
Ethnic Groups in Burma
Development, Democracy

and Human Rights

Martin Smith

in collaboration with Annie Allsebrook

A report by Anti-Slavery International



Ethnic Groups in Burma:
Development, Democracy and Human Rights
by Martin Smith
in collaboration with Annie Allsebrook
No 8 in ASI's Human Rights Series - 1994
Published by Anti-Slavery International, The Stableyard, Broomgrove
Road, London SW9 9TL

Martin Smith is a British journalist and writer who has specialised on
Burmese and ethnic minority affairs. He is the author of Burma:
Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity and State of Fear: Censorship in
Burma, both published in 1991. His television work includes three
documentaries, Burma's Forgotten War (BBC Everyman 1988), Dying
For Democracy (Channel Four Dispatches, 1989) and Forty Million
Hostages (BBC Everyman 1991).

© Anti-Slavery International
Editor: Anne-Marie Sharman
Design: Sue Dransfield
Maps: Adam Robertson ©ASI
Printed by Whitstable Litho

Photographs:
Cover: Porters interspersed with Burmese army troops on the way to the
battle front; Bangkok Post
Other photographs: Martin Smith

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 0-900918-34-9

Acknowledgements
Anti-Slavery International wishes to thank World Vision and the Onaway
Trust for supporting the preparation of this publication.



Contents

International Definitions

Introduction

Author's Acknowledgements

Part I A Rich Tapestry of Peoples

7

9

13

Chapter One The Ravages of History

Chapter Two Burma's Ethnic Diversity

Part II Military Rule and Human Rights Abuses

Chapter Four The Effects of Conflict: A Land and its Peoples
in Crisis

Part III Conclusions and Recommendations

17

35

Chapter Three A Strategy of Control: Compulsory Relocation
and Forced Labour 69

95

Chapter Five The Way Forward: Unity in Diversity 125

Chronology

Abbreviations

Bibliography

134

136

137



Boxes

Information on Burma
'Unity in Diversity' v. 'Burmese Way to Socialism' 26
Insurgent United Fronts 27
The Tatmadaw 29
Burma's Humanitarian Crisis 32
The Major Ethnic Groups of Burma 34
Government Strategies of Forced Relocation 46
The SLORC and the International Community 90
Burma's Social Collapse 96
A Taste of Economic Liberalisation 99
The SLORC' s Cultural Revolution 104
Contemporary Viewpoints: the Major Players 126
Basic Principles of the new Constitution 130

International Standards
Prevention of Genocide 73
Mandate of UN Special Rapporteur 75
Universal Declaration of Human Rights 78
Forced Labour 85
Indigenous Land Rights 103
Rights of Minority Groups 109
Child Soldiers 118
International Labour Convention No. 29 (extracts) 138

Maps Burma: States and Place Names 20
Burma: Distribution of main ethnic groups 51



INTERNATIONAL DEFINITIONS

From the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948):

No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be
prohibited in all their forms.

Article 4

From International Labour Convention (No. 29) concerning Forced or Compulsory
Labour (1930):

... the term "forced or compulsory labour" shall mean all work or service which is
exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty or for which the said
person has not offered himself voluntarily.

Article 2

Only adult able-bodied males who are of an apparent age of not less than 18 and
not more than 45 years may be called upon for forced or compulsory labour.

Article 11.1

From International Labour Convention (No. 169) concerning Indigenous and Tribal
Peoples in Independent Countries (1991):

Indigenous and tribal peoples shall enjoy the full measure of human rights and
fundamental freedoms without hindrance or discrimination.

Article 3.1

No form of force or coercion shall be used in violation of the human rights and
fundamental freedoms of the peoples concerned...

Article 3.2
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Introduction

For a generation Burma languished behind closed doors. Then suddenly, in
the summer of 1988, the doors burst open as angry protests were violently
put down by the security forces and the chilling scenes made headline
news around the world. 'In-depth pieces' reported on the political and civil
repression that had been going on for years. But there was little
examination then, and there has been little since, of the targeted repression
which had been going on, and is continuing, against whole groups of
people - Burma's ethnic minority groups.

Burma is a country of proud cultural and historic traditions, and it is rich
in natural resources. But nearly half a century of conflict has left Burma
with a legacy of deep-rooted problems and weakened its ability to cope
with a growing host of new ones: economic and social collapse; hundreds
of thousands of refugees and displaced people; environmental
degradation; narcotics; and AIDS. These problems touch on the lives of all
Burmese citizens. But it is members of ethnic minority groups who have
suffered the most, and who have had even less say over their lives and the
destiny of their peoples than the majority 'Burmans'. Many minorities
claim that a policy of 'Burmanisation' is manifest. Amidst the upheavals,
gross human rights abuses have been committed, including the
conscription, over the years, of millions into compulsory labour duties, the
ill-treatment or extrajudicial executions of ethnic minority villagers in
war-zones, and the forcible relocation of entire communities.

In 1985, Anti-Slavery International (ASI) was the first non-Burmese
organisation to raise issues of concern to Burma's ethnic minorities at the
United Nations (UN).1 In March 1987, in response to growing reports of an
alarming catalogue of human rights abuses by the Burma Socialist
Programme Party (BSPP) government, ASI sponsored the visit to Europe
of a delegation from the ethnic minority Karen National Union (KNU).
This was the first time since Burma's independence in January 1948 that
an ethnic minority delegation from one of Asia's most war-torn countries
had entered such an international forum. While in Europe, the KNU
delegation was able to meet with officials of the UN Commission on
Human Rights in Geneva and the Foreign Affairs Committee of the British
House of Commons.
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Seven years on, the ethnic and political crisis in Burma has deepened
rapidly to become a matter of worldwide international concern. The recent
experiences of other multi-ethnic countries, such as Afghanistan, former
Yugoslavia and Rwanda, show just how desperate these conflicts can
become if left unresolved. Burma, with its destabilising cocktail of
problems, could still slide into the nightmare of all-out civil war.

For many years now, since well before Burma caught the world's
attention, ASI has sought to publicise the country's ongoing ethnic conflict
and its human rights violations. The international focus on democracy in
Burma since the house arrest of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and the
suppression of the 1990 election results has kept these issues in the public
eye. However, in ASI's view, this debate has not always given sufficient
emphasis to the complex social problems which have divided Burma since
independence in 1948. In particular, the concerns of Burma's ethnic
minorities have not always been addressed.

Martin Smith, a Burmese specialist and writer, has worked closely with
ASI from the beginning. He has travelled constantly back and forth to
Burma over the past decade in the course of television work and reporting
for various media. In 1991, he published the most detailed study to date of
Burma's long years of inter-ethnic conflict. He was subsequently
commissioned by ASI to set the story of human rights violations in Burma,
notably forced labour and the abuses against women and children, in the
context of the country's diverse ethnic reality.

