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Abstract 

Since 1988, Burma has expanded its military, the Tatmadaw, from what was in effect a mere counter-

insurgency force to what is likely to become the largest military force in South-East Asia. Moreover, a 

rapid and thorough modernisation process has armed the battle-hardened army with modern weaponry. 

The air force and navy too have increased their capabilities. For the first time in decades, Burma's air 

force would be capable of taking on the air assets of neighbouring countries. 

Burma's position on the Indian Ocean is a major factor in China's strategic planning. Much of the 

weaponry needed to modernise and expand the Burmese military was acquired from China, apparently 

on very generous terms. In return, China secured the use of naval and intelligence-gathering facilities. 

Although China's strategic interest in the region is of long standing, India's nuclear capability and 

changes in the Indian political leadership that make India increasingly hostile to China have intensified 

China's strategic need to achieve a presence in the Indian Ocean. 

Unlike the former military dictatorships of Spain and Chile, Burma single-mindedly put all efforts 

into the expansion and modernisation of its armed forces. There have been no corresponding attempts 

to build credible civilian political institutions that could be used as a foundation for a later, post-

military society. Burma with its huge military and large number of ethnic minorities can politically be 

compared to the Soviet Union. Russia eventually found itself without political structures on which to 

build a post-Communist society and had to create new ones from scratch. If Burma one day faces a 

transition from military to civilian rule, the country must have credible non-military institutions or the 

Tatmadaw may not survive the transition. 

 

 

The Origin and Expansion of the Tatmadaw 

A Brief History of the Tatmadaw 

Burma has not had any external enemies since the Second World War. The armed forces have, 

however, been continuously at war with most of the ethnic minorities inside the country as well as, until 

1989, the Communist Party of Burma (CPB).1 

The Burmese armed forces, formally known as Tatmadaw, originated from the Burma Independence 

Army (BIA), the pro-Japanese invasion force set up by the Japanese Imperial Army in 1942 with the 

help of the young Burmese nationalists known as the Thirty Comrades.2 From the outset, the army was 

a political army that did not recognise or subordinate itself to any political leadership, a fact that has 

characterised the Tatmadaw up to the present. The Tatmadaw has always spread the deliberate myth 

that only the Tatmadaw liberated the country and that no other group could protect the newly gained 

independence from nefarious foreign powers. In fact, the BIA did not play a glorious role. During the 

Japanese invasion, the BIA slaughtered and massacred ethnic minorities to such an extent that the 

Japanese had to disband the BIA already in July 1942. The Burman force was re-formed in August 

1942, first as the Burma Defence Army (BDA) and then, after independence was granted by the 

                                                           
1 The following sections are primarily based on Michael Fredholm, Burma: Ethnicity and Insurgency 

(Westport, Connecticut: Praeger, 1993), 75-95; Andrew Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw: The 

Burmese Armed Forces since 1988 (Canberra: Australian National University, Strategic and Defence 

Studies Centre, 1996); Maung Aung Myoe, Building the Tatmadaw: The Organisational Development 

of the Armed Forces in Myanmar, 1948-98 (Canberra: Australian National University, Strategic and 

Defence Studies Centre, Working Paper 327, 1998). See also William Ashton, "Burma's Armed Forces: 

Preparing for the 21st Century," Jane's Intelligence Review 10: 11 (November 1998), 28-31. 
2 The epithet 'Burmese' will be used to denote all the peoples and institutions of the Union of Burma, 

in which the Burmans form the dominant ethnic group. 
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Japanese in 1943, as the Burma National Army (BNA). Regardless of name, the force for most of the 

time remained under the command of Major General Aung San, with Colonel Ne Win as his Chief-of-

Staff. Both officers had received their only military training from the Japanese. 

The war turned against Japan, however, and Aung San and several other BNA leaders secretly 

switched to the Allied side. The BNA was renamed the Patriotic Burmese Forces (PBF) but remained 

under the command of Aung San. After the war, a new Burma Army (the old name of the colonial 

army) was re-formed out of the PBF and the old colonial army in September 1945. The PBF entered the 

new Burma Army as four battalions of the Burma Rifles. Shan, Chin, Kachin, and Karen battalions also 

existed, but they belonged to the British military tradition, unlike the Burman units, trained by the 

Japanese Imperial Army. Many of the soldiers accordingly regarded each other with suspicion. Most of 

the officers and nearly half of the men were recruited from the minorities, mainly Karen, Chin, and 

Kachin. Of the about nine thousand PBF troops, less than half joined, and most of the officers failed the 

commission board. 

Many of the Burman soldiers instead joined a new organisation, the People's Volunteer Organisation 

(PVO), a newly formed, mainly Burman militia. Officially, the PVO was a welfare organisation 

engaged in reconstruction activities. Nonetheless, the PVO soon developed into the private army of 

Aung San. After his death, the various PVO units split up in a wide variety of local factions, more often 

than not in opposition to every other authority in their area of control. But more chaos was to follow. 

Soon after independence, numerous Burman army and PVO units defected to the CPB, while the 

majority of the ethnic minority units of the Burma Army defected to the Karen National Union. Those 

Karen officers who did not join the insurrection were relieved of their commands and retired. The 

remainder of the army was gradually reformed into the modern organisation, the Tatmadaw. 

General Ne Win soon assumed command; and under his direction, the number of battalions was 

greatly increased. The air force and navy were also confirmed as separate branches of the Tatmadaw. 

During the 1950s and the 1960s, although the Tatmadaw accounted for between 30 and 40 percent of 

the total government budget (from the mid-1950s to the early 1970s, then the military budget increased 

even further; it is at present commonly believed to be in excess of fifty per cent3), few funds remained 

for upgrading the equipment and armament of the forces. Rangoon also wished to avoid foreign military 

aid so as not to compromise its nonaligned foreign policy. The army consequently developed into a 

light infantry force, only really suitable for counter-insurgency operations; and the navy and air force, 

unable to purchase anything except the most essential equipment, developed into mere support elements 

for the army. 

Ne Win reorganised the Tatmadaw according to the ideological tradition of the Japanese Imperial 

Army but with the added element of moulding it into an ethnic purely Burman force. In May 1945, Ne 

Win declared: "The Burmese Army is not only the hope of the country but its very life and soul."4 The 

army units were very susceptible to this ideology, but the support arms presented a greater challenge. 

Ne Win later explained: 

 

Our Tatmadaw emerged from the crucible of the independence struggle, through 

the BIA. . . . In the case of the Navy and the Air Force, we had to make use of 

personnel left by the British as the nucleus for our forces. We had to reorientate 

such personnel to see our point of view.5 

 

For several years these services, largely made up of former British troops and ethnic minority troops 

recruited by the British, found the policy of the burmanisation not only of the armed forces but of the 

entire country less than appealing. The BIA, trained by the Japanese Imperial Army and the Japanese-

run Mingaladon Cadet School, were the training grounds that introduced the frequently observed brutal 

and callous, one may say fascist, behaviour of most Burman troops in the field. Other remnants of 

earlier Japanese training include the Tatmadaw's centralised control, strict discipline, which includes 

face slapping, and the use of military brothels, which existed already in the BDA in 1942. 

