabet. For example, a child born on a Friday should properly have a name beginning with “th.” These names are usually prefixed by a familiar term like “uncle” (U) or “aunt” (Daw). A person may have one name, with the appropriate prefix (U Thant), or several names (Daw Aung San Suu Kyi). None of these names are family or clan names. They are also not fixed: people may use different names in different situations or simply change their entire name whenever they want. It’s not uncommon in an obituary to see a list of many names (“Dr. Tun Maung a.k.a. U Ye Htut a.k.a. Johnny”). One former member of parliament styled himself U James Bond.


Some of Burma’s minority cultures, such as the Kachin, do have family or clan names, which are placed before their given names, as in the name Maran Brang Seng, where “Maran” is the name of a clan.


Personal names, places names, ethnonyms, even the name of the country, have changed or are changing. Burma is a place where identities are unstable. Much more will be said on issues of identity and its relationship to the country’s singular politics and even more bizarre economy in the pages that follow.
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INTRODUCTION



IN THE EARLY 2010s, Burma was the toast of the world. As the generals appeared to be giving up power, everybody, at least in the West, began to believe that the country was in the midst of an astonishing transformation, from the darkest of dictatorships to a peaceful and prosperous democracy.


Barack Obama, Bill Clinton, Hillary Clinton, Tony Blair, and dozens of other world leaders, past and present, came in quick succession to be part of the celebrated change. Trade embargos were rolled back and billions of dollars in aid promised to make up for lost time. Top businessmen followed, with George Soros at the head of the flock, their private jets crowding Rangoon’s little airport, keen to invest in Asia’s next frontier market. By 2016, Angelina Jolie, Jackie Chan and other celebrities were added to the mix, as tourism boomed and Nobel laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, freshly released from long years under house arrest, appeared set to finally lead her country.


But by 2018, the mood had turned deathly grim. A new militant outfit, the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army, had attacked dozens of security posts in the far west of the country, and this had been followed by a fierce Burmese army response. In the wake of the violence, hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children, nearly all from the Muslim Rohingya minority, fled to neighboring Bangladesh, bringing with them horrific accounts of rape and massacre. Burma now stood accused of genocide and crimes against humanity.


In September 2018, the United Nations Security Council met in New York to discuss possible responses and listened to an impassioned address by the actress Cate Blanchett, who had visited the sprawling Rohingya refugee camps and who became the first film star to speak to the world’s highest security organ. New American and European sanctions were imposed, barely two years after the last were lifted, and Aung San Suu Kyi herself came under blistering criticism from once staunch allies in the human rights community for not doing more for the Rohingya. Erstwhile friends, from Bob Geldof to the Dalai Lama and Bishop Desmond Tutu, expressed disappointment at her inaction, and St. Hugh’s College, Oxford, which she’d attended, removed her portrait from public display and placed it in storage. The Canadian Museum for Human Rights, not wanting to go that far, kept her portrait in their “Gallery of Honorary Canadians” but dimmed the lights.


Other news was also not good. Peace talks that had since 2012 been a centerpiece of Burma’s feted reform process ground nearly to a halt and fighting flared in the northern hills. The economy, in 2014 the fastest-growing in the world, faced worrying headwinds. Investment plunged, business confidence sank, and fears mounted that a banking crisis might be around the corner. In 2016, Burma was on Fodor Guides’ list of the world’s hottest destinations. By 2018, it was on Fodor’s list of top ten places to avoid.


What happened? For decades the story of Burma had been portrayed as a Manichean struggle between the ruling generals and a movement for human rights and a liberal democracy. But the old story and recent developments just didn’t add up. Had the world been misreading Burma completely?


Not long ago, few believed that anything in Burma would ever change. The country seemed to be stuck in a time warp, ruled by a thuggish junta that would stay on forever. Then things did change, with political prisoners released, media censorship ended, and Internet restrictions lifted. Opinions pivoted 180 degrees, and many in the West as well as in Asia were quick to embrace the “transition” that seemed to be underway. In 2012, Aung San Suu Kyi became a member of parliament, then in 2015 led her party to a sweeping victory in the country’s first free and fair elections in a generation. The word “miracle” was often used to describe what was happening. Whereas before, any idea of progress in Burma had been summarily dismissed, observers now assumed that further progress was inevitable. When discordant news got in the way—a communal riot here, a clash between the army and insurgents there—it was easily swept aside as peripheral to the main story. The story was too good, a much needed tonic at a time when the Arab Spring was giving way to extreme violence. Burma, at least, was a morality tale that seemed to be nearing its rightful conclusion.


Then the morality tale came crashing down.


Burma is a country of about 55 million people, squeezed between China and India but larger than France and Britain combined. More than a dozen rebel armies hold sway over large patches of the eastern uplands, together with hundreds more militias, all fighting the world’s oldest civil war. Burma is one of the poorest countries in Asia, with one of the biggest illicit narcotics industries in the world. It is prone to devastating natural disasters (over 120,000 people died in a single day due to a cyclone in 2008) and is predicted to be one of the five nations most negatively impacted by climate change. It’s a place where education and health care systems have been starved of funds for decades, a country which isolated itself from the world for a quarter century and then for a generation came under US-and UK-led economic sanctions that were, at the time, the harshest against any country anywhere on the planet (including North Korea).


In a way, Burma resembles parts of Europe and North America in the 19th century, a febrile mix of new freedoms and new nationalisms, unencumbered capitalism, new money and new poverty, fast-growing cities and urban slums, elected governments, excluded peoples, and brutal frontier wars—a mirror of the past, but one turbocharged by Facebook and by a fast-industrializing China next door.


Burma is also a devoutly religious society in which over 85 percent of the population follow neoconservative Theravada Buddhism, a philosophy which could be described as Epicurean but which has, in Burma, created a society whose values are more Stoic. The mother tongue of the majority, Burmese, is as dissimilar to English (or to any other Indo-European language) as possible; it is a language in which words like “national,” “ethnic,” and “human rights,” have unexpected connotations.


On this distant and fragile stage, a twisted drama is being played which features some of the most pressing issues of our day, from exploding inequality, rising ethno-nationalism, and mutating views on race and identity to migration, environmental degradation, and climate change.


Burma was, for the United Nations and the West, the signature democracy project of the 1990s and 2000s. The question of whether democracy (in the sense most in the West would recognize, with competing political parties, a free media, and free elections) was ever really fit for purpose was never asked, in part because democracy was what “the people” in Burma were demanding and in part because it was the obvious exit from a tyranny that no one could reasonably defend. In the early 2010s, the more the forms of democracy seemed to be taking shape, the more an assumption of progress took hold.


