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The book, titled UNDERSTANDING THE WORLD’S LONGEST CIVIL WAR—Colonial State Formations, Geopolitics, Conflict Over Natural Resources & the Genocide, and authored by an erudite scholar, Mr. Fazlous Satter, is an extraordinary and exhaustive work. The author has a deep sense of history. This history, as this author attempts to cover, spans from earlier Burmese monarchies to the latest developments of Burmese civil wars. In its various forms and manifestations, it is an authoritative account of Burmese politics, geopolitics, wars and conquests, alignments and realignments, insurgencies, assimilations and integration, and disintegrations in different periods of its history.

This history covers areas like earlier monarchies mentioned, rise and fall of the Pagan period, Mongol invasion, Shan Dominion, The Rise of the Taungu Dynasty,  British occupation of Burma, Pegu and Burma United under a Burmese King and its break-up, The rise of the Konbaung Dynasty, War with China, freedom from British colonization, Burmese Wars with British India, rise of Bumese Nationalist forces, World War Two and Japanese Invasion, Resistance against Japanese Occupation, unitary state formation, immediately after its freedom, leading to prolonged civil wars between different ethnic and religious groups, Karen, Kachin, Shan, UWSA, and other insurgencies, Rohingya genocide by Myanmar Security forces, influx of Rohingyas into Bangladesh, present uncertain and conflictual situation etc.

The description and analysis are convincingly articulated and are amazing. The book indicates state failure, which is, as I understand, a valid inference drawn. The development of the book is methodical, chronological, and well-structured.

I am rather awestruck to see the vastness of its scope, depth, and intellectual rigor. I commend the author for producing such a great volume of huge depth and width in its ambit. The author, as it appears to me, is a gifted scholar in his own right on these vexed, tricky, and complex subjects. He has lucidly described those, easily comprehensible by common readers.

The work definitely adds great value to the existing literature on the subject. This is definitely a great contribution to the discipline of world history. The author covers a difficult part of present and past world history, which is commendable by any measure.
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I wish the author good luck and the book its wide circulation. 

Mohd Aminul Karim, PhD
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Former Professor, University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.
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Burma, officially the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, is the largest country in mainland Southeast Asia. It has a population of approximately 54.9 million and is bordered by the Andaman Sea and the Bay of Bengal, situated between Bangladesh and Thailand. The country spans a total area of 678,500 square kilometers and shares 5,876 kilometers of land boundaries: to the west with Bangladesh (193 km) and India (1,463 km), and to the east with China (2,185 km), Thailand (1,800 km), and Laos (235 km).

Historically, the region referred to as “Burma” by Western observers comprised several distinct precolonial polities. These included three major divisions: Arakan, Pegu (also known as Talaings or Mon), and Burma proper. Each of these regions once formed independent empires, though they were occasionally subdivided into smaller states such as Martaban, Tavoy, and Mergui.

Geographically, the Burmese Empire encompassed a tract of territory bounded to the south by the Indian Ocean, to the east by the Kingdom of Siam (modern-day Thailand), to the west by Bengal (now Bangladesh), and to the north by the Kingdom of Azen (now Assam, India) and the Chinese Empire.

The vast territories of the Burmese Empire were inhabited by multiple ethnic groups, each distinct in language, customs, and traditions. The dominant group was the Burmese, who occupied the region known as the Kingdom of Ava. This territory extended from the city of Prome (Pyay) at 19° north latitude to 24° and from 112° to 116° east longitude, measured from the meridian of the island of Ferro.

Another significant group was the Mon, who were once formidable rivals to the Burmese Empire. The Mon established a powerful monarchy and, for a time, held dominion over Ava. They inhabited the region known as Pegu, which stretched from Cape Negrais in the west to the Kingdom of Siam in the east, and from Prome southward to Martaban. The Mon language is distinct from Burmese, and prior to the Burman invasion of 1757, the Mon maintained an independent state.

The Mon civilization was among the most influential in precolonial Southeast Asia. Key elements of Thai and Burman culture—including language, art, architecture, political and legal systems, and religion—were derived from the earlier Mon society. The Mon played a pivotal role in transmitting Theravāda Buddhism and Indianized political culture throughout the region. This civilizing influence has contributed to the enduring prestige of Mon heritage across mainland Southeast Asia. Mon nationalists continue to regard the classical era as a golden age, drawing inspiration and legitimacy from it. Their efforts to preserve Mon identity have often involved resisting assimilation into the dominant Burman and Thai cultures.

The third major polity was Arakan, which remained an independent kingdom until its annexation in 1784. Located between Bengal and Burma, Arakan later became the British-administered Division of Arakan.

In antiquity, the Mon kingdom is believed to have extended from just south of Prome (Pyay) along the coast to Martaban Point and Cape Negrais. Meanwhile, Burma proper encompassed the land north of Pegu, stretching eastward from Arakan, Manipur, and Assam to the borders of China and Northern Siam. The northern boundaries of early Burma are difficult to define. The Burmese language is entirely distinct from those spoken in Arakan and Pegu.

Prior to Burmese independence in 1948, regions such as the present-day Karenni State, Chin State, and the Naga Self-Administered Zone were never part of Burma. Karenni was governed by its own independent sawbwa and was never annexed by British colonial authorities. When the British arrived in the 19th century, Karenni consisted of five sub-states: Kantarawadi, Kyebogyi, Bawlakhe, Naungpale, and Nammekon. These were later consolidated into three—Kantarawadi, Kyebogyi, and Bawlakhe—whose rulers, known as Sawbwa and Myosa, were granted rights comparable to those of the maharajahs in India.

The distinct identity of “Western Karenni” was formally recognized by the British in the 1886 treaty concluded with King Thibaw Min following the Third Anglo-Burmese War.

Before British annexation in 1896, the Chin region was divided: one part was independent, while the other was subject to the Burmese emperor and governed by traditional chiefs known as Ram-uk and Khua-bawi. During British rule, Chinram remained an autonomous and separate entity with historically defined boundaries. Neither Burman nor Indian rulers had ever successfully occupied or governed Chinram.

Although the Shan are considered a dominant ethnic group in Burmese history, they ruled the Burmese empire for over two centuries. Originally, however, the Shan States were governed by various traditional, independent rulers known as Sawbwa (petty princes). These rulers retained their authority even under British colonial rule, which nominally recognized their status but maintained only minimal oversight.

The Wa Hill Area—now designated as the Wa Self-Administered Zone—has never been under the direct control of any central government. During the British colonial period, governmental presence was limited to annual, heavily armed flag marches to the Chinese border. The Wa, traditionally known as headhunters, were deeply feared by lowland communities. As a result, British troops remained on high alert during these expeditions.