ASI believes that it is only by examining, explaining and facing up to the
complex social issues which underlie the human rights violations in Burma
that solutions will eventually be found. For far too long, Burma's
minorities have been kept suppressed behind an inner door. None the less,
although the military government is still deeply entrenched, there have
been recent signs of change. Hopefully the door to real reform can be
opened without a full-scale explosion. This book attempts to help push it
further ajar.

Chapter one begins with an outline of factors working against ethnic
minority groups. It then gives a brief history of Burma, which fades out on
a new phase of cease-fires between armed opposition groups and the
government, which started in 1989 and accelerated in 1993.

Chapter two looks at the main ethnic minority groups, showing just how
important they are numerically and what a tragic loss it is to Burma that
they have been marginalised: there is a great richness in diversity waiting
to be realised. Examples are given of some of the abuses the groups have
faced.
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The military has had a firm hand on all life in Burma since 1962, but the
grip tightened further after 1988 when the State Law and Order
Restoration Council (SLORC) took control. Chapters three and four go on
to describe the draconian powers of the military and how they impact on all
people in Burma, but most especially on members of ethnic minority
groups. Political, civil, cultural, educational and religious rights are being
systematically denied; of particular concern to ASI, many people have
been driven from their homes in 'forced relocations', and forced labour is
extensive. Women and children are the most vulnerable and the extent and
nature of abuses against them is described.

All is not lost, however. By October 1994, cease-fires had been signed
between the SLORC and 13 different armed ethnic opposition groups. On
the basis of such accords, optimists believe that there is now a chance for
peace and reconciliation. The SLORC has slowly loosened its policy of
isolation - economically and geopolitically - and is courting international
approval and investment. Considerable external pressure is also being
exerted on the SLORC and opposition groups to find a way forward, and
throughout the country there is a genuine wish to end the long-running
civil conflicts.

In September 1994, the SLORC leaders, General Than Shwe and
Lieutenant-General Khin Nyunt, had their first official meeting with the de
facto leader of the democracy movement, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, who
had been held for over five years under house arrest in Rangoon. Another
meeting followed in October, where more substantive issues were
reportedly discussed.

Grave doubts, however, still remain. There is no sign of the regime
preparing to involve her party, the National League for Democracy, in the
political process. Occasional political arrests and trials are continuing. And
in the National Convention which began to draw up Burma's new
constitution in January 1993, the SLORC has continued to insist on the
military having the leading role in national political life.

Finally, after summarising the various political positions, chapter five
sets out measures concerned outsiders should be calling on the Burmese
authorities to take. Given that, after three decades of international
isolation, the SLORC has started to allow foreign companies and aid
agencies into Burma, attention is drawn to some critical points which those
wanting 'constructive engagement' should consider. Rather than simply
reinforcing the position of the SLORC, the actions of outsiders should be
designed to support efforts to address the grave human rights abuses and
questions of democracy and ethnic injustice outlined in this book.
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Tragically, until now compromise has not been the way of Burmese
politics. But Burma - a multi-ethnic country located at the crossroads of
Asia - could yet provide an important model of political reform and ethnic
harmony to the world.

ASI
London, November 1994

______________________________________________________________________

1. ASI was formerly the Anti-Slavery Society; working for the rights of indigenous
peoples has been part of the organisation's mandate since the Society merged with
the Aborigines Protection Society in 1909. ASI has made a number of reports on
Burma to the UN, most recently in 1992, and has also helped representatives of
Burma's ethnic organisations to attend UN meetings.
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The list is too long to thank all the many people who have helped in the
research and writing of this book. Testimony has been gathered over the
course of a decade during which both the pattern and scale of human rights
abuses in Burma have sadly become all too apparent. While Burma's crisis
continues, many individual names must remain anonymous. But first
thoughts must go to the victims, many of whom went to considerable
lengths, sometimes walking for many days through dangerous war-zones,
to describe personal sufferings that were frequently painful to recall. All,
however, wanted their stories to be known in the hope that, by greater
publicity and better understanding, solutions to Burma's complex
problems would one day be found.

The same heartfelt wish was often expressed by ethnic leaders, from
many different backgrounds, who always tried to open doors in one of the
world's most forbidden countries, even though the information gathered
might not be favourable to their individual parties. Five veteran leaders,
Saw Than Aung (Karen), Nai Non Lar (Mon), A Z Phizo (Naga), Saw
Maw Reh (Karenni) and Maran Brang Seng (Kachin) have all lately died,
but it was fitting testimony to their longtime dreams of peace and justice
for all the peoples of Burma that they should have redoubled their efforts
after the traumatic events of 1988 when thousands of students and young
Burmans from the cities of central Burma came to take sanctuary in ethnic
minority lands.

The bulk of the information for this book was assembled during 1993,
the UN's Year of Indigenous Peoples. More recently, however, I have been
allowed access, as part of the SLORC's gradual openness, to several
formerly war-torn areas and been able to witness the conflict from the
government side as probably the first ever Western journalist. Such a
change of government policy towards international journalists and non-
governmental organisations is welcome. Certainly, it is far easier to
understand the many complexities of the deep-rooted climate of fear and
uncertainty, which has long paralysed the political process in Burma, with
access to all sides. After nearly 50 years of independence from colonial
rule, Burma's modern social and political problems are nothing if not
complicated.
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Solutions, however, will not be found by trying to rewrite the past but by
facing up to long-standing grievances and sufferings in a new spirit of
understanding and reconciliation. The offer and agreement of cease-fires is
only the first important step, but it is to be hoped that from this beginning a
dialogue will spread throughout the country in which all Burmese citizens
can sit around the same table without the threat of coercion from any armed
group.

In particular, new studies on Burma's many grave problems, especially
by ethnic minority and other Burmese writers, must urgently be stepped
up. A selected bibliography of books and texts is included, which I trust the
reader will find useful, but in far too many areas of the country's life there
are still great voids in the published literature that is available.

Finally, my many grateful thanks to everyone at Anti-Slavery
International for their support in bringing this project to fruition; especially
Lesley Roberts for her encouragement and advice; Annie Allsebrook for
her help in fashioning a (tragically) vast quantity of detail and information
into publishable form; and Anne-Marie Sharman for her skill and constant
patience in the arduous task of editing.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Ravages of History

The greatest threats to global security today come not from the
economic deficiencies of the poorest nations but from religious,
racial (or tribal) and political dissensions raging in those regions
where principles and practices which could reconcile the diverse
instincts and aspirations of mankind have been ignored, repressed
or distorted.... Diversity and dissent need not inhibit the emergence
of strong, stable societies, but inflexibility, narrowness and
unadulterated materialism can prevent healthy growth.