As the path to liberal democracy looked increasingly secure, an additional assumption grew that free markets would soon also take hold, opening the door to global capitalism. But then, as multinational companies queued up to have a look at what they hoped would be a lucrative new market, they saw in Burma a breed of capitalism already in place, well entrenched and intimately tied to China.


It’s not impossible that democratic institutions will one day flourish in Burma. And it’s far from impossible that global capitalism will defeat its rivals. It may even deliver the goods: growing the Burmese economy by leaps and bounds and reshaping Burma in the image of other Asian societies.


But is the life of the 21st-century Asian consumer really desirable or sustainable? Visiting the air-conditioned new shopping malls of Rangoon, it’s clear that there’s a desire for a new way of life. It’s less clear that the Burmese—as they pose for selfies in front of the escalators and water fountains—are as yet very good at buying things they might not really need. And as Burma, which ranks consistently as one of the most generous countries on earth, integrates itself into the world of the mid-21st century, what is it exactly about this long quarantined nation, with its unique cultures, that needs to be changed, and what should instead be embraced? In an age of reform, few have thought about what it is important to protect.


Burma’s story takes place under the long shadow of a particularly brutal and destructive British colonialism, one which first established the modern state as a racial hierarchy. It is a story that has consistently left ordinary Burmese people at the bottom of the heap, as development so far has meant disappearing forests, polluted rivers, contaminated food, rising debt, land confiscation, and most recently the cheap smartphones, Internet access, and Facebook pages on which they see for themselves, and for endless hours a day, the lives they will never have.


Burma is also a warning. Exactly a hundred years ago, modern politics in Burma was born as what we might today call an anti-immigration, anti-globalization movement. The country was gripped by a kind of identity politics. Under British rule, millions of people from the Indian subcontinent settled in the country. Global companies like Burmah Oil (later British Petroleum) extracted enormous sums in profit, paying little in taxes. Populist parties flirted with Fascism and Communism. Then came a long slide into nativism and self-imposed isolation. It was an understandable reaction. But decades on, the cost of withdrawal from the world has been a material and intellectual impoverishment on a scale unmatched in Asia. That cost has included hundreds of thousands of refugees (long before the Rohingya crisis), millions more internally displaced, millions more lives destroyed.


And in today’s more open political space, the challenges of inequality and climate change are being met with a cocktail of ethno-nationalism and neoliberalism.


Can the future be different? Is a sharp turn in a fresh direction possible? Or is the recent violence a sign of even worse things to come?


BURMA HAS BEEN molded by big forces and big issues. Its story, the one that will be told in this book, is a story about race, capitalism, and an attempt at democracy. It features people who have plotted, pushed, and pulled to end half a century of army rule and who have been struggling ever since with the deep scars revealed and the energies unleashed. It includes as well the Burmese far from the corridors of power who have borne the brunt of the country’s woes, and who have suffered and schemed to improve their lives against impossible odds. And it’s about the foreign governments that have also shaped Burma’s trajectory, usually in good faith, and sometimes with disastrous consequences. The heroes and villains have not always been whom they seem to be.


This book is mainly about the last fifteen years, from the height of the dictatorship, around the turn of the millennium, to the present day. But the echoes of the more distant past are, if anything, growing stronger. So we start at the beginning.










ONE



NEW WORLD


BURMA IS SHAPED like a kite and extends north to south over 1,300 miles, from icy pine-forested mountains on the marches of Tibet, the highest peaks nearly 20,000 feet high, to scorching hot beaches and little islands in the Andaman Sea. At its center is the Irrawaddy River, brown and muddy, which snakes through teak jungles and sun-baked scrublands before fanning out into a vast, steamy delta and emptying into the Bay of Bengal. To the west and east are uplands of little valleys and increasingly higher hills.


Burma has been home to modern humans since the first migrations out of Africa. There were others before: Homo erectus certainly, and probably Denisovans too, eastern cousins of the Neanderthals. Recent discoveries in genetic science are uncovering a fascinating past, with the Irrawaddy basin a hub of Pleistocene settlement, population expansion, and emigration over tens of thousands of years, to places as far afield as Australia and the Americas. Three to four thousand years ago, hunter-gatherer populations gave way to the first farmers, related genetically to the peoples who inhabited what is now southwest China. Two thousand years later, during the Bronze and Iron Ages, fresh migrations from the north brought tongues akin to Tibetan and ancestral to Burmese.


By the first millennium AD Burma was also home to peoples speaking languages related to modern Khmer, Vietnamese, and Mon (a language spoken in southern Burma), whose ancestors may have been the first to grow rice, and who lived along the Yangtze River before spreading across mainland Southeast Asia and into India. There were also people speaking languages similar to modern Thai and Lao. As it is today, Burma was likely always a hodgepodge of very different cultures and communities.


In the valleys, kingdoms came and went. Their people were literate and Buddhist, increasingly of a neoconservative variety. They looked to classical Indian culture for inspiration. In the highlands, on the other hand, there was an array of societies that ruled themselves, practiced animism, and spoke languages that were not written down. Like the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Himalayan foothills, what’s now Burma was a place of many nearly isolated communities, each with its own dialect and way of life, as well as grand civilizations with connections in every direction.


During the middle years of the 18th century, a new dynasty of Burmesespeaking warrior kings emerged from the arid interior, marched south toward the sea, defeated their French-backed and Mon-speaking rivals, and united the valley of the Irrawaddy River. Along the conquered coast they founded a new port and named it Rangoon, meaning “the enemy is vanquished.” The elephant-mounted kings then pushed east into the adjacent uplands before taking nearly all of present-day Laos and Thailand, utterly destroying the Siamese capital of Ayutthaya in 1767. Over the next decade their armies repelled no fewer than four Manchu Chinese invasions from the north, defeating elite divisions of Manchu and Mongol cavalry drawn from the distant Russian frontier.


In 1783, at the apex of this newly minted empire, King Bodawpaya, who boasted fifty-three (official) queens and concubines and more than 120 children, founded a new capital, Amarapura, or “the Immortal City.” He and the rest of his dynasty saw themselves as at the head of an all-vanquishing race. They called themselves Myanma.