The Kokang region, now the Kokang Self-Administered Zone, was historically part of China for several centuries. Due to its remote location, it was largely neglected by successive governments. The area functioned as a de facto buffer zone between Yunnan Province and the Shan States. The Yang clan, originally Ming loyalists from Nanjing, consolidated Kokang into a unified polity. In 1840, the governor of Yunnan granted the Yang clan hereditary rights as vassals of the Qing dynasty. Following the British conquest of Upper Burma in 1885, Kokang remained under Chinese jurisdiction according to the 1894 Sino-British boundary convention. It was later ceded to British Burma through a supplementary agreement signed in February 1897.

Regarding the Kachin Hills Area (now Kachin State), historical records indicate that in the 8th and 9th centuries, the region was under the political influence of Nanchao (Nanzhao)—a Shan-type kingdom composed of various Mong tribes linked in a feudal federation. The Nanchao leader Ko-Lo-Feng (c. A.D. 750) opened trade routes to India and the Pyu kingdom in central Burma, establishing a permanent garrison settlement.

Regarding the Kachin Hills Area (now Kachin State), historical records indicate that in the 8th and 9th centuries, the region was under the political influence of Nanchao (Nanzhao)—a Shan-type kingdom composed of various Mong tribes linked in a feudal federation. The Nanchao leader Ko-Lo-Feng (c. A.D. 750) opened trade routes to India and the Pyu kingdom in central Burma, establishing a permanent garrison settlement.

The Mong peoples of the Kachin Hills owed fealty to the Chinese Emperor as successors to the Nanchao throne. The extent of Chinese administrative control remains uncertain, though records suggest officials were posted to Mohnyin (Mong Yang) in 1296 and at various later dates.

After Burma’s unification as a single kingdom in 1560, the Kachin Hills became a contested frontier between Burmese and Chinese interests. By 1600, the Burmese had gained effective control over Hsenwi, Mong Mit, Bhamo, and Mohnyin. However, the status of Mogaung and its tributary Hkamti states remained disputed until 1796. The Chinese never formally acknowledged Burmese rule over territories east of the Irrawaddy and north of Myitkyina. Tribute payments to Chinese authorities continued into the 19th century from groups such as the Maru Kachins of Htawgaw, the Nung of Nam Tamai, and the Shans of Hkamti Long.

Historically, both Burmese and British authorities recognized the political status of Kachin chiefs as analogous—albeit on a smaller scale—to that of Shan Sawbwa.

The Karen people also maintained a degree of autonomy until the early 19th century. The arrival of the British and the subsequent incorporation of regional polities into the British Empire by 1886, following a series of wars, paradoxically led to increased autonomy for many Karen communities. British colonial authorities permitted the continued rule of local leaders, such as the Karenni Sawbwa, who were perceived as less threatening than the Burman majority.

During the colonial period, all the aforementioned regions—except Arakan, Mon, and the Burma Division—were administered as part of the Excluded Areas. This administrative framework was based on the recognition of these nationalities’ independent status and was managed directly by British-Indian authorities. The Excluded Areas comprised over 47 percent of Burma’s territory and were home to a wide array of ethnic groups, contributing to the country’s rich cultural and linguistic diversity.

More than one-third of Burma’s population belongs to ethnic minorities—or more precisely, to non-Burman ethnic groups. Over 100 languages and dialects are spoken across the country.

Today, Myanmar officially recognizes 135 distinct ethnic groups, categorized into eight major national races: Kachin, Kayah, Kayin, Chin, Mon, Bamar, Rakhine, and Shan. Ethnic Burmans (Bamar) constitute approximately two-thirds of the population, followed by the Shan (9%), Karen (7%), Rakhine (4%), and Mon (2%). Significant Chinese and Indian minorities also reside in Myanmar, comprising 3% and 4% of the population, respectively.

Several ethnic groups remain unrecognized by the government, including the Rohingya, a Muslim minority denied citizenship under the 1982 Citizenship Law.

Under the 1974 constitution, Burma was administratively divided into seven ‘divisions’ (taing in Burmese), predominantly inhabited by the Burman majority, and seven ethnic minority ‘states’ (pyi-neh): Mon, Karen, Kayah, Shan, Kachin, Chin, and Rakhine—each reflecting the major ethnic groups of the country. These states account for approximately 57 percent of Burma’s land area.

The Burman population primarily resides in the central plains and valleys, where wetland rice cultivation is practiced. In contrast, most ethnic minorities inhabit the surrounding hills and mountains, relying on traditional upland slash-and-burn agriculture.

Under the controversial 2009 constitution, Myanmar’s administrative structure underwent significant changes, the full impact of which would only become evident after implementation following the 2010 elections. The seven former ‘divisions’ (taing) were renamed ‘regions’ (taing-day-tha-gyi), while the seven ‘states’ (pyi-neh) retained their original designations. Additionally, six new ‘self-administered areas’ were established for ethnic minority groups: the Naga Self-Administered Zone in Sagaing Region; the Danu, Pa-O, Palaung, and Kokang Self-Administered Zones; and the Wa Self-Administered Division in Shan State.

During British colonial rule, ethnic communities from the Excluded Areas—particularly the Kachin, Chin, Karen, and Karenni—were actively recruited into the colonial army. This policy, coupled with missionary activities, positioned these groups prominently within the British-Indian military establishment. They were often deployed to suppress Burmese nationalist movements, such as the Saya San rebellion of 1930, which fueled both nationalist and Buddhist religious resentment.

In World War II, these ethnic recruits fought alongside Allied forces to resist Japanese occupation. Conversely, under the leadership of Aung San, the Burmese Independence Army (BIA) allied with the Japanese Imperial Army to expel British forces from Burma. This alignment turned the BIA and the ethnic forces into battlefield adversaries. Following the Japanese invasion and the British retreat, the BIA exacted revenge on these ethnic communities, resulting in the deaths of thousands, particularly among the Karen and Muslim Rohingya populations. Although Aung San and his forces eventually switched allegiance to the British as Japan’s defeat became inevitable, this reversal further deepened ethnic resentment.

Despite this legacy of mistrust, victimization, and injustice, ethnic nationalities from the Excluded Areas partially agreed to join the Union of Burma, inspired by Aung San’s leadership and his promise of self-determination at the historic Panglong Conference of 1947. Leaders from the Shan, Kachin, Chin, and Karenni communities were invited to participate. However, Mon and Arakanese leaders were excluded, as their territories had been annexed by the Burmese Empire before British colonization. The Karen was represented only by a few observers, as their leadership lacked confidence in the process. Karenni leaders declined participation, asserting their sovereignty and independence, having never been formally incorporated into British Burma. Naga leaders were unaware of the proceedings, as they too had never been part of the Burmese Empire.