After the 1988 democracy uprisings, the Tatmadaw saw the need to improve the morale of its officers 

and men, by then all but estranged from the population. The ethnic insurgency and the problem of 

                                                           
3 The exact figure is not known. Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw, 11, 27-8. 
4 Josef Silverstein, Burma: Military Rule and the Politics of Stagnation (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1977), 45. 
5 Forward, 15 October 1968. Quoted in Martin Smith, Burma: Insurgency and the Politics of 

Ethnicity (London: Zed Books, 1991), 92. 
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subduing future Burman protests also created the need to improve the strength of the Tatmadaw. The 

answer to both these problems was to embark upon a rapid programme of transforming the Tatmadaw 

into a modern fighting force. Since then, Burma has expanded its military from what was in effect a 

mere counter-insurgency force to what is likely to become the largest military force in South-East 

Asia.6 Moreover, a rapid and thorough modernisation process has armed the battle-hardened army with 

modern weaponry. The air force and navy too have increased their capabilities. For the first time in 

decades, Burma's air force would be capable of taking on the air assets of neighbouring countries. 

What will the Tatmadaw do with its new military muscle? Burma does not have territorial demands 

on its neighbours, but this has not prevented the Burmese military from staging incursions into 

Thailand, India, and Bangladesh to attack those whom the Tatmadaw perceives to be its enemies, 

typically ethnic insurgents and exiled democracy activists.7 This indicates that the Tatmadaw perceives 

its chief role in at least the near future to be the suppression of dissent within the country. Nonetheless, 

the armed forces will need time to absorb its vast new range of weaponry. It should be noted that no 

attempts have been made to acquire the very latest in sophisticated weaponry. Instead the Tatmadaw 

aimed for less capable although still modern weapons systems, within the Tatmadaw's technical ability 

to maintain. Another advantage was that such weapons are cheaper so that larger quantities could be 

acquired. 

Burma has acquired new military hardware but this has not yet been matched by a corresponding 

increase in military capability. The Tatmadaw in particular lacks any real experience in large-scale 

conventional operations. Moreover, the question of the Tatmadaw's future cohesion in the face of 

renewed popular uprisings or if the government caves in to excessive pressure from China has not been 

resolved. The question of possible splits within the armed forces is one of the most serious issues faced 

by the Tatmadaw leadership.8 

 

Manpower and Training 

The current strength of the Tatmadaw, estimated to be 425,000, of which the army numbers four 

hundred thousand and continues to grow, is more than double the size of 1988. The stated final goal is 

half a million men.9 The Tatmadaw is thoroughly rural in origin, and the troops are almost without 

exception recruited among uneducated rural young men, who frequently see the Tatmadaw as their only 

available career opportunity. Most are ethnic Burmans, but a few Chin appear among the troops. 

The vigorous recruitment campaigns and rapid increase in manpower have also resulted in lowered 

recruiting standards.10 Many units appear to be under-strength. Training too has probably suffered, as 

the rapid increase in units has caused a shortage of experienced officers. This is a serious problem for 

the Tatmadaw's ability to take full advantage of the new weapons systems introduced in the 

modernisation process. To make these systems fully operational demands a pool of educated officers. 

As many of them need to go abroad for initial familiarisation with the new arms technologies, they will 

be more susceptible to foreign influences and gain a fuller understanding of international politics and 

foreign political systems, in short, all the characteristics that made Ne Win suspicious of the UK-trained 

air force and navy officers in the early Burmese armed forces. 

 

Tatmadaw Kyi: The Army 

The army is the strongest and by far the dominant service. Its basic formation is the battalion. The 

battalions are organised in a regimental system, but only for administrative purposes. Most battalions 

are technically part of the Burma Regiment. The old ethnic units, namely the Burma Rifles, Kachin 

Rifles, Chin Rifles, Kayah Rifles, and Shan Rifles were renamed and renumbered in the 1990s. The 

names were in any case only traditional, as very few members of these minorities serve in the 

Tatmadaw. The Tatmadaw has also set up a number of specialised counter-insurgency divisions, the 

Light Infantry Divisions (LID). There are currently ten LIDs. Each LID has ten battalions under three 

Tactical Operation Commands (TOC). The LID battalions, although organised in the regular style, have 

                                                           
6 Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw, 146; Andrew Selth, Burma's Arms Procurement Programme 

(Canberra: Australian National University, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Working Paper 289, 

1995); Andrew Selth, Burma's Defence Expenditure and Arms Industries (Canberra: Australian 

National University, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Working Paper 309, 1997). 
7 Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw, 8. 
8 Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw, 156-8; Maung Aung Myoe, 9-10, 21. 
9 Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw, 19. 
10 Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw, 50. 
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been specially trained for counter-insurgency operations. The LIDs appears to be controlled directly by 

the Ministry of Defence, also known as the War Office. The bulk of the battalions of the Burmese army 

are instead divided among twelve regional commands, each responsible for a certain geographic area. 

In 1978, the Bureau of Special Operations (BSO), a staff unit headed by a general officer, was 

formed in the Ministry of Defence. From 1979, there were two such bureaus, designated the 1st and the 

2nd BSO. These staff units were central bodies responsible for the northern and southern theatres of 

operations, respectively, and transcend regional and divisional commands. Such a staff unit proved 

necessary to coordinate the operations of the regional commands and the LIDs. By 1995, the two BSOs 

had been merged into one.11 

Since 1988, the increased reliance on China and China's allies resulted in a change of foreign policy. 

Despite Indian worries, a new regional military command, encompassing the Sagaing Division and Chin 

State, was set up in 1990. Since then, two additional military regions were formed in May 1996. The 

Triangle Region Command was probably formed to encompass areas formely outside government 

control. The Coastal Region Command, however, encompassing the Tenasserim Division, is of more 

interest as it indicates the increased role of the Burmese navy and the new Burmese interest in the 

Straits of Malacca. 

One BSO, ten LIDs, and twelve regional commands form a traditional counter-insurgency structure 

dedicated to low-intensity conflict, intended to contain and neutralise different pockets of resistance in 

remote rural areas. The expanded size of the Tatmadaw allows the permanent deployment of troops in 

all areas of unrest, something formerly not possible. It is unlikely that the organisation has been 

developed to cope with conventional warfare. There is no strategic reserve and, apparently, no 

mobilisation strategy for large-scale conflicts.12 

The twelve regional commands are as followed: 

 Rangoon Command (responsible for the Rangoon Division; headquarters at Rangoon). 

 Southern Command (Pegu and Magwe Divisions; headquarters at Toungoo). 

 Southeastern Command (Mon and Karen States; headquarters at Moulmein). 

 Southwestern Command (Irrawaddy Division; headquarters at Bassein). 

 Central Command (Mandalay Division; headquarters at Mandalay). 

 Western Command (Arakan State; headquarters at Sittwe). 

 Eastern Command (southern Shan State; headquarters at Taunggyi). 

 Northeastern Command (northern Shan State; headquarters at Lashio). 

 Northwestern Command (Sagaing Division, Chin State; headquarters at Monywa). 

 Northern Command (Kachin State; headquarters at Myitkyina). 

 Triangle Region Command (eastern Shan State; headquarters at Kengtung). 

 Coastal Region Command (Tenasserim Division; headquarters at Myeik). 

 

Tatmadaw Yay: The Navy 

The Burmese navy was formed in 1947, although the force can be said to have its origin in the Burma 

Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve, formed in 1940.13 As a consequence, British operational procedures 

were retained, possibly to the present day. Although for most of its existence very small, the navy 

always had an important counter-insurgency role as much of Burma's communications routes followed 

the major rivers and the long coast. Otherwise the navy functioned primarily as a fisheries protection 

fleet. In recent years more vessels have been devoted to coastal surveillance and the protection of 

offshore drilling rigs. 