A YEAR LATER, these same Burmese kings conquered the kingdom of Arakan. Arakan is part of a long Indian Ocean coastline, separated from the Irrawaddy valley by a range of low mountains, an incredibly fertile place that’s also one of the least hospitable on the planet, prone to earthquakes and devastating cyclones and deluged by up to three feet a month of torrential rain. Arakan today—the state of Rakhine—is the southern two-thirds of this coastline. The northern third, across the Naf River, is today part of Bangladesh.


The area’s earliest farmers, perhaps just a handful of people here and there, likely spoke Austroasiatic languages related to Munda (which is now spoken in pockets of central and eastern India). But over the last two thousand years, what’s now eastern Bangladesh and Arakan became a kind of frontier. For ancient Indians, speaking an Indo-Aryan tongue, the lands beyond the Meghna River (now in Bangladesh) were a pandava barjita desh, a place of utter barbarism where no self-respecting Hindu would go. By medieval times, the Buddhist, Hindu, and later Muslim kingdoms of Bengal had reached the upper end of the coastline. And in the centuries that followed, both Islam and Indo-Aryan languages moved gradually south. These languages are ancestral both to the Bengali of modern Calcutta and Dacca and to the similar dialects of present-day Chittagong and the people who have come to be known as the Rohingya.1


Also over the past two millennia, people speaking entirely different Tibeto-Burman languages, some ancestral to both modern Burmese and Arakanese dialects, arrived from the other direction. Burmese chronicles relate long-ago encounters in the region between humans and bilus, or ogres.


The region was a frontier between Bengali and Burmese cultures and polities. It was also a civilizational center in its own right. The earliest inscriptions, dating from the first millennium AD, are written in Indo-Aryan Pali and Sanskrit. But by the 15th century, there had developed at Mrauk-U, near today’s Sittwe, an impressive kingdom that not only dominated this entire coastline but threatened both their Mughal neighbors to the north and the Burmese to the east.


The kings of this Arakan kingdom spoke an archaic form of Burmese and were Buddhists, but were also cosmopolitans who saw themselves as part of a dynamic Indian Ocean world, taking Bengali–Muslim as well as Burmese–Pali titles, welcoming traders from Lisbon and Amsterdam, recruiting Afghan archers and renegade ronin samurai from Nagasaki as their bodyguards, and patronizing at court some of the finest Bengali and Persian poets. They were slavers, too, and together with the Dutch East India Company and Portuguese pirates terrorized the Ganges delta in the 16th and 17th centuries. Many slaves, including Muslims from Bengal, were settled in what is today northern Arakan.


In 1666, invading Mughal armies captured Chittagong, seizing the coastline as far as the Naf River. The British took this territory from the Mughals in 1767.


In 1785, Burmese armies coming from the Irrawaddy valley finished off the rest of this kingdom, setting fire to the capital and carting away the great Mahamuni image, which was believed by the Arakanese to be the most sacred Buddha image of all and a symbol of their sovereignty. Arakan was annexed outright, its centuries-old monarchy destroyed. It had been a cosmopolitan hub. It became Burma’s anauk-taga, its “western gate.”


WITH THIS ANNEXATION of Arakan, the Burmese empire had taken a step toward the Ganges basin—what the Burmese called Mizzima-desa, the “Middle Country,” the holy land and birthplace of Buddhism. For millennia other parts of modern India, especially Bengal, Orissa, and South India, were also sources of higher learning, regions from which the Burmese derived their ideals of kingship, art and architecture, mathematics, science, and astronomy. Pali, as the ancient language of the Mizzima-desa, was Burma’s prestige language, understood by all educated people, as Latin was in pre-20th-century Europe.


Before colonial times, the people to the west were known collectively as kala. The word is today portrayed, in foreign media, as a pejorative term for the Rohingya Muslims, but its early use was very different. Its etymology is unclear: it’s actually spelled kula in Burmese and may be related to the Sanskrit word of the same spelling which means “clan” or “community.” The word appears in medieval inscriptions and seems to denote anyone who came from overseas, from India—and “India” in the Burmese imagination was an expansive and somewhat vague place, like “the Indies” of Christopher Columbus.


The Burmese saw the kala as a race, a lu-myo or “type of person.” Indians, Arabs, and Persians, then Portuguese, Armenians, and Dutch, all arrived to trade or offer their services as mercenaries. All appeared similar to Burmese eyes: bearded men (and they were almost all men) from the west. They shared certain ways. To this day, kala is part of many Burmese compound words, such as kala-taing (“kala-seat”) or chair, kalaka (“kala-partition”) or curtain, and kala-pe (“kala-bean”) or chickpea. Europeans generally were bayingyi-kala, bayingyi being a Burmese corruption of firangi, the Persian version of “Franks,” which also often referred to all Europeans.


Then came the British. The Burmese viewed the British as another kind of kala. England was called Bilat, a Burmese pronunciation of wilayati, the Arabic–Mughal word for “province,” which first meant Afghanistan, then referred to all lands of the far northwest. It’s the same word as “Blighty.” The British were the Bilat-kala. They were also the thosaung-kala, the “sheep-wearing kala,” after their affinity for woolen clothes. They brought with them their own eccentricities, such as Bilat-ye (“British water”) or soda.


AT THE TURN of the 19th century, the Burmese began to hear news that the British, through their East India Company, were fast establishing dominion over India. They sent spies who returned with intelligence that the flag of St. George alone now flew along the entire coast from Madras to Calcutta. They sent envoys to the Sikh kingdom of the Punjab, to Nepal, the Marathas in Pune and the Mughals in Delhi, in hopes of an anti-British alliance. It was an offensive strategy. The Burmese had their sights set on Bengal.


By the 1810s, there was a second wave of conquest. This was likely due to a need for people as well as to dreams of fresh imperial glory. The Irrawaddy valley, like most of Southeast Asia, was sparsely populated. Much of the land was forested, filled with tigers, elephants, and pythons. Deadly diseases were a relentless challenge. Land unused became forest very quickly. Human population, rather than land, was the scarce factor of production; people were needed to fight as well as to farm and to manage the irrigation systems on which rice growing depended. There were never enough people. Getting, keeping, and organizing people (to pay taxes or provide military and other services) was a major function of government. Foreign traders were welcomed and encouraged to take local wives, with the strict stipulation that the wife and any children stay behind when they left. When the Siamese capital Ayutthaya was overrun, thousands, including the entire royal court, were deported to the Irrawaddy valley.