The Panglong Agreement affirmed the right to self-determination for the signatory states, explicitly granting the Shan and Karenni the right to secede and promising autonomy for the Kachin. The aspirations of the Chin people, however, were undermined through linguistic manipulation. Nevertheless, the conference fostered hope for a federal union that would respect the rights of ethnic minorities and ensure their democratic participation in national governance.

Following Aung San’s assassination, the vision of Panglong quickly unraveled. Constitutional provisions guaranteeing the right to secession for the Shan and Karenni were repealed by the military regime, which introduced a policy of Burmanization. This policy promoted a homogenized unitary state under the slogan “one voice, one blood, one nation,” enforcing “one ethnicity, one language, and one religion.” A national language policy was adopted as a tool of forced assimilation. Those who resisted were met with brutal repression, further deepening historical wounds and grievances. Combined with the military regime’s violent suppression, this marginalization led many ethnic groups to take up arms in pursuit of their right to self-determination.

Meanwhile, the Communist Party of Burma (CPB) played a pivotal role in the independence struggle. It was the CPB that initially organized anti-Japanese resistance, forming the Anti-Fascist Organization (AFO), later renamed the Anti-Fascist People's Freedom League (AFPFL). The CPB was instrumental in persuading Aung San and the BIA to align with the Allied forces. Due to its active role in the anti-fascist resistance during World War II, the CPB—under the leadership of independence hero Thakin Than Tun—emerged as a major political force.

However, the CPB was sidelined shortly after the war and expelled from the ruling AFPFL coalition in 1946. Following a government crackdown in 1948, the party went underground and launched an armed insurgency that persisted until 1989.

Simultaneously, two insurgencies erupted in the Arakan region: one advocating for an independent Arakan nation, and another—led by a group known as the Mujahideen—seeking to establish an Islamist state in northern Rakhine or to annex it to East Pakistan.

In 1949, the Karen National Union (KNU) launched a nationalist uprising, having boycotted the previous year’s elections and constituent assembly. Led by prominent politicians and lawyers, and joined by defecting Karen units from the Tatmadaw, the KNU swiftly gained control of territories across lower Burma, stretching from the southeast to the Delta Region.

The group subsequently contributed to the formation of the Mon and Pa-O armed movements, achieving significant territorial gains in what is now Mon State and southern Shan State. The Pa-O National Organization and the Karen National Union (KNU) later collaborated with a rogue Kachin unit from the Tatmadaw to capture large areas of the Shan States and southern Kachin State, including several key towns. While most mainstream Kachin and Shan leaders remained aligned with the government, they endorsed a Union initiative to impose direct military rule over northern Shan and parts of southern Kachin—a policy that persisted until 1951. By that time, more than 40% of the five-year-old Tatmadaw had defected to various factions.

The KNU insurrection nearly succeeded in capturing Rangoon, but General Ne Win ultimately repelled the offensive, forcing the group into the hills of present-day Karen State. Thereafter, the KNU functioned as the de facto government of the self-declared Kawthoolei State, establishing departments for culture, education, forestry, administration, and other sectors.

Meanwhile, in mid-1947, a nationalist faction led by U Bee Tu Re declared the independence of the Karenni State. In August 1948, U Bee Tu Re was assassinated in a preemptive strike by the Union Military Police. This shocking event provoked widespread outrage across the region and triggered an armed resistance among the Karenni people—a struggle that has endured through successive governments to the present day.

Like many others, the Mon also boycotted the 1947 Constituent Assembly elections. The Mon nationalist leadership at the time demanded full independence from Burma. In July and August 1948, Mon insurgents—alongside the KNU—raided the village of Zarthabyin and briefly occupied the towns of Moulmein and Thaton. Although the siege of Moulmein lasted only a week, it marked the beginning of a sustained Mon armed insurgency.

Naga insurgents likewise launched their armed resistance shortly after Burma and India gained independence from British colonial rule.

The Kachin Independence Organization (KIO) and its armed wing, the Kachin Independence Army (KIA), were founded in February 1961 by a group of intellectuals and Rangoon University students to secure full secession for Kachin State. Ne Win’s military coup the following year intensified the rebellion, and armed resistance quickly spread throughout the region.

The first Shan armed insurgency began in May 1958, when a small underground group called Num Suk Han (Young Brave Warriors), led by Sao Noi, launched operations in a remote area along Shan State’s border with Thailand.

The Wa and Kokang insurgencies emerged following the collapse of the Communist Party of Burma (CPB) in 1989. The Chin armed resistance began in 1988, in response to the Tatmadaw’s brutal suppression of the pro-democracy uprising. The most recent Rakhine-based insurgent group, the Arakan Army (AA), commenced operations in 2009.

Currently, Myanmar is home to more than 21 active armed insurgent groups, varying in size and strength. Some of these organizations have entered ceasefire agreements with the government.

Beyond popular ethnic support, several ethnic armed organizations—including the KIA, KNU, Karenni National Progress Party (KNPP), New Mon State Party (NMSP), United Wa State Army (UWSA), and Shan State Army (SSA)—maintain their own military academies and territorial administrations. The UWSA, reportedly the largest among them, is believed to have a troop strength of 20,000 to 30,000.

Despite commanding a force of 400,000 to 450,000 troops, supplemented by 72,000 paramilitary police and an 80,000-strong militia, and employing its infamous Four Cuts and scorched-earth policies, the Tatmadaw—or the Myanmar state—has never succeeded in establishing full control over the country throughout its more than seven-decade-long civil war.

From a precolonial geopolitical perspective, the Burmese Empire was one of Southeast Asia’s most formidable powers, waging wars against nearly all its neighbors—except China, though even with China it engaged in several conflicts. To defend itself against Burmese aggression, Siam (modern-day Thailand) was compelled to relocate its capital from Ayutthaya to Bangkok. The Burmese Empire invaded Thailand, Laos, Assam, and Manipur, and even devised covert plans to invade Dhaka. In practical terms, its history is marked by relentless warfare and expansionism.

Myanmar’s contemporary geopolitical position remains strategically vital. Located at the crossroads of South, East, and Southeast Asia and adjacent to major Indian Ocean shipping lanes, it is flanked by regional superpowers China and India. Historically, Burma’s mountainous terrain offered some protection, but these same geographic features have hindered nation-building. The remoteness and inaccessibility of many border areas have made them difficult to govern and vulnerable to external influence.