Daw Aung San Suu Kyi,
1991 Nobel Peace Prize winner1

Burma is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world. This
reflects its strategic position between the borders of modern-day
Bangladesh, India, Tibet, China, Laos and Thailand. Throughout history
settlers from many different ethnic backgrounds have migrated across the
great horseshoe of mountains which surround the central Irrawaddy river-
plain. Today ethnic minority groups are estimated to make up at least one
third of Burma's population of 45 million and to inhabit half the land area.

Territorial borders and population statistics are keenly disputed.2 Quite
consciously, there has been no attempt to take an accurate ethnic survey
since the last British census in 1931, which itself contained many errors.
This uncertainty over population statistics has been compounded by the
massive disruption caused by both the Second World War and the civil
wars which broke out in 1948.

The 1974 constitution (which is now being revised) demarcated seven
ethnic minority states - the Chin, Kachin, Karen, Kayah (formerly Karenni),
Mon, Rakhine (or Arakan) and Shan - and seven divisions, which are largely
inhabited by the majority Burman population. Such a map, however, is a
political simplification. Over 100 different dialects and languages have been
identified in Burma, and many unique ethnic cultures have survived late into
the 20th century. These vary from the Kayan (Padaung) on the Shan/Karenni
borders, where the 'long-necked' women wear extraordinary brass
necklaces, to the Salum sea-gypsies of sub-tropical Tenasserim and the once
head-hunting Naga along the India frontier.
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The State Law and Order Restoration Council, which has ruled Burma
since 1988, itself refers to the '135 national races' of Burma, but has
produced no reliable data or list of names. In general, the different ethnic
sub-groups in Burma have been loosely simplified by anthropologists and
linguists into four main families: the Tibeto-Burmese, Mon-Khmer, Shan
(or Tai) and Karen.

To try and generate a spirit of a national 'Burmese' identity, successive
governments have concentrated on the common historical and religious
experiences of Burma's different ethnic groups. Much public emphasis has
been placed on Theravadha Buddhism which over 80 per cent of the
population practise. Former prime minister U Nu even attempted to make
Buddhism Burma's official state religion in the 1950s and early 60s, until
thwarted by ethnic minority protests.

Under General Ne Win's Burma Socialist Programme Party government
(1962-1988), ethnic minority languages were openly downgraded and a
tacit policy of ethnic, cultural and religious assimilation was instituted by
the state. A theory was developed of the 'Burmese family of races' - a
family sharing one blood and historic origin. This view still continues and
was summarised by the SLORC chairman, General Than Shwe, on the
46th anniversary of Burma's Union Day on 12 February 1993:

18

What's in a name?
The use of different ethnic terms, in Burma is often contentious. For
example, the renaming of 'Burma' as 'Myanmar' in June 1989 has yet to
become standard international usage. In particular, 'Myanmar' is
rejected by many ethnic minority parties as the historic ethnic 'Burman'
name for their country. The terms 'Burman' and 'Burmese' (or the new
SLORC word 'Bamar') are especially confusing and are often used
interchangeably. But a general distinction can be made: in English
'Burman' is for the most part used to refer to the majority ethnic group
and 'Burmese' to citizenship or language. For example, someone can be
an ethnic Shan or Kachin but, at the same time, a Burmese citizen.
Since 1988, many other geographic or ethnic words have been
transliterated by the government. Some changes are an improvement, for
example 'Yangon' for 'Rangoon', which is closer to standard
pronunciation, but others are unfamiliar, politically sensitive or rejected
by different ethnic groups and parties. In this account, therefore, more
traditional spellings are retained for consistency.



'Long-necked' Kayan woman

In the Union of Myanmar where national races are residing, the
culture, traditions and customs, language and social systems may
appear to be different, but in essence they are all based on the
common blood of Union Kinship and Union Spirit like a hundred
fruits from a common stem... There can be no doubt whatsoever of
the fact that our national races have lived together unitedly in the
Union of Myanmar since time immemorial.

Such interpretations of Burma's history are rejected by most ethnic
minority political parties, a number of which first took up arms to demand
the complete secession of their territories. For the inhabitants of the Shan
and Karenni States this meant that they were asserting a right to secession
legally guaranteed to both territories in Burma's first independence
constitution in 1947.

Many minority organisations still refer to their peoples and lands as
'colonies' or 'nations'. The government at independence, they argue,
simply took over the colonial machinery and never acted on the promises
of equality and autonomy that had been made. According to the Karen
National Union, all governments have followed the same policies:

Clinging firmly to the policy of Burman chauvinism, they muffle the
basic birth rights of the indigenous races and absorb them of their
cultures and traditions. Despite their shoutings of national unity,
they ignore the equality of races, and they are systematically trying
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Burma:
States and place names

20



to make the whole country become Burman through their wily,
unscrupulous absorption and assimilation schemes '

Many historians have also raised serious doubts over the unitary claims
of those in power in Rangoon. The present Burmese state is of relatively
recent creation. As a result, many ethnic groups reject the notion that
before the British annexation in the 19th century they had ever been
brought under the direct rule of any 'Burman' government.

The international perspective, too, raises further questions over the
historic sovereignty or separation of Burma. Several neighbouring
governments have laid claim to substantial ethnic minority regions of the
country in the past. Even after Burma's independence in 1948, for
example, both the communist government of China in Beijing and the
Kuomintang government in Taiwan continued to claim a 77,000-square-
mile region of north-east Burma, largely in the Kachin State.

In the present political climate, any substantial redrawing of Burma's
borders is unlikely. But several ethnic groups are found on both sides of the
land frontiers surrounding Burma: notably, the Chin (Mizo) and Naga are
also present in India; the Kachin, Wa and Shan in China; the Karen, Mon
and Shan in Thailand; and the Rakhine and 'Rohingya' Muslims in
Bangladesh. The smaller hill communities of the Lahu, Akha and Lisu are
even divided across four modern-day borders, being split between Burma,
China, Laos and Thailand.

Only the Naga are represented by cross-border political movements of
any significance, but the importance of inter-ethnic ties should not be
underestimated. The idea, put forward by governments in Rangoon, that
Burma is a homogenous island that can be successfully isolated from the
outside world is a Burman-centric view which most other ethnic groups
reject. It is also a view which has been a major impediment to the natural
development of local economic and cultural ties between indigenous
peoples on both sides of post-colonial borders.

Far from being a peripheral frontier problem, the ethnic minority crisis is
one of the most central issues facing Burma and its neighbours today. All
the regions along Burma's 4,016-mile-long land border are inhabited by
ethnic minorities, often with historic ties in neighbouring states, and armed
ethnic opposition groups still police many of Burma's frontier crossings
and trade routes.