The need for manpower may have been particularly acute in the late 1810s and early 1820s. In 1815 Mount Tambora in what is today Indonesia erupted with a force equivalent to 33 billion tons of TNT (about two million times the force of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima).2 The ash propelled into the stratosphere led to a year of dramatic climate change around the world. In America, the weather in May 1816 turned “backward,” with summer frost striking as far south as Virginia. In Europe, as many as 200,000 people died from famine in what became known as the “Year Without Summer.”3 Vacationing near Lake Geneva, Lord Byron, Percy Shelley, and Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin had little choice but to stay indoors, sheltering from the cold and incessant rain. They entertained themselves by reading and writing horror stories. Those stories inspired Mary, later Mary Shelley, to begin work on her first novel, Frankenstein.


The same year, unseasonably cold weather led to widespread hunger in China and Tibet. China’s Yunnan province, next to Burma, suffered its worst famine in recorded history.4 At exactly the same time, the first cholera pandemic, originating in Bengal, spread across Eurasia, killing hundreds of thousands of people, including a recorded 30,000 in Bangkok alone.5 The Irrawaddy valley had already suffered from famine in the early 19th century. The combination of the cholera epidemic and the impact of the Tambora eruption almost certainly placed dramatic new pressure on an already strained demography.


Over the following years, Burmese armies marched westward, seizing first the old kingdom of Manipur, a state in today’s India. They then crossed the hills and descended into the valley of the Brahmaputra River, extinguishing another old kingdom, Assam, and depopulating entire regions. Tens of thousands were captured and brought back to the Irrawaddy valley to farm royal lands. The Manipuris remember this period as the “Seven Years of Devastation.”


From Arakan, too, the Burmese forced entire communities over the hills to build irrigation works near the capital. Others were corralled into crown service units, which provided other forms of labor to the king. This oppression sent tens of thousands of Arakanese in flight across the border into British-controlled Bengal. A British army officer and diplomat named Hiram Cox was tasked with looking after the refugees. The area, which became known as Cox’s Bazar, is exactly where the multitude of Muslim refugees from Arakan are camped today, two hundred years later.


The Burmese soon laid claim to all of southeast Bengal. In official correspondence to the East India Company, they said they understood how the English could have right of possession over all the British Isles but couldn’t possibly see how London could have legitimate claims to Dacca and Chittagong.6 The Burmese court proclaimed itself the heir of the Arakanese kings who were once sovereign over these same lands. They pursued Arakanese rebels across the Naf River, leading to clashes between British Indian and Burmese forces. In 1823, Burmese forces began moving south from Assam, threatening the little hill principalities of Jaintia and Cachar. Bengal, the richest province of British India, was now in danger of being attacked from two directions.


On February 24, 1824, Lord Amherst, the Governor-General of India, declared war “to humble the overweening pride and arrogance of the Burmese monarch.”7 The war would be the longest and most expensive in British Indian history, costing the equivalent of nearly $30 billion today. Fifteen thousand British and Indian troops died, along with an unknown but almost certainly higher number of Burmese.


After first repelling Burmese forces in Assam and Arakan, the British made a daring and successful amphibious assault on the port city of Rangoon. Two years of ferocious fighting followed, first around Rangoon and then up the Irrawaddy valley. The same Congreve rockets employed at Fort McHenry in Baltimore in 1812 (“the rockets’ red glare”) pulverized entrenched Burmese positions, while the first steamship ever used in combat, the Diana, destroyed the teak war-boats of the local navy. The Burmese aristocracy was decimated in the attempt to stem the enemy advance, as they led troops on horseback in battle after battle. In May 1826, when the British were within striking distance of the capital, King Bagyidaw sued for peace.


Under the terms of the treaty that followed, the Burmese gave up the kingdoms of Assam, Jaintia, Cachar, Manipur, and Arakan, as well as the eastern shore of the Bay of Bengal near Siam. In the decades to come, the British would turn Assam into the world’s tea garden. Assam, Manipur, Jaintia, and Cachar would become part of independent India. The eastern shore, known as the Tenasserim, and Arakan were kept separate and became the first pieces of a new British Burma.


For the once all-conquering Burmese race, defeat was a shock. All subsequent nationalist thinking harks back to this moment, when the empire was brought to its knees by invaders from the west, as the beginning of an alien interregnum. The late 20th-century military regime would make 1824 the cut-off date in determining who belonged in Burma and who did not, whose ancestors were “natives” and whose came as a result of foreign occupation and therefore were, at best, “guests.”


The first Anglo-Burmese war was followed by a second in 1852–53, a relatively short affair that led to the annexation of the Irrawaddy delta and Rangoon. All of Lower Burma was now British, with Rangoon the capital. In the two decades that followed, the Burmese king Mindon tried frantically to modernize what was left of his Upper Burma domain. He built a new city, Mandalay; sent dozens of students to France, Germany, and Italy to study science and engineering; set up the country’s first factories; imported steamships; laid telegraph lines; and even invented a Burmese Morse code. And he tried to refashion what was still a kind of feudal system into a proper bureaucracy. Under his son and successor, Thibaw, a faction at the royal court, which included scholars returned from Europe, attempted to go a step further and introduce the beginnings of constitutional government. What they wanted most of all was recognition, from Queen Victoria herself, of Burma’s independence.


The British, however, had other plans. In November 1885, secretary of state for India Lord Randolph Churchill (father of Winston) launched a third Burmese war, in the belief that a successful Far Eastern campaign might help the Conservative Party win the upcoming elections. He promised voters in Birmingham, a major manufacturing city near his rural constituency of Woodstock, that free access to markets in Burma, and through Burma to China, would create jobs.


Mandalay was taken easily enough and the king overthrown. But the fierce popular opposition that soon followed, in villages and towns across the Irrawaddy valley, stunned the British. “The people of this country have not, as was by some expected, welcomed us as deliverers from tyranny,” wrote one colonial official to another.8 Years of bloody fighting, summary executions including the crucifixion of Burmese fighters, and a famine caused by Brtitish military operations that left 40,000 dead were needed to break the back of the resistance.


When the dust cleared, there was very little left of the old order. The new overlords abolished Burma’s thousand-year monarchy together with all the other storied institutions of state. They exiled the royal family to India. And they smashed the power of the ruling families in the countryside, many with pedigrees extending back centuries. Mandalay was razed to the ground, all except the great city walls and the main palace structures (saved just in time by an intervention in 1905 by Lord Curzon, the Viceroy of India, who wanted to keep intact venues for oriental pomp and circumstance). The British even destroyed memories of the past: just after taking the city, drunken soldiers set fire to the royal library, which contained all official records as well as the genealogies of the ruling class.