This strategic location, combined with the inaccessibility of its border zones, has rendered Myanmar a buffer between Chinese and Western spheres of influence. These conditions have contributed to the persistence of ethnic armed insurgencies and facilitated the exploitation of the region’s rich natural resources by both state and non-state actors—as well as by resource-hungry neighboring powers.

Myanmar is widely regarded as one of the world’s richest countries in terms of natural resources. Beyond its abundant land, forests, and water systems, the country possesses extensive deposits of oil and natural gas, as well as a wealth of mineral resources—including tungsten, tin, zinc, silver, copper, lead, coal, gold, and various industrial minerals. The landscape is also dotted with antimony, limestone, and marble deposits. Myanmar is renowned for its gemstones, particularly high-quality rubies and jadeite—the most valuable form of jade. Diamonds and sapphires are also found in the region.

The small-scale gem trade is notoriously difficult to monitor, and its total value remains elusive. However, industry estimates suggest that Myanmar accounts for over 90 percent of the global ruby trade by value. Notably, many of these natural resources are located in territories formerly designated as Excluded Areas of Administration, which are home to numerous ethnic nationalities.

As a result, competition over access to and control of these resources has been a central driver of conflict in Myanmar. The exploitation of natural wealth has financed all sides of the ongoing civil war, which, for more than 75 years, has stifled the aspirations of the Burmese people and obstructed meaningful development. Meanwhile, elites within Myanmar and neighboring countries have capitalized on the instability to extract resources for material and political gain.

This resource-driven conflict economy, coupled with Myanmar’s role as a geopolitical buffer, has historically encouraged neighboring states—particularly resource-hungry China, Thailand, and India—to offer active or passive support to insurgent groups. Despite improvements in formal diplomatic relations, such engagements persist in various forms to safeguard strategic interests.

China, Myanmar’s largest and most powerful neighbor, is also its biggest investor and a key military and strategic partner. Chinese influence extends deeply into Myanmar’s domestic politics and civil conflict. In recent years, China has played a prominent role in peace negotiations with ethnic armed groups, especially those based in northern Myanmar. The two countries share a 1,500-mile land border and overlapping ethnic populations in the frontier regions. Chinese involvement in Burmese affairs dates back to 1287, when the Mongol armies of Kublai Khan captured the ancient capital of Pagan.

China’s economic interests in Myanmar are particularly concentrated in the resource-rich northern areas. For decades, China has invested in and extracted jade, timber, metals, and oil. Bilateral trade between the two nations reached $10.8 billion in the 2016–2017 fiscal year.

Thailand, once a historical adversary, has become a major investment partner. It played a significant role in facilitating ceasefire agreements with ethnic armed groups along the Thai-Myanmar border, driven by its interest in resource extraction and military cooperation. Thailand has benefited substantially from Myanmar’s natural resources—especially timber, natural gas, and hydropower—which have fueled Thai industrial growth, particularly in the energy and forestry sectors.

India, another regional power, has shown growing interest in Myanmar’s energy sector. However, its engagement is primarily motivated by geopolitical strategy—namely, counterbalancing Chinese influence and containing insurgent movements in northeastern India, particularly the Naga. As part of this strategy, India has provided military support to the Tatmadaw.

Domestically, the primary beneficiary of Myanmar’s resource-based conflict economy is the Tatmadaw, the country’s armed forces. Since the first coup d’état in 1962, the Tatmadaw has functioned as the dominant state-building institution, exerting control over both public and private sectors while remaining largely independent of civilian oversight.

Myanmar’s state-owned enterprises, nominally under military control, generate substantial revenues—much of which bypasses official government channels. The Ministry of Defense owns and operates two major conglomerates: Myanmar Economic Holdings Limited (MEHL) and Myanmar Economic Corporation (MEC). These entities profit from a wide range of commercial activities, including resource extraction, and have enriched top military officials. Notably, the commander-in-chief of the Tatmadaw serves as the head of MEHL’s board.

For decades, the Tatmadaw has relied on resource revenues to fund its operations, sustain local battalions, and reward its leadership. A well-known but unofficial rule requires commanders and soldiers to generate their own funds to support their units. This has led to widespread land grabs near military installations, as soldiers are expected to produce their own food. Commanders posted to resource-rich areas are expected to generate substantial income—not only for themselves but also for their superiors in the chain of command.

This lucrative conflict economy has incentivized the Tatmadaw to preserve its business interests and maintain the status quo, even while engaging in peace negotiations and signing ceasefire agreements with ethnic armed groups.

During the Cold War and beyond, Tatmadaw leaders offered ethnic armed organizations allied with the state expanded access to resource rents. These groups were encouraged to form paramilitary units or militias within their territories, supported by weapons and monthly budgets from the Tatmadaw. Former insurgent leaders, now militia commanders, leveraged their control over territory and troops to intensify resource extraction and taxation.

This shift in tactics was pivotal to the emergence of military-state governance in ceasefire zones. Cooperative arrangements between former battlefield adversaries fundamentally altered the political and military landscape. By aggressively entering the economic sphere, the Tatmadaw achieved greater success in asserting local control than it ever had through conventional military means.

Myanmar has long been recognized as a global hub for illicit drug production, particularly opium, heroin, methamphetamine, and crystal meth. Over decades of evolving conflict dynamics, drug production in the country has undergone three distinct phases: traditional poppy cultivation, commercial-scale opium production, and transnational trading. From the 1950s to the 1990s, heroin dominated the illicit drug landscape. By the late 1990s, heroin production began to decline, giving way to the rise of methamphetamine—especially in the form of Yaba.

The cultivation of poppy and the production of opium have coincided with more than seventy years of complex civil war. The opium boom in the Golden Triangle was catalyzed in part by covert CIA support for the Chinese Nationalist Kuomintang (KMT), aimed at containing communist China. The Tatmadaw, Myanmar’s armed forces, exploited the drug trade as a strategic tool in its counterinsurgency campaigns. Consequently, poppy eradication efforts in the 1970s and 1980s—driven by both international pressure and domestic military objectives—failed to curb either drug production or insurgency.

Today, with tens of billions of U.S. dollars circulating in global markets, the political economy of illicit drugs has become a dominant force in Myanmar’s internal affairs. In 2017 alone, authorities seized over 25 tons of crystal meth in Shan State, nearly all believed to be domestically produced. Even larger quantities were confiscated in 2018. Regional narcotics experts estimate that less than 10 percent of total production is intercepted, suggesting annual output may exceed 250 tons. The regional wholesale value of these drugs is in the tens of billions of dollars, with prices rising significantly the farther they travel from Shan State. Profits from crystal meth alone are estimated to reach several billion dollars annually, with yaba contributing similarly. However, a substantial portion of these profits is believed to be laundered through border-zone casinos and held in offshore accounts in regional financial centers.