The navy was for long plagued by a series of low budgets and lack of organisational change. Since 

1988, however, the fleet has almost doubled in size. A battalion of eight hundred naval infantry has 

reportedly been re-established. As the new China-built patrol boats reportedly carry anti-ship missiles 

and three Jianghu guided missile frigates as well as two minesweepers have been ordered, the navy is 

preparing for a limited blue-water capability. Although the number and range of vessels have been 

considerably expanded, the absorbtion of all new vessels with their unfamiliar equipment has caused 

                                                           
11 Tin Maung Maung Than, "Burma's National Security and Defence Posture," Contemporary 

Southeast Asia 11: 1 (June 1989), 45; Maung Aung Myoe, 26. 
12 Fredholm, Burma, 82; Jane's Sentinel Security Assessment (London: Jane's, 1999). 
13 This section is primarily based on Fredholm, Burma, 84-6; William Ashton, "The Burmese Navy," 

Jane's Intelligence Review 6: 1 (January 1994), 36-7; Maung Aung Myoe, 27-8; for details on in 

particular the acquisitions of recent years, see Andrew Selth, The Burma Navy (Canberra: Australian 

National University, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Working Paper 313, 1997). 
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problems. Considering the former small size of the navy, it is not surprising that there is currently a 

shortage of experienced and educated officers to maintain and operate the new acquisitions. 

The navy vessels are apparently divided into the Major War Vessels Command, directly under the 

Ministry of Defence, and five naval regional commands, usually under the operational control of the 

appropriate regional military commanders. The known naval regional commands are Akyab (Sittwe; 

Danyawady Naval Region) in Arakan state; Hainggyi island in the Irrawaddy river estuary 

(Panmawady); Monkey Point near Rangoon (Irrawaddy); Moulmein (Mawyawady); and Mergui 

(Tenasserim).14 An operational command center may also have been established at Zadetkyi Island, off 

the Tenasserim coast. There is certainly a small naval base there, sometimes referred to as a naval 

training command headquarters, and other smaller naval bases are also established along the 

Tenasserim coast, on Malei Island (Mergui district) and at Mupon (Moulmein township). A few air 

force helicopters are assigned to certain ships. The main naval dockyard is in Rangoon, where almost 

all naval supplies are stored and issued. The Naval Training Centre is located nearby, in Syriam 

(Thanlyin). 

The estimated current strength of the navy, excluding vessels on order and some transports, can be 

summarised as follows:15 

 Corvettes (various) 4 (2 decommissioned but still in the Fleet list) 

 Houxin-class Guided Missile Patrol Boats 4 

 Osprey-class Offshore Patrol Vessels 3 

 Hainan-class Offshore Patrol Vessels 12 

 Inshore Patrol Vessels (various) 18 

 River Gunboats (ex-transports) 4 

 River Patrol Craft (various) 60 

 LCU/LCM 3-type Landing Craft 15 

 Survey Vessels (various) 3 

 Interbunker-class Tanker 1 

 

Tatmadaw Lay: The Air Force 

Although independent Burma had inherited and used a few aircraft against the insurgents and traces 

its air force back to 1947, a real air force was formed with British assistance only in 1955.16 The British 

squadron structure was adopted and, as in the navy, British operational procedures were retained. 

The role of the air force was formerly limited to supporting the army in its counter-insurgency 

operations. The air force has a reputation for timidity and poor training. Modern ground control assets 

are limited, and liaison with ground forces is often insufficient. However, since 1988 the acquisition of 

new aircraft, weapons, and equipment have made it potentially able to take part also in a conventional 

conflict. Its fleet has more than doubled. So far, however, the air force lacks experienced pilots skilled 

in combat operations, in particular air-to-air combat. There is furthermore probably a shortage of 

ground facilities. Another difficulty will be to maintain so many new aircraft, from many different 

countries and of different standards. The lack of experienced and educated officers may extend the time 

it takes to operate the new acquisitions at full potential. Despite this, the Tatmadaw has ordered yet 

other aircraft. Air force assets, including the airborne battalion (see below), are centrally controlled by 

the Ministry of Defence and only temporarily assigned to regional or other commands when needed. 

The air force's order of battle and estimated strength can be summarised as follows:17 

 Three squadrons of Chengdu F-7M fighters (perhaps operating from Moulmein; also usable in the 

ground attack role). 

 Two (or three) squadrons of NAMC A-5M attack aircraft (operating from Meiktila or Hmawbi, 

Myitkyina, and perhaps Namsang or Toungoo). 

 One squadron of SOKO G-4 Super Galeb attack aircraft (probably operating from Moulmein). 

 One or two squadrons of Pilatus PC-9 and PC-7 attack aircraft (operating from Meiktila). 

                                                           
14 Selth, Burma Navy, 8. 
15 For further details, see Jane's Sentinel; Selth, Burma Navy. 
16 This section is primarily based on Fredholm, Burma, 86-8; William Ashton, "The Burmese Air 

Force," Jane's Intelligence Review 6:10 (October 1994), 463-6; Maung Aung Myoe, 29-30; for details 

on in particular the acquisitions of recent years, see Andrew Selth, The Burma Air Force (Canberra: 

Australian National University, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Working Paper 315, 1997). 
17 For further details, see Selth, Burma Air Force, 20-21. See also Ashton, "Preparing for the 21st 

Century," 29; Jane's Sentinel. 
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 At least two squadrons of armed Mil Mi-2 and Mi-17 helicopters usable in the close air support 

role. 

 About four transport squadrons of various aircraft and helicopters (chiefly operating from 

Mingaladon) 

 One squadron of PZL Swidnik W-3 Sokol helicopters. 

 

The airborne battalion too forms part of the air force. The history of the 1st Airborne Battalion began 

in 1953, when a Burmese military mission was sent to Israel to study the feasibility of training airborne 

instructors there. The following year, a small team was sent there for training. A similar agreement with 

the United States was reached at about the same time. The 1st Airborne Battalion was finally formed 

only in 1966. 

 

Militia Units and Militia Organisation 

To win over local leaders and their forces, especially in the minority regions, the Tatmadaw has 

repeatedly experimented with various types of local defence militias. These are permitted considerable 

freedom in their areas as long as they do not join any insurgents. The first militia force of this type was 

the Territorial Army (Sitwundan), organised in 1948. Several other types have followed since.18 The 

current ceasefire agreements with many ethnic insurgent groups follow the pattern established in earlier 

militias. 

The militia has never been sufficiently trained and equipped to take part in the defence of the state. 

The one advantage the Tatmadaw has gained by organizing these variously named militia units is the 

subsequent splits and broken alliances within the ethnic insurgent movements. This has always been the 

main benefit for the government of the various militia programs. Militias are seldom supplied with 

anything but second-grade weapons. 

 

Intelligence and Security Organs 

There are a number of intelligence and security organs in Burma,19 most of them widely feared within 

the country and generally reputed to be very efficient. The truth, however, seems to be that their 

emphasis is rather on quantity than quality. There are plenty of agents, but their level of training 

appears to be quite inferior.20 Although technical capabilities, especially in signals intelligence,21 have 

improved since 1988, the intelligence and security organs do not yet appear to have greatly increased 

their capability. Except for a few operations in the neighbouring countries, the Burmese intelligence 

organs do not appear to have any capacity for international operations, or indeed much interest in what 

goes on outside the region. 