In the place of the old order, the British erected entirely new governing structures, ready-made and imported from India. There was no accommodation with Burmese tradition or culture. The modern state of Burma was born as a military occupation.


THE FOCUS OF the new state was essentially to keep the Burmese in check, providing the minimum of services necessary while extracting as much money as possible through taxes and corporate profits. Burma was made a part of India, like Bengal, Madras, and Bombay, and unlike Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), Malaya, Singapore, and Hong Kong, which were all ruled separately, as Crown Colonies. The result was a state divorced from society and a crisis of identity that continues to this day.


This “province of Burma” was divided into three parts. The first part comprised the Irrawaddy basin, the areas ruled by the old kings, plus (important for our later story) Arakan. These districts were ruled directly by British civil servants reporting to a pith-helmeted governor in Rangoon. The second part comprised the upland valleys and surrounding hills, which were ruled indirectly through local princes and chiefs. The mother tongue of these princes and chiefs was not Burmese. In most upland valleys the principal language was Shan, a close cousin of the Thai spoken in today’s central Thailand (the word “Shan” is a cognate of “Siam”). The third part comprised the remote mountain regions, which were claimed as part of British Burma but were generally left to themselves. On maps they were labeled “unadministered.”


Burmese nationalists would blame the British for following a divide-and-rule policy. The truth was that the British took over a mixed and ever-changing political landscape and fixed boundaries to suit themselves. But by administering areas differently, they set up the fault lines around memory, identity, and aspiration that have vexed all attempts so far at nation-building.


The British stumbled into the Irrawaddy valley to counter and break the power of the Burmese kings. But once ensconced, capitalism dictated policy. Lord Randolph Churchill had suggested that Burma might serve as a back door to China’s fabled markets, but China remained largely closed for the time being. The Taiping Rebellion and smaller related rebellions (such as the Muslim Panthay Rebellion in Yunnan, next door) were followed by decades of imperial decline and chaos. The back door would have to wait. So attention turned to the country’s natural resources, in particular timber and oil. Burmah Oil, the Irrawaddy Flotilla Company, the Bombay–Burmah Trading Co., Steel Brothers, and other Rangoon-based firms delivered sky-high returns to their shareholders in London and Glasgow. Ports and railways were built to make the export trade as efficient as possible. By the early 20th century, Burma had also become the world’s top exporter of rice. Its farming villages, home to the vast majority of the population and never before part of the world economy, were for the first time tightly linked to global markets.


Rangoon was remade as a cosmopolitan business center, with comfortable hotels, clubs, and restaurants to keep happy the few thousand Europeans, Indians, and Chinese who were at the top of the pecking order. A small Burmese elite evolved, which appreciated and mimicked the English style. There were ocean liners (and, from 1933, Imperial Airways flights) to London, well-stocked department stores, brothels and opium dens, churches of every conceivable denomination, literary occasions with visiting writers like Rabindranath Tagore and H. G. Wells, jazz performances at the Gymkhana, and afternoons at the racetrack. All went well for a while.


Indian labor was a crucial part of the mix. There was, as always, a need for people to work the fertile land, as well as a need for people to perform new types of menial labor and become the new Rangoon proletariat. Throughout the colonial period, Burma was richer than the rest of British India. The Burmese were healthier and better fed, enjoyed far higher rates of literacy, and commanded bigger incomes than the average person in India. And so British companies encouraged immigration. Millions came, hoping for a new and better life—not just laborers but businessmen and professionals as well. Most returned to their native countries after making some money, but many stayed on. For a period in the 1920s Rangoon rivaled New York as the biggest immigrant port in the world. Burma was, in the words of Indian-American writer Mira Kamdar, “our first America.”9 By 1931 Indians comprised 7 percent of the country’s population of around 14 million, a mix of approximately one million Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, and others. Most came by ship, except the Muslims from Chittagong who came overland to Arakan. Rangoon became a majority Indian city. The migration of Indians to Burma was one of the largest human migrations of the 20th century.


J. S. Furnivall called the result a “plural society.” He was the first to use the term. Furnivall was a senior civil servant in Burma who, on his retirement in 1923, stayed on to become a distinguished scholar as well as a friend and supporter of many politically active young Burmese. He wrote that in a plural society the constituent ethnic groups interact in the marketplace but otherwise stay separate: “There is division of labor along racial lines, Natives, Chinese, Indians and Europeans all have different functions, and within each major group subsections have particular occupations.10 He argued that in Burma this plural society worked to serve an “unfettered capitalism far more complete and absolute than in the homogenous western lands.” There was, he said, “a total absorption in the exchange and market.” Whereas in Western capitalist societies there was “production for life,” in Burma there was “life for production.”11


George Orwell, who was a policeman in Burma in the mid-1920s, put it more simply: “If we are honest, it is true that the British are robbing and pilfering Burma quite shamelessly.” Writing a few years later in London, he thought that Burma had indeed developed “to a certain extent” but that the Burmese themselves were now poorer, as wages were not keeping up with the cost of living and the weight of colonial taxation was ever harder to bear. “The reason is that the British government has allowed free entry into Burma for veritable hordes of Indians, who come from a land where they were literally dying of hunger, work for next to nothing and are, as a result, fearsome rivals for the Burmese.”12


For centuries India had been a source of inspiration. Indians coming to Burma often enjoyed high prestige as bearers of a respected culture. Under colonialism, they were viewed by the Burmese as either exploitative moneylenders and landlords or poverty-stricken workers living in slums, menial servants, and stick-thin seasonal laborers. They alone were now called kala, a word that took on increasingly negative connotations. Europeans, on the other hand, were now referred to as bo, which literally means a military officer but became a racial category. Bo-lo-pyaw, “to speak like a bo,” meant to speak English. Formerly grouped together with Indians in Burmese race-thinking, Europeans as rulers became a race apart. And the Burmese themselves, bereft of their monarchy and local hereditary leaders, had few internal gradations left by the early 1900s. Race became the chief cleavage in the new society.