Driven by vested interests in the conflict-resource economy and longstanding hostility toward ethnic minorities and communists, the Tatmadaw—ruling Myanmar directly for over five decades—has pursued a strategy of militarized repression rather than addressing the root causes of insurgency. Its infamous Four Cuts and Scorched Earth policies have resulted in the deaths of tens of thousands and widespread destruction of property.

The Tatmadaw has repeatedly been accused of grave human rights violations, including forced relocation, torture, arbitrary arrests and detentions, abduction, extrajudicial killings, rape and sexual violence, forced displacement, and the recruitment of child soldiers. It has also been implicated in targeting civilian populations, ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity, and genocide. These violations have been documented by the United Nations and numerous national, regional, and international human rights organizations. Many of these abuses are linked to the long-standing Four Cuts strategy, which sought to sever ethnic armed groups from civilian support through mass relocations. Additionally, the Tatmadaw’s “self-reliance” policy—requiring battalions to source their own resources—has led to widespread land confiscation, forced labor, and extortion from local communities.

In recent years, the Tatmadaw has referred to its counterinsurgency operations as “clearance operations,” particularly in and around civilian settlements. Following the 2016–2017 operations in Rakhine State, which resulted in the deaths of thousands of Rohingya and the displacement of over 725,000 refugees to Bangladesh, the international community expressed grave concern. These actions were widely condemned as ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity, and genocide.

In response to global outrage, the UN Human Rights Council established the International Independent Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar. In its report, the mission concluded that there were reasonable grounds to believe that Myanmar’s security forces—particularly the Tatmadaw—deliberately targeted civilian populations and committed crimes against humanity and genocide in Rakhine, Kachin, and Shan States.

The mission recommended that the UN Security Council take steps to ensure accountability for these crimes under international law, preferably by referring the situation to the International Criminal Court or by establishing an ad hoc international criminal tribunal.

Furthermore, the Security Council should adopt targeted individual sanctions—including travel bans and asset freezes—against those deemed most responsible for serious crimes under international law. It should also impose a comprehensive arms embargo on Myanmar.

The Mission further recommended that, in the absence of Security Council action, the General Assembly or the Human Rights Council should establish an independent and impartial mechanism to collect, consolidate, preserve, and analyze evidence of violations of international humanitarian law and human rights abuses. This mechanism would prepare case files to facilitate and expedite fair and independent criminal proceedings in national, regional, or international courts or tribunals.

Despite these recommendations, the United Nations—particularly the Security Council—failed to take meaningful action against these state-sponsored atrocities, largely due to objections from China and Russia.

Meanwhile, Myanmar’s civilian government, led by State Counselor Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, did not initiate any accountability process against the perpetrators or publicly condemn the grave crimes committed by the Tatmadaw. She failed to use her de facto position as Head of Government, or her considerable moral authority, to halt or prevent the unfolding atrocities. Nor did she pursue alternative avenues to fulfill her responsibility to protect the civilian population.

On the contrary, the civilian authorities under her leadership propagated false narratives, denied the Tatmadaw’s wrongdoing, obstructed independent investigations—including the UN fact-finding mission—and oversaw the destruction of evidence. Through these acts and omissions, the civilian government contributed to the commission of atrocity crimes.

In 2019, Fatou Bensouda, the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (ICC), initiated an investigation into Myanmar’s alleged crimes against humanity and genocide targeting the Rohingya population. This investigation was authorized by the ICC’s Pre-Trial Chamber and is currently ongoing.

Separately, on 11 November 2019, the Republic of The Gambia, acting on behalf of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), filed an application before the International Court of Justice (ICJ) accusing Myanmar of violating the UN Convention on Genocide. Following a preliminary hearing and the issuance of provisional measures, the case remains pending before the ICJ. On 23 January 2020, the ICJ issued provisional measures requiring Myanmar to prevent genocide and preserve evidence.

On February 1, 2021, the Tatmadaw (Myanmar’s military) overthrew the democratically elected government led by the National League for Democracy (NLD). President Win Myint, State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi, and other officials were detained. The military declared a state of emergency, transferring power to Commander-in-Chief Min Aung Hlaing and nullifying the November 2020 election results. Citing electoral fraud as justification, the military faced rejection from the civilian Union Election Commission and international observers, who found no credible evidence.

Mass protests followed the coup, met with violent crackdowns. In response, ousted politicians and activists formed the National Unity Government (NUG) and its armed wing, the People’s Defense Force (PDF). 

In September 2021, the NUG and allied ethnic insurgent groups declared a “defensive war” against the junta. While many ethnic armed organizations (EAOs) had long fought for autonomy, most initially adopted a cautious stance. Some offered sanctuary, training, and weapons to resistance forces; a few openly aligned with the NUG.

In 2022, the ICJ rejected Myanmar’s preliminary objections to its jurisdiction. Several countries, including Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands, the UK, the Maldives, Slovenia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Belgium, and Ireland, filed declarations of intervention. All were deemed admissible, allowing these states to participate in written and oral proceedings. Myanmar submitted its final written arguments in December 2024. On 29 July 2025, the ICJ confirmed the admissibility of these interventions. The next phase of the case involves oral hearings, expected to take place in late 2025.

This book is written for both general and informed readers—those seeking a deeper understanding of the complex issues and dynamics surrounding the world’s longest-running civil war.

It offers a comprehensive overview of Burma’s seven-decade-long internal conflict, examining its root causes, key actors (both domestic and international), and the intricate interplay of global and regional geopolitics. It explores the struggle over access to and control of Burma’s vast natural resources, as well as the political economy of illicit drugs.

The book details all major insurgent groups—from the Communist Party and Arakan Mujahideen to the more than 21 currently active ethnic armed organizations and their predecessors. It also sheds light on the plight of Burma’s ethnic nationalities.

To provide readers with a deeper historical context, the book traces Burma’s history from the earliest Maramma period to present-day Myanmar. It covers the rise and falls of the Burmese Empire, its territorial expansion, colonial rule, and the resistance of ethnic nationalities against both Burmese imperial forces and colonial occupation. It also examines the emergence of Burmese nationalism, its collaboration with the Japanese occupation army, and the eventual shift in allegiance toward the Allied forces that led to independence.

Finally, the book analyzes the role of the Burmese armed forces (Tatmadaw) in Myanmar’s political landscape—from their wartime collaboration with Japan to their evolution into a powerful institution with vested economic interests. It explores how the Tatmadaw became a “state within a state,” perpetrating ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity, and genocide under the guise of counterinsurgency—particularly against the Muslim Rohingya community.