 

Military Industry 

Burma has a small arms industry consisting of a number of establishments under the direct control of 

the Directorate of Defence Industries, Ministry of Defence.22 However, until 1988 these were generally 

limited to manufacturing small arms, light support weapons, and ammunition. Since then, it appears that 

                                                           
18 Fredholm, Burma, 89-90. 
19 Fredholm, Burma, 92-3; Andrew Selth, Burma's Intelligence Apparatus (Canberra: Australian 

National University, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Working Paper 308, 1997); Desmond Ball, 

Burma's Military Secrets: Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) from 1941 to Cyber Warfare (Bangkok: White 

Lotus, 1998). 
20 In 1990, one of the ethnic insurgent armies claimed to catch around five to ten Burmese agents 

every year. Fredholm, Burma, 92. 
21 Ball, Burma's Military Secrets, 59-123. The claims that the Directorate of Defence Services 

Intelligence (DDSI) maintains monitoring stations in the Burmese embassies in Thailand, Bangladesh, 

and Laos capable of intercepting satellite communications such as telephone conversations and email 

messages in these countries are unlikely to be correct. Desmond Ball and Robert Karniol, "Myanmar 

Hones its Signals Intelligence," Jane's Defence Weekly, 29 July 1998, 16. 
22 This section is based on Fredholm, Burma; Selth, Burma's Arms Procurement Programm, 8-11; 

Andrew Selth, "Burma Develops its Ability to Build Arms," Jane's Intelligence Review 8: 5 (May 

1996), 233-5; Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw, 29-35; Selth, Burma's Defence Expenditure, 9-13; all 

of which contain essentially the same information. See also Bruce Hawke, "Myanmar Making Small 

Arms in Imported Factory," Jane's Defence Weekly, 22 July 1998, 14; Bruce Hawke, "Exposed: 

Burma's Weapons Industry," Pointer, December 1998, 8-9. 
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Burma has also acquired the capability to produce scout cars and armoured personnel carriers. Burmese 

shipyards are capable of building small naval vessels. 

 

Burma and Weapons of Mass Destruction 

Burma has been frequently accused of possessing weapons of mass destruction, namely, chemical and 

biological weapons allegedly used against ethnic insurgents.23 It has also been suggested that the 

Tatmadaw since 1988 has received technical advice on such weapons from China. The difficulties for 

independent observers to verify such claims has tended to encourage rather than refute the belief in the 

existence of such weapons. 

The Tatmadaw first appears to have acquired an interest in chemical and biological warfare during 

the late 1970s. Several countries in the region then developed, or were suspected of developing, such 

weapons, including China and Vietnam. Moreover, the Tatmadaw may have realised that the Burmese 

forces were too weak to resist a foreign invasion without the assistance of chemical weapons.24 

A small number of Tatmadaw officers received NBC protection training in West Germany between 

1978 and 1989, but it is not known if the Tatmadaw also experimented with such weapons for its own 

use.25 Besides, the United States throughout the mid-1980s supplied and assisted the Burmese air force 

in dropping dangerous herbicides such as 2,4-D over ethnic minority areas with US-supplied Ayres S-

2R Turbo-Thrush crop-spraying aircraft, in an attempt to destroy opium poppy crops.26 This 

programme appears to have ended with the withdrawal of US aid after 1988. 

Otherwise there is little tangible evidence one way or another. It has been suggested that the 

insurgents who claim to have been attacked with chemical weapons were in fact burned by white 

phosphorous, used as an incendiary, to create smoke screens, or for marking targets.27 White 

phosphorous would create similar effects as chemical weapons if the victim is sufficiently close to the 

point of explosive impact. Few if any ethnic insurgents would have the technical skills to distinguish 

between the two types of wounds. 

It currently appears unlikely that the Tatmadaw has the capability to engage in large-scale chemical or 

biological warfare. However, it cannot be ruled out that the Tatmadaw would be eager to test such 

weapons, if obtained, in ethnic minority areas. There is no evidence to suggest that the Tatmadaw has 

the intention to use such weapons indiscriminately. 

 

 

The Tatmadaw and Security Policy 

China versus India 

To analyze Tatmadaw thinking on security policy, we have to examine its neighbours, China and 

India. Since 1988, Burma has moved increasingly closer to China. It is noteworthy that Burma has 

chosen to approach the only country in the world that not only is in a position but also has the political 

determination (if Beijing finds it in its interest) to threaten Burma with military action. 

China's traditional security problem, Russia, has faded almost into oblivion since the fall of the Soviet 

Union in 1991. Japan is not an immediate security concern, and the United States has to some extent 

left China free to shift its attention to the south.28 Furthermore, China's economic and military 

capabilities have grown dramatically. Beijing has initiated a very assertive policy towards the South 

China Sea, which together with a number of statements from senior Chinese leaders seem to indicate a 

Chinese intention to dominate Southeast Asia.29 

India, on the other hand, regards itself as the regional power in South Asia. The relations between 

China and India have not improved markedly since China's military victory over India in 1962. In South 

                                                           
23 This section chiefly relies on Andrew Selth, Burma and Weapons of Mass Destruction (Canberra: 

Australian National University, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Working Paper 334, 1999). 

Essentially the same information is available in Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw, 108-27. 
24 Selth, Weapons of Mass Destruction, 8. 
25 Selth, Weapons of Mass Destruction, 3. 
26 Fredholm, Burma, 87; Selth, Weapons of Mass Destruction, 5-6. 
27 Selth, Weapons of Mass Destruction, 5-6. 
28 Allen S. Whiting, "The PLA and China's Threat Perceptions," in David Shambaugh and Richard 

H. Yang (eds.), China's Military in Transition (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997), 343-8. 
29 Whiting, 337-40. See also Marvin Ott, "Burma: A Strategic Perspective," Strategic Forum 92 

(November 1996). http://www.ndu.edu/inss/strforum/forum92.html. 
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Asia, the main opponents are India and China, not India and Pakistan. In the long term, China regards 

India as a potential challenger to China's regional hegemony.30 

China shares a long border with India. Although China captured large sections of Indian territory 

during its invasion in 1962, China claims a much larger area and has together with its ally Pakistan 

refused to accept Indian sovereignty over the Indian provinces of Sikkim, Arunachal Pradesh, and the 

Ladakh region of the Jammu and Kashmir state.31 

Burma's position on the Indian Ocean is a major factor in China's strategic planning. Although 

China's strategic interest in the region is of long standing, India's nuclear capability and changes in the 

Indian political leadership that make India increasingly hostile to China have intensified China's 

strategic need to achieve a presence in the Bay of Bengal and ultimately gain access to the Indian 

Ocean. From a strategic point of view, China needs to maintain Pakistan and Burma under its wings and 

ensure that these two states remain susceptible to Chinese influence. 