Burma was born as a military occupation and grew up as a racial hierarchy. “Europeans” were accorded the highest rank and for a long time monopolized the uppermost jobs in government. For the British as for the Burmese, “European” was a racial category, never to be confused with Indians. The British in Burma referred to themselves as “European,” a category which included all the peoples of the British Isles (Scots were far and away the biggest single group, dominating trade) as well as Burma’s smattering of Germans, Swedes, Frenchmen, and other western Europeans. It did not include the significant Jewish community—a mix of Baghdadi and Ashkenazi Jews who felt excluded from “European” society and which in the 1930s numbered over 2,000 in Rangoon alone (the city’s population was approximately 400,000). Nor did it include the Armenian community, which had been in the country since the 1600s, whose members also found themselves in a limbo between rulers and “natives.”


Lower in status were the Indian, Chinese, and Burmese businessmen, landowners, professionals, and civil servants, who came from the more prosperous sections of their own societies. The Chinese immigration, mainly from Canton and Fujian, was far smaller than the Indian but substantial nonetheless, its leading merchants connecting Rangoon to Singapore and Hong Kong. Some well-to-do Indians, Chinese, and Burmese were schooled in England and were even wealthier than their European counterparts. Still, however rich or well bred, all were excluded on racial grounds from the upper echelons of Rangoon society; membership in the Pegu Club, the city’s apex social club, was strictly for whites only. Lowest of all were other non-European peoples, either immigrants from India or people from far-flung regions within Burma, who were seen as belonging to backward or inferior castes and tribes.


In the early 20th century, the British, who already had fairly well-established views of the different peoples of India, made a spirited attempt to analyze their new racial landscape in Burma. Some had strange ideas, which seemed far-fetched even at the time. N. C. MacNamara, in his Origin and Character of the British People, tried to make a connection between the Irish and Bronze Age Burmese. The British, he wrote, liked to see the Burmese as “the Irish of the East,” and to explain this affinity in character he proposed a prehistoric movement of Asian traders who, attracted to the tin mines of Ireland, settled down, mixed with the “aboriginal Iberian population,” and produced the “lazy, rollicking merry Irishmen of caricature.” The 1911 census report considered this theory before concluding: “The fact that [the] free-and-easy, jovial disposition [of the Burmese] has been reproduced on the further side of St. George’s Channel is the purest chance.”


A key part of colonial race thinking was skin color. A detailed examination in 1931 offered an India-wide scale ranging from “the dead black of the Andamanese, the colour of a black-leaded stove before it has been polished” to “the flushed ivory skin of the traditional Kashmiri beauty” which the anthropologist Emil Schmidt compared to “milk just tinged with coffee.”13


Some, wanting more precision, turned to skull and other measurements. “A brachycephalic mongoloid type” was found to be “the dominant element in Burma,” though in the hills was “a second Mongoloid strain characterized by medium stature, longish head and medium nose” that appeared to incorporate “an element of Caucasian stock which penetrated S.E. Asia” in ancient times.14 A “nasal index” was also employed. Those at the cutting edge of race science even utilized a new “Co-efficient of Racial Likeness” or “C.R.L.” to judge the connections between various Burmese types.


Linguistics were also used to determine who was who. In 1786, Sir William Jones, of the Asiatick Society of Bengal, first proposed the existence of an Indo-European language family. One hundred years later, British scholars attempted to sort the many and extremely varied languages found in Burma. They realized that Burmese was closely related to Tibetan; some local languages were incorporated into a “Tibeto-Burman” language family, others were not. In 19th-century censuses, the British tried first to slot Burmese into the caste categories that defined people in India, listing most as “semi-Hindooized aboriginees,” before giving up and deciding instead to use language as the basis for racial distinctions. The Tibeto-Burman language family became the Tibeto-Burman race, with a common origin deep in a primordial past.


To some extent, the British were drawing on Burmese antecedents. The Burmese of the old royal court did not think of racial classification in the early 19th-century way, as a scientific endeavor, but they did classify the various lu-myo (“kinds of people”) they encountered. Almost all populations were placed in one of five overarching categories: Myanma, Shan, Mon, Kala, and Tayok. The first three are peoples in Burma. Kala, before the British conquest, meant Indian and other similar-looking people from the West. “Tayok” is a word likely derived from “Turk,” which by the 20th century referred to the Chinese.


From the 1910s the Burma Research Society, a learned body in Rangoon, was producing regular essays on early history and the country’s ethnic origins. Scholars, primarily British but also Burmese and others, merged older thinking from the royal court, the extant royal chronicles (which formed the core of Sir Arthur Phayre’s seminal History of Burma, first published in 1883), linguistics, and the new science of race. The story that emerged told of various tribes—ancestors of the modern races of Burma—appearing at the dawn of time somewhere in the far north, perhaps the Gobi Desert, wandering over mountain passes and finally reaching the Irrawaddy valley or the nearby hills, reaching different stages of civilization, and interacting over the centuries with alien Indians and Chinese.


Colonial officials in the countryside understood that the truth might be a little messier. Those in charge of the 1911 imperial census viewed Burma with dread, as a zone of “racial instability,” fretting that the distinctions between races in Burma were “neither definite, nor logical, nor permanent, nor easy to detect . . . they are unstable from generation to generation, the racial designation of a community sometimes changes so rapidly that its elders consider themselves as belonging to one race whilst their descendants claim to belong to another.”15 Census-takers also realized that people in Burma, especially immigrants, tended to make themselves out to be something other than “who they really were.” One of the biggest immigrant groups were Pariahs (now usually spelled Paraiyar) from south India, a low caste who came to do menial work, especially in Rangoon. Perhaps not surprisingly, once in Burma, they often listed themselves as belonging to some other, higher, caste or simply as Christian. Many Indians stopped mentioning their old caste altogether and called themselves “Hindustani.”


Interracial sex and marriage blurred the lines further and created new tensions. In the Irrawaddy valley in pre-British times, marriage was an informal affair. Men and women who were living together were considered married. If they split up, property was divided equally as a matter of custom. Neither the state nor Buddhist authorities were involved. From the beginnings of British rule, there was a large influx of foreign men: British, Indian, and Chinese. A good number of British men took Burmese mistresses. In 1890 the Chief Commissioner (the highest authority in Burma) issued a confidential circular declaring that this must end; that weekend at the Turf Club, one horse was named CCCC, for “Chief Commissioner’s Confidential Circular,” and another was named Physiological Necessity. The practice continued.