The book also discusses past and ongoing international interventions in response to these atrocities, including efforts to hold perpetrators accountable under international law.

A general confusion persists regarding the country’s name: Burma vs. Myanmar. In 1989, the military regime led by General Saw Maung—known as the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC)—officially changed the country’s name from “Burma” to “Myanmar.” This change was part of a broader “nation-building” initiative. Critics argue it was a form of forced assimilation, aimed at creating a unitary state under the banner of “one religion, one language, and one ethnicity.”

The term “Myanmar” is often associated exclusively with the dominant Bamar ethnic group. In contrast, “Burma” is frequently used to evoke the post-colonial vision of a multi-ethnic, multi-religious, and pluralistic nation, as originally envisioned in the “Union of Burma.”

Historically, the term “Myanmar” has been used since the founding of the Pagan Dynasty by King Anawrahta in 1044 and has been closely tied to Buddhism—as reflected in the saying Buddhabata Myanmar Lu-myo (loosely translated: “To be Myanmar is to be Buddhist”). From the Pagan Dynasty through the end of the Konbaung Dynasty in 1885, the Myanmar Kingdom had little to do with other ethnic groups, who later joined the Union of Burma in 1947 on the principle of equality.

In light of this history of ethnic assimilation, I have chosen to use the term “Burma” and “Myanmar” alternatively throughout this book to avoid any confusion.

The Revised Version

Finally, since the publication of the first edition of this book, I have received numerous thoughtful suggestions from valued readers and critics to update certain information and enhance the book’s overall readability. These recommendations included improvements to the language style, correction of grammatical issues, adjustments to font size, and a call for greater conciseness.

In response, this second edition incorporates those insights. I have updated recent events and information and thoroughly revised the text to make it more concise—without compromising its core content or central messages. I sincerely hope our esteemed readers will find this new edition both engaging and enriching.
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THE ORIGIN OF MARAMMA
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The Burman people were formed many ages ago through the union of Mongoloid tribes who inhabited the land that remains their ethnic homeland. Like many ancient nations, the Burmese Maha-Raza-Win (Chronicles of the Kings) begins with a mythic account of the country's creation, followed by the founding of a monarchy at Tagaung in Upper Burma by Indian kings. The indigenous tribes were known as Kanran, Pru or Pyu, and Sak or Thet. They later adopted the name Brahma, or Mramma, which remains in use today. However, this name was never applied to the Arakanese, who claim to be the older branch of the race. Their pronunciation is considered an older form than Burmese, and their claim is likely valid. The Burmese language is closely related to Tibetan and Nepalese, suggesting a shared origin. (Cocks, S. 1919)
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The Early Burmese Monarchy
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​Burma’s early history is obscure. The chronicles begin with the supposed founding of Tagaung in 850 B.C., but the stories largely derive from Indian legends in Sanskrit or Pali. The earliest known description of Further India appears in the Geography of Ptolemy, by an Alexandrian scholar from the mid-2nd century A.D. He refers to the inhabitants of the Irrawaddy Delta as cannibals—though these were not Burmese, as their migration had not yet begun. At that time, the dominant race in Indochina was Indonesian, which likely influenced Burma’s population, as modern Burmese show signs of this mixture. (Hall, D. 1960)

According to the chronicles, King Kan Rajange ruled in Tagaung, his father’s city. Thirty-one of his descendants reigned there until the last king, Bhinnaka, was overthrown by tribes from Gandalarit in the land of Tsin or Sin—roughly corresponding to Yunnan. These invaders were called "Taruk" and "Taret," terms later used for the Chinese and Manchu, though likely misapplied by later chroniclers. King Bhinnaka fled to Male, a town on the west bank of the Irrawaddy below Tagaung, where he died, leaving behind Queen Nagahsin. His followers split into three groups: one stayed with the queen, another moved to Kale (where Muddusitta’s descendants still ruled), and the third went east into the Shan country. (Phayre, A. 1883)
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​The Second Tagaung Dynasty
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The Second Tagaung Dynasty was founded in 543 B.C. and lasted until 444 B.C. During this period, Gautama Buddha was still alive. A second wave of Kshatriya immigrants from Gangetic India arrived, led by Daza Raja. They settled at Mauriya, east of the Irrawaddy near present-day Mwe-yen. Daza Raja later moved to Male, married Queen Nagahsin, and together they built a city near ancient Tagaung, now known as Old Pagan. (Phayre, A.1883)

The chronicles do not mention any eastern invaders disrupting this settlement, and the ancient capital was soon reoccupied. Sixteen kings followed in this second dynasty. The last, Thado Maha Raja, had no son, so the queen’s brother was appointed Ainshemeng and declared heir. The king was eventually dethroned by invaders, though it’s unclear whether they were descendants of earlier conquerors or new arrivals from the east.

The Reign of the Prome Dynasty

According to Maha Rajaweng, the Prome Dynasty was founded by Prince Maha Thambawa in 483 B.C. Burmese kings trace their lineage to him, though the succession includes several breaks. The chronicles make no further mention of Tagaung for centuries.

Maha Thambawa ruled for six years and was succeeded by his brother Sulathambawa, who reigned for thirty-five years. The elder brother’s son, Dwuttabaung, then ascended the throne. The dynasty’s capital had been Prome, but a new city was founded about five miles east on a vast plain—Thargkhettara, also known as Rathemyu or “City of the Hermit.” Whether Dwuttabaung was a real or mythical figure, he is deeply revered by the Burmese. (Phayre, A.1883)

Burma During the Period of the Prome Kingdom

Captain C.J.F.S. Forbes, former Deputy Commissioner of British Burma, states that the Prome Dynasty lasted from 444 B.C. to A.D. 107—a span of 551 years. However, little is known about Prome or Thargkhettara’s history. The dynasty ended in the early second century. Its rule did not extend far beyond the capital. Upper Burma was likely dominated by the Shans, who are said to have founded a powerful kingdom called Pong, though no records survive. In the south, the kingdom of Thaton thrived under Indian-descended kings. (Phayre, A.1883)

The End of the Prome Kingdom

Civil war brought the Prome kingdom to an end in the early second century A.D. Near the close of the first century, King Thupinya sat on the throne. A conflict arose between the Kanran and Pyu tribes, with the Pyu emerging victorious. During this turmoil, they were attacked by the Mon from the south and the Arakanese from the west. King Thupinya died in the war, and his nephew, Thamokdarit, along with Pyu followers, fled east of the Irrawaddy, crossing the river at Padaung. On the west bank, they were again attacked by the Arakanese and forced northward, leaving Tharekhettara to be sacked before the invaders returned to Arakan.