India is of course a far from homogeneous society. The majority of the population in the provinces 

that China refuses to accept as Indian territory traditionally have ethnic, cultural, and trade links with 

the populations beyond the border, in case of the northeastern states in what is now China. In addition, 

China has frequently provided support in the form of money, arms, and training to the many guerrilla 

groups in these states. China's proxy Pakistan has done the same in Kashmir and in the northeastern 

states, operating from Bangladesh.32 In the early 1990s, Burma too appears to have offered clandestine 

support to certain guerrilla groups operating on the Indian side of the border, at least until early 1993.33 

However, India has now grown into a serious threat to China's security. India's ruling Bharatiya 

Janata Party (BJP) at the time openly referred to China as India's main enemy and justified its nuclear 

and Agni-II missile tests by the need to counter the militarily stronger China.34 Beijing was as much 

annoyed by Indian accusations that China continued to supply Pakistan with nuclear technology for 

military purposes and the identification of China as a threat as the actual tests, which severely damaged 

China's and India's relations.35 India already has conventional forces superior to those of Pakistan. 

Although one can perceive an Indian need to counter Pakistan's (at that time) undeclared nuclear 

capability, the size of India's nuclear programme supports the then Indian Defence Minister George 

Fernandes explanation that its main target is China.36 India's nuclear capability has raised the stakes in 

the contest, while the influence of India's Hindu-nationalist BJP has increased the chance of India 

resisting international pressures not to deploy its nuclear weapons and sign the Comprehensive Test 

Ban Treaty (CTBT) and Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). A BJP government would also be 

more likely to use the border dispute with China as an argument to justify India's unconventional and 

conventional military modernisation and expansion. More seriously, a nuclear-armed BJP government 

would in a time of crisis be less likely to hesitate from a violent confrontation with China. A militarily 

strong and nationalist India might even use force in an attempt to recapture the territory that India lost 

to China in 1962. Alternatively, an Indian nationalist government may attempt to bolster anti-China 

groups in Tibet, or even Xinjiang. The rivalry between China and India is of long standing, and we have 

to expect policies and defence preparations for both the short and long term. 
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The BJP has often been accused of being religious fundamentalists, Hindu brown-shirts on the road to 

fascism, and nuclear maniacs.37 It is beyond doubt that they favour a nuclear-armed India. As for the 

other allegations, the real question is how the Chinese leaders regard the BJP. Deadly disputes may not 

take place; however, the Chinese leadership still has to plan for the day when political power in New 

Delhi is wielded by people who differ from the moderates with whom China could negotiate. 

A likely Chinese response to its security concerns in India would be to maintain a high level of alert 

along the common border, make quiet preparations for a limited nuclear war with India, and slowly 

reinforce the military forces in the Chengdu military region, responsible for operations against India 

and much of Southeast Asia. Such precautions would not in themselves be controversial and although 

potentially deadly, military means would only be used in case of war. To contain India, China has 

helped its proxy, Pakistan, become a nuclear power (although China claims this support ceased in the 

early 1990s), increased its own military presence near the border, and armed Burma. China is in the 

process of developing a serious blue-water navy with, most important for India, nuclear ballistic missile 

submarines. At present, only two or three such submarines are in Chinese service, of which only one, of 

Xia class, appears to be in operation.38 More will no doubt be built. However, we can also expect 

China to make preparations for and launch a covert offensive against India. It has already been 

suggested that China is interfering in Indian politics by active measures to promote the Congress Party 

and other politicial enemies of the BJP with money and possibly even arms. China is also carefully 

targeting the BJP (not the Indian public) in its propaganda, blaming the BJP for tension in the region.39 

A covert offensive needs bases in and near India. China needs to establish bases for signals 

intelligence, radar installations, other intelligence activities, and eventually also naval units, in 

particular its conventional and nuclear ballistic missile submarines. China needs intelligence on Indian 

ballistic missile launches from test ranges on India's east coast, Indian naval and air movements in the 

Bay of Bengal and ultimately the Indian Ocean, and perhaps international shipping to and from the 

Straits of Malacca, in particular oil tankers on their way to China's other long-term security problem 

and potential enemy, Japan.40 It has also been suggested that China may see a need to protect its 

seaborne external trade in case of conflict or blockade in the South China Sea, although this scenario 

appears less likely.41 Whether the Burmese government allows such bases on its territory is to some 

extent beside the point; China needs the bases and can be expected to do its utmost to prevail upon any 

Burmese sensitivities. 

It should be noted that China since 1990 has established close relations with Laos. A defence co-

operation agreement was signed in 1993. The defence ties with Laos seems to follow the pattern China 

established in Burma. 

One further point needs to be emphasised. Considering the fact that China has a strategic need in 

Burma, Beijing cannot be expected to countenance the replacement of the military government in 

Rangoon by a civilian government made up of democracy advocates with strong ties to and support 

from the United States. The Chinese leaders would regard a new US ally with a common border with 

China as a major strategic disadvantage. 

 

Burma as China's Pawn 

In 1988, the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) abandoned Burma's former 

neutrality and entered into the first of several agreements with Beijing. Chinese enterprises were given 

preferential treatment for the supply of capital equipment, goods, and services. Several infrastructure 

projects necessary to maintain transport and communications links were initiated. At the same time, 

China began to supply the Burmese armed forces with large amounts of arms, including aircraft, naval 

vessels, artillery, multiple rocket launchers, tanks, armoured personnel carriers, communications and 

radar equipment, small arms, and ammunititon. These weapons were apparently supplied on very 

generous terms. 

                                                           
37 "Who's Afraid of the BJP?" The Economist, 4 April 1998, 64. 
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Chinese instructors were also sent to Burma, and Burmese military personnel received training in 

China.42 In return, it has been suggested, China secured the use of naval and intelligence-gathering 

facilities. The first to be negotiated, in late 1992, was apparently the deepwater port on Hainggyi Island 

in the Irrawaddy River estuary near Bassein, now used by the Burmese navy. This raised some alarm in 

India, where it has been suggested that Hainggyi Island is to become a major Chinese military base with 

not only naval but also air and ground forces.43 Other claims include a naval intelligence facility 

apparently being built on Great Coco Island, close to India's Andaman Islands, capable of being a base 

for signals intelligence, radar surveillance, and visual observations.44 Other possible sites for bases, 

mentioned by various analysts, are Kyaukpyu on Ramree island south of Sittwe (off the Arakan coast) 

and Zadetkyi Kyun (St Matthew's Island) off the Tenasserim coast in the southeast, close to the northern 

entrance of the Straits of Malacca.45 It is notable that the latest regional military command, the Coastal 

Region Command formed in May 1996, encompasses the Tenasserim coast. 

Both the Burmese and Chinese governments have consistently denied that Chinese forces have 

permanent access to bases on Burmese territory.46 It is likely that the bases are Burmese but that the 

intelligence collected from at least some of them is shared between the two countries. A complication 

for the outside observer is that there is little evidence on the decision-making process within the 

Burmese government, or on how the Tatmadaw leadership views its dependency on Chinese support. It 

is probable that India attempts to exaggerate the Chinese domination of Burma to offer itself as a 

regional counterweight to China and, perhaps, to encourage anti-Chinese feelings among the Burmese 

leadership. The Burmese military leaders in Rangoon certainly still remember that China for years 

maintained a threatening presence near the common border, used the insurgents within the CPB as a 

tool to force concessions from the various Burmese governments, and that in the 1950s open conflict 

almost occurred over the disputed border as retreating nationalist Chinese (KMT) forces invaded 

Burma during its flight from the victorious People's Liberation Army.47 

Nonetheless, Rangoon apparently did not overly much resent being used as a pawn against India, at 

least at first. That the Burmese leadership still regards India as a potential enemy seems fairly certain. 