As the SLORC moves to try and normalise political and economic
relations with its neighbours, the central question still remains how can
any sustainable agreements or development be achieved until the
government in Burma, whatever its political complexion, achieves real
peace with its own peoples?
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Historical Background
With the raising of the political stakes since the SLORC took power in
1988, the battle for control of Burma's history and traditions has
intensified. But despite many divergent views, and often a dearth of hard
fact, a general picture of Burma's complex ethnic past can be pieced
together.

The Mon and their distant hill cousins the Wa and Palaung in Shan State
are usually described as the earliest inhabitants with descendants in Burma
today. Ethnic Karen and Chin were probably the next to move down into
central Burma before Burman migration accelerated into Upper Burma in
the 9th and 10th centuries AD. Ethnic Shans also began migrating into
south-east Asia at around the same time, followed by different Tibeto-
Burmese hill peoples, including the Kachin and Lahu.

In general, hill-dwellers, such as the Chin and Kachin, practised slash-
and-burn cultivation, while those who settled in the valleys and plains,
notably Burman, Mon, Shan and Rakhine, formed larger communities
where they turned to sedentary wet-rice farming. There were many wars
and political power changed hands frequently. Only in the late 18th
century was the Burman ruler Alaunghpaya able to achieve control over
most of the territories which subsequently came to constitute British
Burma.

Nevertheless, despite these wars, there was cultural and ethnic inter-
change throughout the centuries. This raises serious doubts over the
wisdom, or indeed the relevance, of interpreting Burma's history too
literally in racial or nationalist terms. Many local communities and
societies in Burma have, historically, been multi-ethnic. This suggests that
there are many important precedents for inter-ethnic tolerance and
understanding which could be drawn upon to reach a new consensus
today.4

Inter-ethnic harmony was badly subverted by the uninvited intrusion of
British rule in the 19th century. Annexation was carried out in three wars
between 1824 and 1886. Burma was then a British colony (within its
present frontiers) for just over 60 years. But during this period, historic
ethnic tensions between the different communities were dangerously
inflamed by the 'divide-and-rule' separations of colonial government.

The British built a two-tier system of administration. 'Ministerial
Burma', dominated by the Burman majority, and the 'Frontier Areas',
where most ethnic minorities lived. This strict division set the different
ethnic groups on very separate roads towards political and economic
development. As a result, the new Union of Burma which eventually
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gained independence in 1948 was very different from any nation or state in
history.

In Ministerial Burma, the traditional system of monarchy was destroyed
and, in the 1920s, a limited form of parliamentary Home Rule was
introduced. Until 1937, however, Burma was governed as a Province of
India. To the growing concern of many citizens, there was a massive
inflow of over one million migrants from India, and Hindi, for example,
became the language of the Burmese Post Office.

Throughout the 1920s and 30s, students, workers and Buddhist monks
kept up nationalist5 agitations, clearly demonstrating that British rule was
not accepted by the Burman majority. Communal violence broke out in
1930-31 and again in 1938. As a result, it is doubtful how far the Western-
style system of multi-party democracy, later incorporated in the 1947
constitution, ever really took root.

The ethnic minority Frontier Areas, in contrast, were governed quite
separately from Ministerial Burma and, for the most part, left under the
control of traditional rulers and chiefs. Much to the resentment of the
Burman majority, the Karen, Kachin and Chin were also preferred for
recruitment into the colonial armed forces, and ethnic regiments were
formed. However, although Burman historians have voiced the accusation
that Burma's minorities were favoured by the British, colonial rule had
equally damaging implications for ethnic minority aspirations. Many
ethnic minority lands were divided into different political districts, and
none was administered on the basis of nationality.

Added to this territorial disadvantage, most minorities also had to suffer
the additional burden of economic neglect. While the British quickly
pushed ahead with the expansion of rice production and of industry,
especially petroleum and timber, in Ministerial Burma, the Frontier Areas
remained largely forgotten. Little money was ever invested in
infrastructure or in economic development in the hills.

Despite the divisions of British rule, there were nevertheless indications
in the late 1930s that inter-ethnic relations were improving around the
country. But hopes for further progress were shattered by the Second
World War. Much of the ethnic hostility which erupted in Burma at
independence can be attributed to the terrible events of the war years. Tens
of thousands died amidst destruction which, in many areas, has never been
properly repaired.

While Burma's national liberation movement, led by Aung San, at first
fought on the Japanese side, most minority peoples, including the Karen,
Kachin and Muslims, stayed loyal to the British. As a result, there were
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many bloody communal clashes and retaliatory killings during the war in
which the minorities, for the most part, came off very much the worse.
Ethnic minority leaders have frequently said that the war massacres made
them resolve to take up arms after independence if their political demands
were not met.

Tragically, Aung San's assassination in July 1947 - and the rapid British
exit from Burma - meant that these issues were never fully resolved. Some
principles for the country's new constitution had been hastily agreed by
Burman and Frontier Area leaders at the historic Panglong Conference of
February 1947 (still celebrated each year as a national holiday). As a
symbol of equality and voluntary union, Aung San famously promised: "If
Burma receives one kyat, you will also get one kyat." But the Karen, Mon,
Rakhine and several other ethnic minority groups were not represented
and, amidst many other errors, were critically overlooked by both the
British and the coalition Anti-Fascist People's Freedom League (AFPFL),
which was to form Burma's first independent government.

Following elections to a Constituent Assembly, these principles were
incorporated into the constitution of September 1947, which was federalist
in principle. The new constitution instituted a bicameral legislature, with a
Chamber of Nationalities and a Chamber of Deputies. On ethnic rights,
however, it was riddled with anomalies. The Shan and Karenni were
awarded the voluntary right of secession after a 10-year trial period,
whereas the Mon and Rakhine ended up without even a state of their own.
And while in the Karenni and Shan States the traditional royal Sawbwa or
rulers were allowed to retain their near-feudal rights, the complex rules of
representation determined that ethnic Burmans would predominate in both
houses of parliament. Equally inconsistently, the much-promised Karen
State remained undemarcated, and, right up until independence, arguments
continued over the different merits of 'nationality states', 'communal
seats' in parliament and special 'ethnic minority rights'.6

As a gesture of conciliation, the figurehead positions in the new Union
were shared on an ethnic basis in keeping with Aung San's philosophy of
'Unity in Diversity' (see box). After U Nu, a Burman, was elected as prime
minister, Sao Shwe Thaike, a Shan, and Smith Dun, a Karen, were
appointed as president and army chief-of-staff respectively. But such
measures came too late. By the end of 1947 the KNU and several other
nationality parties were already boycotting the political process. Across
the country storm clouds were clearly gathering with many ethnic
Burmans, especially in the communist movement and the army, equally
unhappy about the AFPFL government of U Nu.
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Burma's independence was born out of bloodshed. The country's
second-largest political party, the Communist Party of Burma (CPB), went
underground in March 1948, and the KNU followed at the beginning of
1949. In quick succession, many ethnic Burman and Karen units in the
army mutinied in sympathy, reducing government authority at one stage to
just six miles out of Rangoon. Gradually the AFPFL reasserted urban
control, but throughout the late 1940s and 50s various other ethnic groups,
including the Karenni, Mon, Pao, Rakhine and Muslim Mujahids, took up
arms in the countryside.