After years of wandering, Thamokdarit and his followers settled at New Pagan, founding the capital of the great Pagan monarchy. From this point, the name Mramma came to represent the entire people, and the tribal names Pyu, Kanran, and Thet faded from use—though Chinese records continued to refer to the Pyu for another 900 years. (Phayre, A.1883)
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​The Earliest Inhabitants: The Pyu and Their Kingdom
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Buddhist legends suggest Indian influence arrived by sea. One tale recount two brothers, Tapusa and Palikat, who visited Gautama Buddha and received eight hairs from his head, which they brought to Burma and enshrined beneath the Shwe Dagon Pagoda. Mon chronicles tell of Sona and Uttara, said to have been sent to Suvarna Bhumi—the ‘golden land’—by the Third Buddhist Council at Pataliputra in 241 B.C. Was Burma the ‘golden land’ of the Jatakas, the Buddha’s birth stories? (Hall, D. 1960)

Fragments of Pali scriptures found at the Pyu capital of Śrī Ksetra are the earliest evidence of Indian culture in Burma, dating no earlier than 500 A.D. Chinese sources from the third century mention a Buddhist kingdom called Lin-Yang, which Gordon Luce places in central Burma. Later Chinese texts refer to a people called the P’iao, who practiced social hierarchy— ‘prince and minister, father and son, elder and younger each have their order of precedence.’ These were the Pyu, whose capital at Śrī Ksetra (Old Prome), with its circular city walls and moats, still bears witness to their civilization.

The Pyu were Burma’s earliest recorded inhabitants. Inscriptions in their language, written in a South Indian script, have been found as far north as Halingyi in Shwebo district, though mostly at Old Prome. These inscriptions reveal a Vikrama dynasty ruling from 673 to 718 A.D., believed to have initiated the Burmese Era in March 638 A.D. Another dynasty, the Varman line, ruled a rival city nearby, but Old Prome remains the only excavated Pyu site in the region. Outside its walls stand three archaic stupas, the best preserved being the Bawbawgyi—a 150-foot plastered brick cylinder with a hollow shaft and flattened cone top. Also notable are small vaulted brick chapels, precursors to pagan temple architecture.

Religious remains show both Mahayana and Hinayana Buddhism, alongside Vishnu worship. The site contains Gupta-style stone reliefs, bronze statuettes of Avalokitesvara (a key Mahayana Bodhisattva), and numerous Vishnu sculptures—earning it the nickname ‘Vishnu City.’ The Pyu cremated their dead and stored ashes in urns, hundreds of which have been found. Their language survives only in inscriptions. It appears related to Burmese—monosyllabic and tonal, with dots used as tone markers. Much of what we know comes from Dr. Otto Blagden, who deciphered 50–100 Pyu words by comparing the four faces of the Myazedi inscription (Pagan, 1113 A.D.), which presents the same text in Pyu, Mon, Burmese, and Pali.

In 760 A.D., Kolofeng, the second king of the powerful T’ai kingdom of Nanchao (in western and northwestern Yunnan), conquered the Pyu kingdom. Allied with Tibet against China, he sought control of the Upper Irrawaddy valley to secure western communications. He built a fortress to dominate the Irrawaddy tribes and recruited some into his army. His successor, I-mou-hsun, later made peace with China and sent musicians—including Pyu—to the Chinese court in the early 800s. Two years later, a formal Pyu embassy led by Shunanto, son of a chieftain known to the Chinese as Yung Chiang, joined a Nanchao mission to Hsi-nan-fu.

By then, the Pyu capital had likely moved north to Halingyi. Chinese records describe it as encircled by a green-enamel brick wall and moat, with twelve gates and corner towers. The city boasted a hundred Buddhist monasteries adorned with gold, silver, and colorful paintings, and draped in embroidered cloth. Near the palace stood a giant white elephant statue before which litigants knelt to reflect on justice. In times of crisis, the king would prostrate himself before the elephant, burn incense, and confess his sins. Boys and girls lived in monasteries from age seven to twenty, studying the Buddhist faith. (Hall, D. 1960)
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​The End of the Pyu Kingdom by the Nanchao Tribes
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The Pyu kingdom abruptly ended in 832 A.D. when rebellious Nanchao tribes plundered its capital and deported thousands to Yunnan. What became of the Pyu people remains unknown. Eventually, they lost not only their language but also their distinct identity. (Hall, D. 1960)

The Pyu had claimed suzerainty over eighteen subject kingdoms, mostly in southern Burma. These included Mi-Chen, destroyed by Nanchao in 835; the Fun-Zun states of Kun-lang; and Lu-yu, near the port of Mo-ti-po, from which Palembang and Java were reportedly accessible. The term “k’un-lun” refers to the Mons, whose power center was the kingdom of Dvaravati in southern Siam. Dvaravati controlled parts of Tenasserim and had colonized Lamphun (Haripunjaya) to the north. While Nanchao overwhelmed the Pyu and Mi-Chen, the Mons successfully repelled their attacks.

Arab geographers referred to the Mon country in lower Burma as Raman’n’adesa. The earliest mention appears in Ibn Khordadzebeh’s Book of Routes and Provinces (844–848), which notes that the king possessed 50,000 elephants and that the region produced cotton, velvet, and aloeswood. During this time, the Mon kingdom’s center shifted westward. Of the various dates for the founding of Pegu, the tradition placing it in 825 A.D. is favored by historians. (Hall, D. 1960)

The Time When the Burmese Entered Burma

Reliable records are absent from the mid-ninth to mid-eleventh centuries—a gap made more significant by the fact that this was when the Burmese entered Burma. Their original homeland appears to have been in northwest China, likely Kansu, between the Gobi Desert and northeast Tibet. Early Chinese records from the second millennium B.C. refer to them as the Chiang. Driven by Chinese hostility, they took refuge in northeast Tibet. In the first millennium B.C., they were pursued southward by the rulers of Ts’in. After centuries of obscurity, they reemerged among the Mang tribes under Nanchao’s suzerainty. Seeking independence, they migrated into Burma through the region between the Nmai Hka and Salween rivers, eventually settling in the Kyauksè district.

Kansu, their earliest known home, had a sophisticated Neolithic civilization, producing the finest painted pottery yet discovered in China. Much of this culture was likely lost during their long migration south. (Hall, D. 1960)

Under Nanchao’s influence, the Burmese adopted key traits: use of water buffalo, terrace farming on hillsides, wet rice cultivation, military skills, and horse breeding. Southwest Yunnan, their home under Nanchao, was renowned for horse breeding. Even today, horses in northern Burma and Manipur are referred to as “the foreign” or “Burmese animal.” Transitioning from highland mountaineers to lowland settlers, they adapted to the heat of central Burma’s dry zone.