Burmese prejudice against ethnic Indians goes back to colonial times, when the British first used Indian 

troops to conquer Burma, then encouraged Indian migration into the country. Even when most people 

of Indian origin had been forced to leave Burma, those who remained often suffered discrimination. 

Moreover, in 1988 India became one of Rangoon's strongest critics, allowing All India Radio (AIR) to 

criticise the SLORC in frequent broadcasts aimed at Burmese territory. From 1991 onwards India even 

assisted insurgent groups fighting the Burmese government, such as the Kachin Independence Army, 

Chin National Army, Karen National Liberation Army, and Arakan groups.48 

India has so far attempted to balance the emerging Chinese presence in the Bay of Bengal by 

announcing its plans to raise a fourth, the Far Eastern, naval command, with headquarters at Port Blair 

on the Andaman Islands, in addition to the Eastern naval command already headquartered on the Indian 

mainland.49 So far, however, budget constraints seem to have precluded any major changes in the 

Indian naval command structure. 
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The Tatmadaw's northwestern regional military command, encompassing Sagaing Division and the 

Chin State along the border with India, is probably seen in India as aimed against Indian interests. In 

addition, large numbers of anti-Indian insurgents operate along the common border, and the SLORC 

appears to have given clandestine support to some of them.50 The fact that Burma has received political 

support, arms shipments, and since 1991 also military instructors for Burma's airborne battalion and 

other commando forces from China's junior partner Pakistan no doubt reinforced the Indian feeling of 

being surrounded by hostile powers.51 

It is surely significant that since the winter 1992/93, New Delhi has made an effort to improve its 

relations with Rangoon by scaling down its criticism of the Burmese government and by curbing the 

activities allowed Burmese dissidents on Indian territory.52 This coincides in time with the alleged 

establishment of the first Chinese bases on Burmese territory. Since 1996, India and Burma have even 

exchanged information on at least some of the insurgent groups operating along their borders, and India 

has agreed to supply Burma with arms and military equipment.53 India at the same time attempted to 

reduce tensions with China. 

 

Can Burma Break Free from China's Influence? 

The issue of the Burma-China relationship is apparently a controversial one among the Burmese 

officer corps.54 There is every reason to believe that Rangoon would prefer a position less exposed to 

China's influence. Similar feelings can be found within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN), for instance in Thailand. Worries about Chinese domination of Burma no doubt assisted 

Burma in gaining admission to ASEAN on 23 July 1997, as in particular those members with interests 

in the disputed South China Sea have reason to be worried about China's growing power. It was argued 

that bringing Burma into ASEAN would counter China's influence as Burma would become less 

dependent on its northern neighbour.55 Furthermore, Burma's main ally within ASEAN, Singapore, is in 

itself cultivating close relations with China, at the same time that Singapore hedges its bets by also 

supporting an independent Burma within ASEAN.56 

The Burmese leadership may have thought that joining ASEAN was a means to guarantee the 

Burmese border from future Chinese annexation.57 Burma has become economically linked to China, as 

a market for Yunnan and Sichuan consumer goods and heavy industrial products and as a source for 

raw materials needed by the Yunnan and Sichuan industry. Considering the fact that these provinces are 

unable to compete in the financially more prosperous east, they must orient themselves to the south to 

expand their economies. There is accordingly a real risk that a future, fragmented China would swallow 

up parts of Burma.58 It is even conceivable that such a development could occur without major Chinese 

policy changes. Many of the ethnic groups in the border areas have traditionally enjoyed far better 

relations with China than with their erstwhile Burman masters in Rangoon. Because of Burma's 

relations with the rest of the world, it is unlikely that any outside power would support the Burmese 

government against an assertive China. ASEAN would protest but not be able or willing to intervene 

militarily. The irony is that China could even, in the light of the NATO operation in Kosovo, claim that 

it intervenes merely to protect the minority peoples near the Chinese border. 

Only months after joining ASEAN and within days after the SLORC was replaced by the State Peace 

and Development Council (SPDC) on 15 November 1997, Burma suddenly imposed bans on the export 

of certain goods. This was the beginning of a policy that is reported to have caused a considerable 
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decline in the Burma-China trade and corresponding friction in bilateral relations.59 It seems clear that 

the Burmese government wishes to play down relations with China and instead develop those with 

ASEAN. 

Nonetheless, China is now in a position to apply considerable pressure on Burma. The introduction of 

large quantities of Chinese military equipment into Burma ensures that the Tatmadaw for many years 

will depend on close contacts with China for spare parts and repair. Although Rangoon has entered into 

ceasefire agreements with most ethnic insurgent groups, the underlying nationalities problem  - the 

foremost and central problem that any government of Burma will have to face although beyond the 

scope of this paper60 - has not been addressed, and China can no doubt manipulate the existing groups 

along the common border to further its influence in Rangoon in the same way that Beijing formerly 

used the CPB, for instance by encouraging further unrest if Rangoon does not respond promptly to 

Chinese demands. The protection that China and to some extent Pakistan offers the Burmese 

government in international politics can of course also be withdrawn at any time. Moreover, the influx 

of a large Chinese population in parts of Burma ensures that Beijing will continue to receive 

intelligence from Burma that the Tatmadaw may wish to keep secret. 

It has been suggested that China already intervened in Burmese politics at least once, in late 1991, 

when SLORC suddenly and uncharacteristically eased tensions with Bangladesh, at the time also at 

odds with India and accordingly China's friend, after the flight of more than two hundred thousand 

Burmese Rohingya Muslims into Bangladesh had caused serious disturbances.61 

It seems clear that the Burmese government hopes to eventually reduce the grip that China maintains 

on Burma by augmenting its relations within ASEAN. Although there is no evidence that Rangoon has 

freed itself from Beijing's influence, it would be very surprising if the Burmese leaders did not wish to 

be left alone. This is probably also the feeling among many ordinary Burmese. Chinese supremacy in 

trade and industry has hurt local enterprises. Forced relocations of Burmese have taken place, some of 

them apparently to give room for Chinese interests.62 In 1967, anti-Chinese riots in Rangoon killed 

many ethnic Chinese and caused considerable damage to bilateral relations. Similar riots - spontaneous 

or state-sponsored - could happen again, and few Tatmadaw units can perhaps be trusted to step in to 

protect any Chinese victims. The Chinese realise the danger: "We (Chinese) are walking on eggshells 

(in Burma)," one official said.63 

 

 

The Tatmadaw and State Power 

The Role of the Tatmadaw 

Burma is a military dictatorship, with the Tatmadaw as the dominant force in all government 

structures as well as in the economic sphere. Neither insurgents nor exiled democracy activists appear 

able to threaten the Tatmadaw's hold on state power. Any serious analysis of Burma's prospects for the 

future accordingly needs to be based on what the military rulers of Burma are likely to do, rather than 

moralistic assertations of what they should do. Simply damning the Tatmadaw as the root of Burma's 

troubles will not solve the problems that Burma confronts. It is, in the words of one analyst, necessary 

to view the Tatmadaw neither as the benign saviour of the people nor a fascist oppressor, but rather an 

instrument of Burmese nationalism and the preservation of territorial integrity currently in the hands of 

authoritarians unwilling to bow to civilian rule.64 

The Burmese armed forces are not likely to relinquish state power to a potentially hostile civilian 

government unless the military leaders can negotiate (a) veto power over some policy issues and 

provisions in the constitution precluding the civilian government from the exercise of full control over 

what the armed forces regard as their internal affairs, and (b) full amnesty including firm and lasting 
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guarantees for themselves and their relatives and followers against not only prosecution but also 

reduction in wealth and privileges. 