Throughout most of these turbulent years, the prime minister was U Nu.
In 1958, General Ne Win briefly took control of the government during the
shortlived 'Military Caretaker' administration before restoring power to U
Nu in 1960 in democratic elections. U Nu, however, was to survive just
two years in office.

1962-1988: General Ne Win's Military Government
In March 1962 Ne Win seized power in a military coup and brought to an
end the short era of multi-ethnic parliamentary democracy. At the time, a
popular 'Federal Seminar' movement of ethnic minority leaders was
gaining momentum in the cities and powerful new Shan and Kachin
insurgent forces were gathering strength in the north-east.

Over the next few months, hundreds of political leaders and activists
were imprisoned without trial, including U Nu and Burma's first president,
Sao Shwe Thaike, who died from ill-health in jail shortly afterwards. One
of his sons was also killed by troops on the night of the coup. Both deaths
have never been forgotten by the Shan and other minority peoples.

Following unsuccessful peace talks with most of the different armed
opposition groups in 1963-64, Ne Win then embarked on his 26-year
experiment with the 'Burmese Way to Socialism'. Abandoning Aung
San's 'Unity in Diversity' and the federal structure of the 1947
constitution, he adopted a two-fold strategy: to run an all-out counter-
insurgency campaign in the rural countryside while at the same time trying
to establish a centralised, one-party system of government radiating out
from Rangoon into the ethnic minority states. As a result, many serious
human rights' violations, such as the enforced conscription of civilian
labourers and forcible relocations, were first systematised under the Burma
Socialist Programme Party government of General Ne Win.
Military operations took on an even greater intensity in the late 1960s after
the deposed prime minister U Nu escaped to KNU-held territory on the
Thai border to join forces briefly with a cross-country alliance of armed
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ethnic groups In the same period, another major new war-front opened up
in north-east Burma. After violent anti-Chinese riots in Rangoon in June
1967, there began a decade during which the Chinese government gave full
military backing to the CPB, which invaded the Shan State from China.

Against this background of opposition, it took until January 1974 for a
new constitution to be introduced, which centralised every aspect of
political, economic, social and cultural life and abolished the right of
secession. Anti-Ne Win protests broke out again shortly afterwards and
continued for several years, but by 1980, when U Nu returned under a
general amnesty, the BSPP's military control of towns was virtually
absolute.

By contrast, the picture was very different in many districts of the ethnic
minority countryside. Despite the massive concentration of military
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'Unity in Diversity' v. 'Burmese Way to Socialism'

Two home grown philosophies have dominated Burma's political life
over the last 50 years Aung San's 'Unity in Diversity', and Ne Win's
'Burmese Way to Socialism'.

In his Blueprint for a Free Burma, Aung San combined a mixture of
nationalist, communist and parliamentary ideas. He called for equal
economic development and simultaneous independence for all ethnic
groups as the best way to bring the country together. However, although he
publicly recognised the historic independence of several minority groups,
he believed only the Shan could be properly classified as a 'nation'. Other
groups would receive only varying degrees of regional autonomy, to
qualify for full 'national minority' rights, he followed Stalin in suggesting
that they should form at least ten per cent of the population Although
Aung San was the founder of the modern Burmese army, the Tatmadaw,
he believed in civilian government and resigned from the army to enter
politics.

Ne Win, by contrast, believed that the military was the only institution
which could hold such an ethnically diverse country together. A whimsical
blend of Buddhist, Marxist and nationalist principles, the unitary
philosophy of his 'Burmese Way to Socialism' was never elaborated on
from a short text, The System of Correlation of Man and his Environment.
Under the 1974 constitution, there were clear guarantees for the basic
rights of all citizens 'regardless of race, religion, status or sex'. But a
'socialist society' was declared the goal of the state, under a rigid one-
party system.



resources, at the time of the 1988 democracy uprising over 20 insurgent
forces, including both the KNU and CPB, were still active and
administering vast rural areas. This took on a critical importance after the
SLORC's assumption of power, when up to 10,000 students and
democracy activists were able to take sanctuary in their 'liberated zones'
around Burma's mountainous borderlands.

1988 to the Present: the SLORC
The student-led democracy uprising of 1988 was crushed on 18 September
by Ne Win military loyalists, and the BSPP was replaced by the new State
Law and Order Restoration Council. Upon assuming power, the SLORC
generals imposed martial law rule and suspended the 1974 constitution. At
the same time they announced an 'open-door' economic policy and
promised to introduce a new era of multi-party democracy; for a brief
moment new political parties were permitted to form.

But the political repression continued and thousands of civilians and
democracy activists, from every ethnic background, have been arrested.
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Insurgent United Fronts
Burma has a long and complex history of armed opposition alliances. Up
until 1988, armed opposition could be divided into two main blocks, one
headed by the Burman-led Communist Party of Burma (CPB) and the
other by the 11-party ethnic minority National Democratic Front (NDF),
which was formed in 1976 to seek the creation of a federal union of
Burma.

In March 1986 the two groups signed a military pact, bringing an
estimated 40,000 troops together in one front, but relations between them
remained tense and the pact was short-lived. Since 1989 the CPB has
virtually collapsed, and its arms and territory have been taken over by a
new generation of ethnic minority forces in the far north-east, which have
agreed cease-fires with the SLORC.

In November 1988, by contrast, the NDF was the nucleus for the
creation of the 23-party Democratic Alliance of Burma (DAB), and gave
armed training to students and other democracy activists from the cities.
Joint fighting units were formed in several areas. But by early 1994
growing numbers of NDF members were also having individual peace
talks with the SLORC, and both NDF and DAB unity seemed increasingly
fragile.



Every step towards political
reform has been slowed down
while the supreme command of
the Burmese armed forces, known
as the Tatmadaw, has struggled to
keep control of the constitutional
process. The result of the May
1990 general election (Burma's
first in three decades) has been
overturned and over 100 of the
485 elected members of
parliament have been arrested or
forced to renounce politics.
Another 20 MPs escaped into
exile or into territory controlled
by the KNU and its ethnic
minority allies where, in
December 1990, they formed the
National Coalition Government
Union of Burma (NCGUB) in
rivalry to the SLORC.

In particular, the National
League for Democracy (NLD),
which won a landslide victory in

the polls, has been badly weakened by arrests. Even before the election
took place, Aung San Suu Kyi (Aung San's daughter) and most of the
NLD's senior leaders had been detained or imprisoned. Other political
parties, many of which represent ethnic minorities, have also been
suppressed. Agents of the omnipresent Military Intelligence Service have
systematically clamped down on every section of the community. No
ethnic, religious or social group has been spared (see later chapters).