They seized Kyauksè from the Mons, who had developed an advanced irrigation system. The Burmese improved it, transforming the region—known as Ledwin, or “rice country”—into the economic heart of northern Burma. From this base, they expanded their political control.

From Kyauksè, the Burmese spread in multiple directions. West of the Irrawaddy, they occupied the Minbu district, inheriting an older canal system. Downstream, they reached the rice lands of Taungdwingyi and Prome. Northward, they settled in Shwebo, Tabayin, and Myedu, and moved up the Chindwin River. One group reached the Pondaung Range, the Chin Hills, and eventually Akyab in northern Arakan.

The exact time when the national name Mranma (Burmans) came into use is unclear. The term first appears in a Burmese inscription from 1190. A Mon inscription from around 1102 refers to them as Mirma. The Chinese name Mien, likely derived from the first syllable of Mranma, is first recorded in 1273. (Hall, D. 1960)

The Contradictions in the Legendary History of Burmese

At first glance, it seems unlikely that royal Kshatriya tribes from Northern India would have, at such an early period, left their homeland and crossed the wilds of Eastern Bengal to reach the Upper Irrawaddy. Yet this is precisely what Burmese chronicles—echoing ancient tradition—claim, though they offer no clear reason for the migration. It would seem more plausible had the movement occurred during the decline of Buddhism in Upper India under renewed Brahmanical dominance, but Burmese tradition makes no mention of this upheaval.

The chronicles attribute the first migration of the Sakya tribe to their supposed conquest in Kapilavastu by the King of Kosala, prior to Gautama Buddha’s birth. While the idea that Kshatriya princes founded the Burmese monarchy may be difficult to accept as historical fact—and likely originated as a royal myth to flatter later kings—some evidence does lend partial support to the tradition. (Jardine, John, n.d.)

As a result, most European scholars have dismissed the claim that the Burman race originated in the central Ganges basin as unfounded. The topic remains too uncertain and complex for definitive treatment. However, recent findings suggest that both the Burmans and Mons likely entered present-day Burma from the west, probably via the Ganges Valley. Until proven otherwise, it seems reasonable to accept the tradition that the Burman people and their early rulers migrated from Northern India.

Yet when Burmese historians link their first kings to Rajput rulers of Kawthala and Kapilavastu during the time of Gautama Buddha and claim ethnic kinship with those Indian peoples, they reveal a limited understanding of other cultures. The Rajputs and their subjects belong to the Indo-Germanic race—like the English, French, and Germans—while the Burmans are of the Mongolian race, alongside the Mons, Shans, Siamese, and Chinese.

Physical traits and linguistic evidence show no connection between the Burmans and Rajputs. The royal origin story was likely crafted by court historians to elevate royal prestige after the nation’s conversion to Buddhism. (Forbes, Captain. 1882)

​Ethnic Encounters and Early Dynasties

According to John Jardine, former Judicial Commissioner of British Burma and President of the Educational Syndicate, scholars now generally agree on the identity of the peoples encountered by Indian colonists and missionaries in Burma.

The dominant race in the Upper Irrawaddy—now known as the Burmese—descended from Central Asia. Their physical features and linguistic ties to Tibetan peoples suggest this region as their ancestral homeland. Over time, clans merged into tribes, much like their kin, the Chins of today. Dynasties eventually emerged in Tagaung, Panya, Pagan, and Prome, while other rulers governed Arakan and Toungoo.

The Tibeto-Burman tribes faced competition from the Tai or Shan peoples, one of the most widespread ethnic groups in the Indo-Chinese peninsula. These include the Ahoms of Assam, the Laos of Zimme, and the Siamese. Their facial features and language point to Chinese ancestry, and their traditions trace their origins to Yunnan. They established a Shan kingdom in northern Burma with its capital at Mong Maw Long on the Sheveli River and another at Tali, which fell to Kublai Khan in 1253 A.D.

The Mons and Their Legacy

Closer to the coast, in the fertile plains and river deltas, lived another group—the Mons, the original inhabitants of Pegu and the Moulmein region. They displaced the Taungthu tribe, who had first cultivated the delta and held control for centuries, delaying the Burman conquest. The Burmans, after Alompra’s capture of Pegu in 1757, contemptuously referred to the Mons as Talings (“people trodden underfoot”) and suppressed their language.

The Mons allied with the British in 1824. Their language, Talaing, now endangered due to assimilation, belongs to the Mon-Annam linguistic group. It uses tonal variation—pitch of voice—to convey meaning, unlike inflection in Indo-European languages.
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THE PAGAN PERIOD (1044–1287)
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The ruins of Pagan (now Bagan), on the eastern bank of the Irrawaddy about 120 miles south of Mandalay, are the most striking remnants of Burma’s first golden age. Stretching nearly twenty miles along the river and five miles inland, the site contains the remains of over 5,000 temples and pagodas. Originally, there were said to be as many as 13,000 Buddhist shrines and monasteries in and around the city. It remains one of the richest archaeological sites in the Indochinese Peninsula. (Hall, D. 1960)

The traditional founding date of Pagan is 849 A.D. Chronicles claim that a chief named Pyanpya enclosed the city with a wall, remnants of which are still visible at the Tharaba (Sarabha) Gate. Curiously, the earliest mention of Pagan appears in a Cham inscription from the early eleventh century, where it is called Pukam. In Burma, its earliest reference is found in an Old Mon inscription from 1093. Inscriptions typically refer to the city by its classical name, Arimaddana (“trampler of enemies”), the kingdom as Tambradipa (“land of copper”), and the region as Tuttadesa (“the parched country”). These inscriptions make no mention of Pyanpya; the only Burmese king named before Anawrahta is Saw Rahan, who ruled from Mount Turan, eight miles east of Pagan.
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​Anawrahta Tsau: The King of All Burma
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Anawrahta Tsau was the founder of Pagan’s greatness and the first true king of Burma—his reign marks the beginning of Burmese history. Reliable historical records of his rule are limited. He ascended the throne in 1010 A.D. and ruled for forty-two years. He reportedly conquered the Shan kingdom of Pong and received tribute from Arakan, becoming the first ruler of what later became colonial Burma. He promoted Buddhism and was the first of the great pagoda builders. His empire endured for over two centuries before falling to the Chinese. The Shan chiefs continued to rule various independent kingdoms across Burma. (Cocks, S. 1919)
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