Burmese women were often unsatisfied with this arrangement, appreciating that only a formal marriage contract offered them adequate protection. Somerset Maugham, on a trip across Burma in 1922, met an Englishman who had two young children with a Burmese woman. The relationship had been an extremely happy one, the Englishman said, until one day she demanded they marry. After a tortuous year of indecision, he refused and she left with the children. He explained his reasoning:




If I married her I’d have to stay in Burma for the rest of my life. Sooner or later I shall retire and then I want to go back to my old home and live there. I don’t want to be buried out here. I want to be buried in an English churchyard. . . . Sometimes I get sick of this hot sunshine and these garish colors. I want grey skies and a soft rain falling and the smell of the country. I want to feel under my feet the grey pavement of an English country town, I want to be able to go and have a row with the butcher because the steak he sent me in yesterday was tough and I want to browse about second-hand bookshops . . .





As D. D. Nanavati, a leading barrister in Bombay, wrote: “I have often heard people when talking of Burma ask with a snigger, ‘Oh isn’t that the place where you can marry for a month or two?’ ”16


By the early 20th century, Burma had a sizable population of people of recently mixed ancestry, including the highest percentage of “Eurasians” in the empire. Though most were of Scottish and Burmese descent, all were called Anglo-Burman or Anglo-Indian (“Scoto-Burman” was proposed and rejected as too complicated for the census). Their presence, in the tens of thousands by the 1920s, was particularly vexing for British authorities, as some “not handicapped by excessive pigmentation” tended to classify themselves on official forms as “European.” The 1931 census offered various ways of determining the truth, suggesting for example that “a Presbyterian born in India or Burma and having a lowly paid occupation and claiming himself to be English (not Scotch) is more likely to be an Anglo-Indian.”17 Up close, British officials knew identity could be a slippery thing.


Though identity was not as straightforward as some might have liked, it seemed clear to more or less everyone that Burma was not India and that the Burmese were not Indians. This was never questioned. That the borders drawn after the Anglo-Burmese wars were somewhat arbitrary was not considered, mainly because so few had any personal experience of places in between, such as Assam, Arakan, and Manipur. Rudyard Kipling visited for all of three days in 1889 and noted on arrival, “And this is Burma, and it will be quite unlike any land you know about . . . not India at all.”18


With this distinction came the need to classify the many different ethnic communities in Burma as either “indigenous” or not. The 1921 census decided: “Races which are associated particularly closely with Burma, even if the greater part of their people live elsewhere, have been regarded as Indigenous Races, and have been classified in fifteen Race-groups” (italics in original). What this meant was that people like the Lisu, who lived mainly in China but who were present in the northern hills of Burma, spoke a language similar to Burmese, and appeared akin to a Burmese racial type, were classed as “indigenous.” Tamils, who were of different complexion and physiognomy, were, despite millennia-old connections between south India and Burma, foreigners pure and simple.19


In this dichotomy, Burma’s Muslims were difficult to pin down. There were several, very different Muslim communities. The Muslims who had originated in the Chinese province of Yunnan were of partly Turkic, Persian, and Central Asian ancestry; they had fled Manchu repression in the mid-19th century and settled in Mandalay and the towns of the northeast. Older communities of Muslims in the middle Irrawaddy valley were descendants of cavalrymen and artillerymen from the Deccan in India who had fought for 17th-and 18th-century Burmese kings and were gifted land in return. The most recent arrivals were the hundreds of thousands of Muslims, nearly all men, who came from across the subcontinent, from Bengal to the Afghan frontier, as part of the broader Indian migration.


Some Muslims, like the descendants of 17th-century Deccani cavalry (and their Burmese wives), had become “Burmese” in all but religion; others had just arrived and had no intention of staying long. Added to the mix, by the 1930s, were tens of thousands of children of recent Muslim immigrant fathers and Burmese mothers, sometimes known collectively as Zerbadi.


Categorizing the Muslims of Arakan—the site of 21st-century violence and the Rohingya exodus—proved particularly troublesome. For millennia people had moved across the Naf River as soldiers, pirates, traders, and slaves. To the north, most people spoke dialects of Bengali and were Muslim; to the south, most people spoke Arakanese, a dialect of Burmese, and were Buddhist. To the north people were darker-complexioned and looked more “Indian” to both British and Burmese eyes, while to the south people had the East Asian appearance of people elsewhere in Burma. But there were also Arakanese Buddhists far to the north of the river, and Muslims speaking either a Bengali dialect or a Burmese dialect well to the south. There were many mixed communities and many people with mixed ancestries.


When the British took Arakan in 1824, much of what is today northern Arakan (now called Rakhine) was depopulated. Arakanese refugees who had fled toward Chittagong during the Burmese occupation came back. Over the late 19th and early 20th centuries, hundreds of thousands of Muslims speaking the Chittagong dialect of Bengali came from north of the border as well. In 1871, Muslims were approximately a fifth of the population in Arakan. By 1911, they were more than a third. In the northern areas they were the majority. At the same time, Burmese from the Irrawaddy valley had settled in the southern part of Arakan, and by 1911 comprised 15 percent of the overall population of Arakan. Racial, linguistic, and religious frontiers, between Arakanese, Burmese, Bengali, and Indian, and between Buddhist and Muslim, intertwined.


The British never used the term “Rohingya.” It was the word some Muslims, especially in the north of Arakan, used to refer to themselves in their own Bengali-related language. It simply meant “of Rohang,” their name for Arakan. It implied that Arakan was their home. In the same way, people just across the border, speaking a mutally intelligible Bengali dialect, called themselves Chatgaya, “of Chittagong.”


Instead, colonial officials used an array of other terms, including “Chittagonian” and “Arakan Mahomedan” to describe and differentiate the Muslims of the area. Some were classed as “natives,” others as “aliens.” “Chittagonians,” recent arrivals from across the Naf, were considered immigrants. The “Arakan Mahomedans,” culturally akin to their Arakanese Buddhist neighbors, were believed to be descended from Muslim communities that had existed since the time of the kings. Officials were never quite sure whether to list them as Burmese or Indian. Identity was again a slippery thing.


Over the decades, violence would erupt in many forms and for different reasons. But the seeds of disagreement over who belonged and who did not were planted solidly, if somewhat absentmindedly, in colonial times.


THE FIRST MODERN Burmese political associations, formed in the 1910s, were content to politely petition the colonial masters. After the First World War came the first mass demonstrations for “home rule,” inspired by Gandhi and the Indian National Congress. The British gave Burma, like all Indian provinces, its own semi-elected parliament in 1922, what Orwell called “the mask of democracy,” while still making all the important decisions themselves. An older generation of Oxford-and Cambridge-educated Burmese politicians, mainly lawyers, pressed for constitutional reform and attended conferences in London. Younger men dreamed of revolutionary change.