From this entrenched position of central control, the SLORC has
embarked on a rapid expansion of the armed forces, increasing troop
numbers from an estimated 190,000 in 1988 to over 300,000 by 1993. In
the ethnic minority regions the situation has remained tense and the period
1988-92 initially witnessed some of the heaviest fighting in all the years
since independence in 1948.

The SLORC's tactics then subtly changed following the collapse of the
country's largest insurgent force, the CPB. In 1989, in an unexpected
switch of policy, it began offering selective cease-fires to a number of

Karen soldiers
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breakaway ethnic minority armies. Simultaneously, however, it sent over
80,000 troops into action against the KNU and various Mon, Kachin and
Karenni armed nationalist groups in the NDF coalition. Fighting was
particularly fierce along the Thai and Chinese borders, and there was a
growing exodus of refugees, before the SLORC suddenly called an
unexpected halt to all military offensives in the name of 'national unity' in
April 1992. During the same period, over 260,000 Muslims from the
Rakhine State also fled into neighbouring Bangladesh, when a massive
security operation was launched along the north-west frontier.

Amidst increasing international alarm at conditions in Burma under the
SLORC, in December 1991 Aung San Suu Kyi was awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize, in absentia, while still under house arrest in Rangoon.
Concern was also expressed in many different forums at the United

The Tatmadaw

For most of the past three and a half decades, the government in Burma has
been controlled by the Burmese armed forces or Tatmadaw (literally: 'the
main army'). Initially formed by Aung San from a combination of
different ethnic units trained by the British or Japanese in the Second
World War, it was the fledgling Tatmadaw, under General Ne Win, which
was widely credited with holding the country together in the early years of
the insurrections. This role increasingly brought front-line commanders
into politics.

The Tatmadaw first took control of the government during Ne Win's
'Military Caretaker' administration of 1958-60, in which period it also
became Burma's largest commercial institution with interests in banking,
construction and other major businesses. Recruiting largely from the
peasantry, after the 1962 coup its political and economic power increased
dramatically and, following Ne Win's mass nationalisation programme,
held firm through 26 years of one-party rule under the BSPP.

The SLORC, which assumed power after the BSPP's collapse in 1988,
is thus the third incarnation of military rule. With several million
dependants, including serving soldiers, veterans and their families, the
Tatmadaw remains by far the largest social and financial institution in
Burma and dominates economic change through the Union of Myanmar
Economic Holdings (UMEH), set up in 1990 to oversee new investment.

As a result, for many Burmese citizens, rather than being the 'protector
of the people', the Tatmadaw has become a class apart in Burmese society.
Moreover, although multi-ethnic, Burman officers predominate in
virtually all senior positions.



Nations, and in 1990 the UN Commission on Human Rights began its
ongoing investigation into human rights abuses in Burma. To date, four
highly condemnatory reports have been delivered.7

Forced From Home
Burma's continuing political and economic crisis is forcing ever greater
numbers of inhabitants to leave their homes. In mid-1994 over 300,000
refugees, mostly ethnic minorities, were officially recorded at camps in
neighbouring Thailand, Bangladesh, India and China. Of these, some
75,000 were in Thailand (largely Karen, Mon and Karenni) and over
200,000 (predominantly Muslims) in Bangladesh. There were also an
estimated 10,000 Kachin refugees in China and a similar number of Naga,
Chin and other refugees in India.
Unofficial numbers, however, were estimated at over three times that
figure, meaning that over one million exiles and migrants were subsisting
precariously around Burma's troubled borders.8

These figures tell only half the story. By most estimates, there are also
over one million internally displaced persons inside Burma itself,
including relocated villagers from the war-zones, those forcibly resettled
in recent SLORC development projects, and refugees still trying to
survive in the hills. However, unlike the refugees abroad, these internal
victims of Burma's political crisis have virtually no access to
international aid or support.

Despite the continuing political clampdowns, there have been a number of
important signs of growing change in the secretive world of military
politics since April 1992, when the first SLORC chairman, General Saw
Maung, was replaced by his deputy, General Than Shwe. Although many
remain in jail, over 2,000 political prisoners have since been released and,
from a slow beginning, the cease-fire process with armed ethnic minority
groups has rapidly accelerated. By late 1994, over 15 insurgent groups had
cease-fires or were in direct talks with the government.

These developments have been followed by moves to assuage concerns
over Burma's political crisis in the international community. The SLORC
has acceded to the four Geneva Conventions on the Protection of Victims
of War of 1949, the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child, as well as
the Framework Convention on Climate Change and the Convention on
Biological Diversity adopted in 1992 at the UN Conference on
Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro. Despite rejection of the
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conclusions reached, the SLORC has also accepted official visits by the
Independent Expert and Special Rapporteur of the UN Commission on
Human Rights. In addition, Burma has rejoined the Non-Aligned
Movement, effectively ending the country's long isolation from the
outside world.

The government's opponents have also shifted ground. Opposition
groups, including the DAB and NCGUB, were quick to acknowledge the
1949 Geneva Conventions after the SLORC's accession to them. This was
followed by the release of government prisoners held by both the KNU and
the Karenni National Progressive Party.

Arguments over the sincerity of the SLORC's new measures continue.
But, ignoring the 1990 election result, the SLORC generals dug
themselves in further in January 1993 by embarking on another much-
heralded stage in their slow reform process: a hand-picked 'National
Convention' was convened to draw up the 'principles' for a new
constitution. This, they pledged, would set Burma's political course well
into the 21st century (see chapter five).

To produce the appearance of democratic debate, the SLORC selected
702 delegates from eight 'social categories' which it claimed represented
the country: MPs from elected parties, other legal parties, 'national races',
peasants, workers, intellectuals, public servants and other 'specially
invited guests', including representatives of some of the ethnic cease-fire
armies. But even with such tight control of the discussions, dissension still
arose. In February 1993 U Marko Ban, the ethnic minority Kayan MP for
Phekon, escaped into KNU territory where he joined the NCGUB. "The
Convention is an attempt to deceive the public," he said on his arrival; "I
do not want to have a hand in committing a historical crime against the
Union."9

Thus few citizens believed that the underlying causes of Burma's
political crisis could be addressed by such a Convention alone. In
September 1994 General Than Shwe and the SLORC secretary-one,
Lieutenant-General Khin Nyunt, finally met Aung San Suu Kyi, who was
brought out in front of the TV cameras, apparently in good health after
over five years under house arrest. However not only were Suu Kyi and
many NLD leaders still detained or barred from politics, but, despite the
cease-fires, the Karen and several powerful armed ethnic groups remained
outside the reform process. Meanwhile in the countryside fresh allegations
of human rights abuses, including forced labour and village relocations,
continued to emerge, especially in south-east Burma.
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Six years after the SLORC generals had assumed power, the deep-rooted
problems in Burmese politics had come full circle. The country remained
in a state of uncertain transition, the military still controlled the
government, multi-party democracy was only promised, and a host of
different armed ethnic opposition forces remained in control of their
territories.