Anybody who wishes to see a civilian government in Burma therefore has two options: Overthrow the 

current military government by force, which hardly is a viable option without outside military 

intervention, or convince the Tatmadaw leaders to codify a dominant position for the armed forces, that 

is, themselves, through constitutional, legal, and economic means while still permitting sufficient 

reform to preserve the state from ethnic and political unrest. 

The Tatmadaw perceives its role as the preserver of a unified and centralised state and its sovereignty 

in the face of internal dissent and external threats, and the Tatmadaw as the only bulwark against hostile 

foreign powers that always manipulated minority dissension to subvert the state and its inviolable 

borders, destroy the unique Burmese culture, and perhaps, dominate the economy. The importance of 

these views, continuously repeated by state propaganda, in the function of Burmese politics cannot be 

ignored. It has been argued that the Tatmadaw finds its support in traditional Burmese authority 

patterns and a belief in Burman uniqueness, as opposed to the international and reform-oriented views 

of the political opposition. The Tatmadaw accordingly opposes civilian rule based on elections and 

modern democratic institutions because the proponents of democracy are believed to be national traitors 

who intend to destroy traditional values.65 Any current unrest or uncertainty simply feeds such beliefs 

among the armed forces, government service, and conservative elements of the Burman population. 

 

Foreign Models and Economic Reform 

It might be useful to look at foreign examples of the relations between state power and the armed 

forces, and in particular how military rule can be reconciled with economic and political reform. The 

Burmese government has probably regarded Indonesia as a model for how to codify military rule.66 In 

Indonesia, a constitutional provision backed by legislative law known as 'dual function' has legitimised 

a political role for the armed forces in addition to their traditional role in national defence and the 

preservation of the sovereignty of the state. At present, there is some uncertainty whether this actually 

enabled the armed forces to manage President Soeharto's 1998 political succession, split as they were 

due to internal divisions, a weakness later aggravated by the declining reputation of the military.67 The 

Tatmadaw may now have realised that they need to find another blueprint on how to codify military 

rule. 

The Tatmadaw leaders may find it more profitable to look at the examples of Spain and Chile, two 

countries that successfully and relatively smoothly made the transition from military rule while retaining 

the stature of the armed forces; and the Soviet Union, a country with similar problems that did not.68 In 

neither Spain nor Chile was the democratic transition the outcome of a spontaneous mass revolution, 

something that would be anathema to the Tatmadaw. Instead the actions and interactions of key elite 

groups, such as the armed forces, state institutions, the Catholic Church, political parties, and trade 

unions determined the nature of the transition. 

Spain under Francisco Franco was in the mid-1970s in political, economic, and social terms more 

similar to a third-world country than a part of Europe.69 Spain had a weak civil society with a powerful 

traditional elite and a relative lack of participatory culture. The regime's political organisation, the 

National Movement, consisted of a coalition of forces: monarchists, fascists (Falange), rural land-

owners, technocrats, nationalist soldiers, and Catholic clergy. Every sign of social and ethnic agitation 

was suppressed. The army regarded itself as the protector of a unified and centralised Spain. 

In the mid-1950s, the Franco government took the decision to open up the economy and develop free 

market capitalism without introducing any corresponding political reform. Economic and military 

agreements were negotiated with the United States in 1953. Spain joined the International Monetary 
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Fund in 1958. As economic change brought greater dependence on foreign trade and foreign capital, the 

view spread among a section of the dominant economic elite that continued economic success depended 

on social and political stability. The wish for EC membership was obviously a great influencing factor. 

Eventually the balance of forces in the National Movement changed. The old land-owners and fascists 

lost influence to bankers, financiers, and technocrats, while society turned increasingly secular. A 

number of illegal trade unions and political opposition parties were formed, some of which established 

contacts with reformers within the National Movement, chiefly young, better educated military officers 

who perceived their role as a force of modernisation rather than repression. Franco in 1969 appointed 

as his successor Prince Juan Carlos, who following the death of Franco in late 1975 was proclaimed 

King of Spain. Juan Carlos initiated a political reform process. Political parties were legalised in early 

1977, followed later in the year by democratic elections. 

It has been pointed out that Spain succeeded in making the transition from a militarised dictatorship 

to a democracy after 1975 by giving priority to political reforms over economic restructuring.70 

Nonetheless, it seems clear that the process of economic reform began much earlier, and was indeed 

necessary to produce the combination of reform-minded technocrats and educated military officers with 

a rudimentary civil society that eventually carried through the transition. 

Chile followed a similar path.71 In 1973, after three years of the economically disastrous government 

of Salvador Allende, the armed forces under General Augusto Pinochet seized power, regarding 

themselves as the saviours of the nation. The Marxist political parties were outlawed together with, for 

a period, all other parties. Repression and widespread human-rights abuses followed, but one of the 

unambiguous benefits of Pinochet's tenure in office was the creation by liberal technocrats of a whole 

new and fundamentally successful economic model. The armed forces did not succumb to the 

temptation to spend the gains on new arms or an expansion of manpower. After extensive privatisation, 

Chile eventually possessed one of the most liberal trade and investment systems in the world.72 

Several years later, limited political activity was again permitted, eventually with access to the media 

including television.73 A new civil society was developing. In 1988, General Pinochet lost the election. 

The following year, a democratic civilian government assumed power, although under the restrictive 

constitution of 1980 and with various understandings reached with the armed forces. Nonetheless, the 

process included significant concessions on the part of the ruling junta. The provisions of the 

constitution include a block of appointed senators, a National Security Council heavily in favour of the 

armed forces, and a number of institutional obstacles to revision of the terms. These provisions had the 

effect of weighting the political system in favour of the conservatives, providing them with what 

amounts to veto power over some policy issues and precluding the government from the exercise of full 

control over what the armed forces regard as internal affairs. 

It is telling that the success of the economic policies introduced by the Pinochet government helped 

the military government to leave office in 1990 very much on its own tems. This is in striking contrast 

to, for instance, the military regimes of Argentina and Brazil that lost power in 1983 and 1984, 

respectively, "as unsuccessful economically as they had been unpopular politically."74 The Pinochet 

government left a constitution in place that certainly was less than fully democratic, provided the armed 

forces with substantial control over their own affairs and power over some policy issues, but allowed a 

transition to civil society. In addition, an amnesty was negotiated for almost all members of the armed 

forces. The democratic transition proceeded smoothly for a decade - an impressive record regardless of 

what may come in the future. 

Despite obvious differences such as size and level of development, Burma shows several similarities 

with the former Soviet Union, a resemblance apparently recognised by the Burmese officer corps.75 A 

comparison perhaps offers some clues of how not to manage a successful transition. After the fall of the 

Soviet Union in 1991, Russia found itself without political or economic structures on which to build a 

post-Communist society. Among the first casualties were the huge armed forces, no longer needed and 

impossible to support. Another was the non-Russian union republics, which suddenly found themselves 
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independent whether they wished or not. As Russia was no third-world country, had a technological 

base and an educated population, its leaders (with outspoken support from the West) made the mistake 

to push forward with both political reforms and economic liberalisation at the same time. A new 

political structure was soon created, but to reform the economy takes time, a situation that has resulted 

in considerable disorder. Burma with its huge military and large number of ethnic minorities can 

politically be compared to the Soviet Union. If the state structures fail and the economy is not already 

reformed, we can expect the same disorder as in Russia, with consequent cuts in any remaining armed 

forces and no doubt independence (or absorbtion into China) for certain minority areas, something for 

which they are eminently unprepared. 