These younger leaders—from small-town backgrounds and products of Rangoon University—read Marx, Lenin, and Sinn Fein. They were drawn to the Irish example of armed insurrection. The British had divided the “natives” of Burma into “martial” and “non-martial” races. The Burmese were classed as “non-martial.” This rankled. The young nationalists imagined a Burma restored to its past glory, free of colonial rule, with a new and proud army. They imagined, as well, a society different from the “plural society” in which Indian immigrants played a major part.


The 1911 census had stated that “it is a fundamental article of belief with the majority of Europeans in Burma, that the Burmese race is doomed and is bound to be submerged in a comparatively short time by the hordes of immigrants who arrive by every steamer from India.”20 The actual numbers told a slightly different story, of immigration declining during the early 20th century and Indians barely present in much of the countryside. But no matter. For many young Burmese, going into the modern world, going to Rangoon, meant venturing from their little upriver towns into an alien universe where the British ruled from their exclusive clubs and Indians dominated the marketplace. They would have seen the Shwedagon Pagoda, 400 feet high and clad in solid gold, the most sacred site in Burmese Buddhism, dominating the skyline, described by Kipling as a “beautiful winking wonder” and by Somerset Maugham as a “sudden hope in the dark night.” But in the bustling downtown below there was hardly a Burmese face, only a cosmopolitan and capitalist society in which they had become the foreigners.


Seventy years earlier, the Burmese king Mindon told visiting envoy Sir Arthur Phayre, “Our race once reigned in all the countries you hold in India. Now the kala have come close up to us.”21 By kala, he meant both the British and the Indians. Both were part of a combined threat. British writers at the turn of the century suggested the same: “The [British] expeditions against Burma marked the renewal, after the repose of thousands of years, of the march of the Aryan eastwards.”22


When the Great Depression hit, commodity prices collapsed and villages found themselves unable to pay taxes or to repay loans to Indian bankers. The bankers, Tamil Chettiyars from Madras, seized millions of acres of land. Work in the cities became scarce and tensions between Burmese and Indians boiled over into violence. In 1930, the first Burmese–Indian riots in Rangoon left hundreds dead.


A younger generation of politicians, men like Aung San, the father of future Nobel laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, banded together in new organizations such as the Dobama Asi-ayone (“We Burmans Association”). They consciously used the more colloquial ethnonym Bama, or “Burman,” to emphasize a folk identity. They eschewed parliamentary politics. They were attracted to both the far left and the far right. Some formed the first Communist Party. Some used old royal emblems. They called themselves Thakin, or “master,” a style formerly reserved for the British. All drew from a popular well of antagonism toward both big business and immigrants. Their protest song, the basis of today’s national anthem, includes the refrain “da do-mye, da do-pye”: “this is our land, this is our country.” Meaning, it’s not yours.


In 1937, the British separated Burma from India, in response to a decades-old Burmese demand. This was India’s first and largely forgotten partition. And whereas the second partition, in 1947, created the nation of Pakistan on the basis of religious identity, this first partition created Burma within its modern borders on a basis of racial identity.


Though the British governor was still ultimately in charge, an elected Burmese parliament was given substantial powers, appointing its own government headed by a premier. Nationalist feelings were in full swing. Islam, as the religion of approximately half the Indian immigrants (who then comprised about 7 percent of the country’s population but half of Rangoon’s), was described in popular pamphlets as a threat to Buddhism. In 1938, a new round of riots between Burmese and Indians targeted Indian Muslims in particular. In 1939, parliament passed the Buddhist Women’s Special Marriage and Succession Act, with the aim of protecting Burmese women who married Muslim men.


________


THE SOCIETY CREATED under British colonialism unwound in stages. In 1942, the Japanese invaded from the east, driving the British back to Assam. Half a million Indians fled. Tens of thousands died trying to reach India on foot. The Japanese also trained a Burma National Army led by young Thakins.


Over the next three years, Burma became a giant battlefield involving over a million Japanese, British, Burmese, Indian, African, and Gurkha troops. Nearly every town was flattened by Japanese and Allied bombing. The economy was destroyed. In 1945, the British retook control, but they stayed only a little while. Burmese nationalists were demanding immediate British withdrawal, and with Indian independence in 1947 Burma lost its strategic importance. The cost of rebuilding would be high and the Labour government in London had other preoccupations, not least at home.


On January 4, 1948, Burma became formally independent as a republic outside the Commonwealth. The strident nationalism which gripped the country meant that any remaining imperial connection was suspect and had to be rejected. Independence had to be total and immediate. Months later, Burma collapsed into civil war, with a Communist insurrection against the democratic socialist regime left in power by the British. In Arakan, which now bordered East Pakistan (soon to become Bangladesh), a militant outfit calling itself the Mujahid Party took up arms and called for a separate Muslim homeland. Then the Karen National Union rose in rebellion, demanding a breakaway republic for the Karen ethnic minority. The army, nearly half of which were British-trained Karens (a “martial race”), splintered. By 1949, Burma was a sea of rebels and bandits. At the height of the insurgency that year, Communist and Karen forces came within miles of Rangoon.


Still, a kind of democracy lasted for over a decade. Successive governments tried to win back the country from the rebels while rebuilding the economy, but with only partial success. In the 1950s, CIA-backed Chinese forces loyal to Chiang Kai-shek crossed the border from now Communist China, reigniting heavy fighting. The army grew into a battle-hardened machine.


On March 2, 1962, this battle-hardened machine seized power. Military administrations were then the norm across Asia: South Korea, Thailand, Pakistan, and Indonesia were all under army rule in the 1960s. But Burma’s was different: it sealed the country off from the world. The army set up a Revolutionary Council and embarked on what it called a “Burmese Way to Socialism”: 400,000 Indians were expelled, all external trade was stopped, and all major businesses were nationalized. This was done partly to placate left-wing aspirations and outflank the Communists. It was also a Cold War strategy, to remove Burma as a chess piece in the spreading wars in Indochina. And it was a direct reaction to worries first aroused in colonial times about an exploitative global capitalism and an identity under threat.


By the 1970s, Burma had become a much simpler place, without luxury, stripped of its once cosmopolitan crowd, without landlords and fat cats— only farmers, soldiers, marauding bands, and the decaying buildings of empire, perhaps like Britain under the early Anglo-Saxons. But its political DNA still contained the ideas first formed in the days of Victorian Empire. They would mutate and find new life at the turn of the 21st century.
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