Hopes were being raised by the spread of ethnic peace talks and the
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Burma's Humanitarian Crisis

In December 1987 Burma was admitted to 'Least Developed Country'
status at the UN as one of the world's ten poorest countries. Since then,
Burma's already grave humanitarian crisis has rapidly worsened. It has
been dubbed 'Myanmar's Silent Emergency' by UNICEF. All areas of the
country are affected, but the ethnic minority regions have been hardest hit.
Moves towards economic liberalisation have boosted some sectors of the
economy. But few benefits have trickled down to the people. Since 1988
inflation, officially recorded at 30 per cent per annum, has risen above 800
per cent for rice and several other key commodities. Average per capita
income is just US$ 250 per annum today, and malnutrition has been
reported even in Rangoon hospitals.

Amongst many social crises, five disturbing issues stand out which have
developed an alarming momentum of their own: narcotics, AIDS,
refugees, war victims and environmental destruction. On all five counts, it
is Burma's minorities which have suffered the most.

Since 1988 Burma has become the world's largest producer of illicit
opium and heroin, with an annual opium crop of over 2,000 tons per
annum, To a background of worsening poverty and drug addiction, AIDS
is also spreading rapidly through both intravenous drug use and Burmese
women working as prostitutes in Thailand, Burma has an estimated
400,000 HIV-carriers today.

There are also over 300,000 refugees in neighbouring countries and
over a million displaced people, many fleeing forced labour, inside Burma
itself (see previous box). The number of war casualties remains unknown,
but has been estimated by SLORC officials at over a million deaths since
1948 or an average of at least 10,000 fatalities a year.

Finally, there is growing evidence of environmental devastation across
the country as both the government and impoverished villagers sell off
Burma's once great forests and other natural resources for desperately-
needed income. Great damage has already been done through forest
clear-felling, over-fishing and strip-mining for jade and other minerals.



SLORC's belated recognition of Aung San Suu Kyi. But if a lasting peace
is ever to come to Burma, the challenge to all parties is to find a way to
reconcile such very different histories, perspectives and political points of
view.

1 Aung San Suu Kyi, Towards a True Refuge, delivered as a text at the Joyce Pearce
Memorial Lecture, Oxford University Refugee Studies Programme, 19 May 1993.

2 For a discussion on populations, see, Martin Smith, Burma: Insurgency and the
Politics of Ethnicity (Zed Books, London and New Jersey, 1991), pp 27-39.

3 'Statement of KNU, 9th Congress, 7th Standing Committee', l0 September 1985.
4 Smith, Burma Insurgency, pp 33-35.
5 Here the word nationalist refers to the struggle for an independent Burma. In some

other contexts it refers to ethnic aspirations for autonomy.
6 Smith, Burma Insurgency, pp 77-86, 110.
7 Two have been formally published, see, UN Economic and Social Council, Report

on the situation of human rights in Myanmar, prepared by Mr Yozo Yokota, Special
Rapporteur of the Commission on Human Rights, in accordance with Commission
resolution 1992/58 (17 February 1993), and ibid , in accordance with Commission
Resolution 1993/73 (16 February 1994).

8 For example, in a private report in December 1993, the Thai Internal Security
Operations Command estimated the true number of refugees or 'illegal immigrants'
from Burma in Thailand as closer to 350,000 rather than the official figure of
72,366

9 Burma Rights Movement for Action, B.U.R.M.A., April 1993, p 6.
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1 All figures are very approximate and involve considerable ethnic overlap.
Generally, the lower figures on the left are government estimates based on strict
interpretations of ethnicity, while the higher figures on the right are ethnic minority
estimates, which usually include more local inhabitants and ethnic sub groups
within different territories.

2 Parties marked with asterisk (*) had cease-fires with the SLORC in November 1994.
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CHAPTER TWO

Burma's Ethnic Diversity

Every year the burden of the people has become heavier. The
streams, creeks and rivers have dried up, while the forests are
being depleted. At such a time, what can the people of all
nationalities do?

statement by the United Wa State Party, broadcast in May 1989
shortly before it agreed a cease-fire with the SLORC.

Burma throughout is a rich but complex tapestry of peoples. Most
estimates put the majority 'Burman' population at around 30 million, or
two-thirds of the total. But these estimates are based on primary usage of
the Burmese language, and it is incorrect to describe all such speakers as
one homogenous group. Indigenous speakers of closely-related dialects,
such as the Rakhine in the north-west and Tavoyan in the south, claim a
separate nationality; in other areas sub-groups, such as the Danu and Intha,
still survive. Furthermore, many Burmese speakers in Lower Burma are
assimilated Mons or Karens. And increasing social mobility and inter-
marriage mean that many citizens now have mixed ethnic ancestries. Ne
Win himself enjoys a mixed Burman-Chinese lineage.

Nevertheless, ethnic Burman and Buddhist history, culture and language
are unquestionably the predominant social influences on national life. This
has not protected the Burman majority from political repression and
human rights abuses. But there is little doubt that ethnic minority groups
have generally been the worst victims for much of the past five decades.

Since the 1962 coup, many ethnic minorities believe that there has been
an underlying, though unacknowledged, policy of 'Burmanisation', which
initially appeared to accelerate after the events of 1988. Thus, in presenting
their cases today, many ethnic minority leaders claim that they are starting
at a huge disadvantage. Compounding the terrible human loss and
sufferings of civil war, they have been deeply marginalised by political and
economic neglect since independence. In every field, whether it be
language, culture, education or development, the minorities have found
themselves in a second class position. Rather than being brought into the
mainstream of national life as equal partners, many indigenous peoples

35



and minorities maintain that they have been pushed to the very fringes of
Burmese society.

This chapter outlines the distinctive histories and cultures of the main
ethnic minority groups.

What is an Ethnic Minority?
As elsewhere in the world, arguments continue in Burma over the words
'ethnic minority', 'nationality', 'tribal' and 'indigenous peoples'. All can
be politically sensitive and are often seen as implying a particular form of
political recognition by the user. For example, ethnic groups like the
Karen and Kachin, who have espoused the aspirations of small nations,
find the term 'tribe' extremely pejorative. Similarly, the terms
'indigenous' and 'nationalities', which also include the majority Burman,
have been used to exclude minorities such as the Indians and Chinese who
have generally arrived in Burma more recently.
So in this book the term 'ethnic minority' is used for the most part simply
to distinguish other ethnic groups from the majority Burman population.
There is no alternative term of general ethnic status covering groups as
diverse in their history as, for example, the Shan, Kachin, Chinese and
Muslims.