This admittedly simplistic inquiry indicates the following prerequisites, in this order, for a smooth 

and successful transition from military rule. 

 

1. Successful and unrestricted economic reform, eventually bringing greater dependence on foreign 

trade and foreign capital. 

2. Limited political reform allowing the introduction of the civilian political institutions of an 

autonomous civil society, including limited political party activity and the rule of law. 

3. A dominant economic elite of reform-minded technocrats and educated military officers with a 

wish for social and political stability to achieve continued economic success. 

 

This conclusion is hardly original and has indeed been labelled the "authoritarian model," as opposed 

to the "non-authoritarian model" according to which democratic reform must take precedence over 

economic reform.76 It has even been suggested that the introduction of market-based reforms followed 

by limited political change might be followed, eventually, by a transition to full democracy such as 

occurred in South Korea in 1987 and Taiwan in 1992.77 

The Burmese leaders have taken certain steps to confront Burma's economic problems. From the 

Tatmadaw's point of view, Burma needs a large military to establish and maintain the stability required 

for successful economic growth and to encourage foreign investments. Furthermore, the prevention of 

smuggling, enforcement of fishing regulations, and protection of offshore drilling rigs are military tasks 

that ultimately benefit the economy. In addition, it cannot be denied that the SLORC has introduced 

limited economic reform. In 1988, legislation opened up trade for the co-operative and private sectors 

and allowed foreign-owned enterprises and joint ventures. A new foreign investment law that purported 

to give foreign investors tax relief, the right to remit hard currency, and guarantee against 

nationalisation was also promulgated. When the SLORC reorganised itself as the SPDC in 1997, this 

was surely a cosmetic change suitable for a member of ASEAN. Although ASEAN is not expected to 

apply particularly severe political pressures on Rangoon, Burma will be expected to further liberalise its 

economic system and eventually conform to ASEAN standards of international trade. Burma must 

conform to ASEAN tariff standards within ten years, and ASEAN framework agreements on services, 

industrial co-operation, intellectuel property rights, investment protection protocols, and transparency 

on trade laws and regulations must be adhered to. An ASEAN free trade zone is being planned.78 

No doubt further economic reform will be required. Another problem is the Tatmadaw's policy to 

chiefly recruit poorly educated soldiers from rural areas. The majority of the officer corps including 

many senior officers, especially in the army, were originally enlisted men selected for training at the 

Officer Training School (OTS).79 Although perhaps useful for fighting insurgents in the jungle, this is 

hardly the optimal recruit to manage complicated weapons or telecommunication systems, especially in 

the Tatmadaw's current situation with too few experienced officers to handle a too rapid force 

expansion. Even if promoted, he is not likely to beome the kind of young officer who eventually will 

see the need for economic and political change. Despite this, the Tatmadaw's insistence on modern 

                                                           
76 Peter Carey, Burma: The Challenge of Change in a Divided Society, (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 

1997), 3-9. 
77 Paul Cook and Martin Minogue, "Economic Reform and Political Conditionality in Myanmar," in 

Peter Carey (ed.), Burma: The Challenge of Change in a Divided Society, (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 

1997), 197. 
78 Steinberg, "Regional Relationships," 183. 
79 Graduates from the Defence Services Academy (DSA), who typically have achieved a higher 

education level, commonly go to the navy or air force, and are accordingly sometimes treated with 

considerable suspicion and rivalry by the OTS-trained officers. Fredholm, Burma, 77, 79-80; Selth, 

Transforming the Tatmadaw, 160; for an opposing view, see Maung Aung Myoe, 16-19, 30, Fig. 3.. 
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weapons gives rise to hope; sooner or later the Tatmadaw will need to put more emphasis on education 

merely to find a sufficient number of recruits who are able not only to handle the new technology, but 

also know how to implement advanced tactics, modern command, and contemporary control systems. 

The Tatmadaw has, perhaps unwittingly, already initiated the process that eventually may produce a 

generation of educated, reform-willing young officers. 

The greatest threat to the Tatmadaw's continued rule today may be itself. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Unlike the former military dictatorships of Spain and Chile, Burma single-mindedly put all efforts 

into the expansion and modernisation of its armed forces. Burma has acquired the military muscle to 

defeat any insurgents not sponsored by a foreign power and to suppress any internal dissent. 

Nonetheless, Burma remains susceptible to Chinese demands and pressures, and is likely to so remain 

in the near future. Burma cannot resist an assertive China, and Rangoon cannot expect outside support. 

Besides, there have been no corresponding attempts to build credible civilian institutions that could be 

used as a foundation for a later, post-military society. Burma with its huge military and large number of 

ethnic minorities can politically be compared to the Soviet Union. Russia eventually found itself 

without political or economic structures on which to build a post-Communist society and had to create 

new ones from scratch. If Burma one day faces a transition from military to civilian rule, and this will 

certainly happen although not necessarily in the near future, the country must have credible non-military 

institutions or the Tatmadaw may not survive the transition. 

Defeated armies have been known to be abolished, either by a victorious invader or by its own 

people. The Tatmadaw's original mentor, the Japanese Imperial Army, was destroyed and only from 

1954 replaced by a meek Self-Defence Force, purged of every warlike tradition including those that the 

Tatmadaw learnt from it.80 It is conceivable that a violent transition to a non-military government in 

Burma would see the Tatmadaw suffer the same fate as so many other defeated or unwelcome armed 

forces. 

It is well known that every country has an army on its territory, its own or that of another country. 

Whether there is a future for the current Tatmadaw, however, will depend on its willingness to fully 

reform the economy, build credible civilian political institutions, introduce limited political reforms, 

and prepare for an eventual transition to civilian rule. 

At present, there appears to be no political will to to undertake such reforms. Nonetheless, the process 

may already have started. The Tatmadaw needs modern arms and technology to maintain the 

sovereignty of the state. To pay for this modernisation, limited economic reform has already been 

undertaken. Further economic liberalisation will be necessary to finance spare parts and repair, while 

educated officers will be needed to maintain and operate the new technologies. Although a new 

generation of educated military men may be more susceptible to demands for political reform, they 

would also be less likely to split into opposing factions. They might even save the integrity and 

sovereignty of Burma. 

 

 

 

                                                           
80 In a similar move, the German Wehrmacht was disbanded by the victorious Allied powers in 1945, 

and the modern Bundeswehr - purged of all officers regarded as tainted by the previous regime - was 

created in its place only from 1954. Soon after the East German government fell in 1989, the Nationale 

Volksarmee (NVA) of the German Democratic Republic ceased to exist. Only some of its junior 

officers and men were incorporated in the Bundeswehr. "NVA: An Army's Conversion," International 

Defense Review 23: 10 (October 1990); Stefan Marx, "The Vanished Army: The Liquidation of the 

NVA," Jane's Intelligence Review 6: 8 (August 1994). 
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