Chin (or Zomi)
The Chin are a Tibeto-Burmese people who inhabit a vast mountain chain
running up western Burma into Mizoram in north-east India. The poor
quality of these lands has inhibited development, and transport and
communications remain a problem today. Perhaps more than any other
minority group, the Chin have been dependent for food and supplies on the
co-operation of their lowland neighbours. Chin leaders believe that this
dependency accounts for the long-standing political and economic under-
development of their region.

Their predicament represents an acute example of the problems all
Burma's hill peoples have faced in their quest for a national and political
identity in the post-colonial world. Over 40 different sub-groups, many
distinguished by unique costumes or tattoos, have been identified among
the estimated one to 1.5 million Chins in Burma.1 Although nationalist
leaders have claimed a 'pan-Chin' or 'Zo' identity embracing their Mizo
cousins in India, Chin political movements have frequently reflected a
more local, regional or even sub-group loyalty.

The growth of a Chin national consciousness is usually dated to the
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arrival of the British, when many Chins converted from their traditional
animist beliefs to Christianity. Many also joined the British army and
served with distinction in the Second World War.

Under the British, the Chin were divided between north-east India, the
Frontier Areas and Ministerial Burma (see chapter one). These divisions
have continued since independence. The Chin were at first denied a state of
their own; instead they were granted a mountainous 'Special Division',
shorn of valuable lowland areas such as the economically important Kale-
Kabaw valley where many Chins live.

The 1974 constitution finally upgraded the Chin Special Division into a
36,017 km2 state, but the neglect of the Chin peoples has continued. The
Chin State remains firmly at the bottom of Burma's educational league
table, and only one major road crosses it, linking the main towns of Haka
and Tiddim. Under the State Law and Order Restoration Council, plans to
build a tertiary regional college and develop the Chin State have been
discussed for the first time, but for the moment most of the more ambitious
ideas remain on the drawing boards.

Chin leaders are also very wary of the political consequences of these
proposals. Widespread disruption has occurred among Chin villagers in
the upper Kabaw valley, an area which comes under the SLORC's Border
Areas Development Programme (BADP). Chin nationalists fear that the
BADP masks a hidden agenda, and is intended to change the ethnic
balance in the local population. Since 1991 for example, refugees reaching
India have reported a number of fatalities due to ill-treatment and lack of
food during the forcible relocation of Chin villagers to new areas.

As a traditional escape from poverty, many young Chin men have joined
the Tatmadaw. Consequently, the Chin have often been cited as a
successful example of co-operative development with their Burman
cousins. But although the Chin have not featured in the insurrections to the
same degree as other ethnic groups, dissatisfaction has often surfaced.

In the 1950s, a number of small insurgent Chin groups sprang up which
competed with the different Chin parties then represented in parliament.
Most were rooted in local ethnic sub-groups and, after the 1962 coup, they
were largely subsumed by communist groups or driven out from the Chin
hills to the Thai and Indian borders where they linked up with other ethnic
nationalist fronts. The best-known were the Zomi National Front and the
Chin Democracy Party.

Since 1988, however, Chin politics have undergone a transformation. In
the 1990 election seven nationalist Chin and five National League for
Democracy candidates were elected to the Chin State's 13 constituencies.

37



This clearly indicated the desire of the Chin peoples for change. But in
early 1991 two MPs, U Zahle Tang and U Liam Ok, were forced to escape
into exile in India after the SLORC issued orders for their arrest.
Subsequently, all Chin political parties were declared illegal or
deregistered by the government. Nevertheless, Chin activists have
continued to play an important role in discussions with other new
democracy ethnic minority parties in the cities, especially the United
Nationalities League for Democracy (UNLD).

Over a thousand students and political activists have also fled to India
since 1988. A small armed nationalist movement, spearheaded by the Chin
National Front, has become more active, and related Zo nationalist groups
have also been fighting the Indian government on the other side of the
border. The situation in the Chin frontier region thus remains extremely
sensitive and difficult to predict, but nationalist sentiment is still growing.

Kachin
Of the several Tibeto-Burmese hill peoples inhabiting north-east Burma, it
is the Kachin who have most determinedly pursued the dream of creating a
federal or independent nation-state. One of the main features of the Kachin
nationalist movement has been the creation of a strong political identity
among the estimated one to 1.5 million Kachins from different sub-groups

who inhabit the north-east region:
the Jinghpaw, Maru, Lashi, Atsi,
Nung-Rawang and Lisu, who are
all inter-linked by a dynamic clan
system. In contrast, Kachin sub-
groups living in India and China
have never associated with the
goal of independence pursued by
the nationalist movement in
Burma.

Like other hill peoples in Burma,
the Kachins initially put up fierce
resistance to the British
annexation. However, many
subsequently converted to Christ-
ianity (over two-thirds of Kachin
are Christians today) and, together

Kachin girls
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with the Karen and Chin, came to form the backbone of the British Burma
army. The simultaneous arrival of Western missionaries and the
introduction of a written literature, schools and health-care also boosted
national awareness. Many Kachins moved down to the plains and became
one of the main centres of anti-Japanese resistance during the Second
World War.

The massive destruction and suffering inflicted by the war gave a
dramatic impetus to the growing nationalist cause. However, the complex
geographical spread of the Kachin peoples, and the fact that they live in
areas also inhabited by other ethnic groups (notably Shan and Burman),
have always counted against Kachin aspirations. In recognition of the
strength of nationalist demands, a vast 89,042 km2 Kachin State was
created under the 1947 constitution. But the right of secession was
conceded by Kachin leaders in return for the inclusion of the two main
towns of Myitkyina and Bhamo. A substantial body of Kachins (over
100,000 citizens today) was also demarcated within the Shan State, where
they have continued to identify closely with Kachin political movements.

Despite the 1947 agreement, a short-lived Kachin uprising broke out in
1949-50. It was not, however, until the early 1960s that the armed
nationalist movement first really gathered momentum. Frustration and
resentment at the neglect of the Kachin region burst into the open when U
Nu tried to impose Buddhism as Burma's official state religion. In
February 1961, the Kachin Independence Organisation (KIO) was formed
by a group of intellectuals and Rangoon University students to demand the
complete secession of the Kachin State. Ne Win's coup the following year
poured oil on the flames of rebellion, and armed resistance quickly spread
throughout the Kachin region.

Financed through jade and other commodities traded on the black
market, the KIO grew rapidly into one of Burma's most formidable
insurgent armies, with an estimated 8,000 troops. Government forces were
largely confined to the towns. The KIO nationalists built up an extensive
health and education system in Kachin villages from the northern Shan
State to the Indian border. As well as fighting the government, the KIO
also had a number of fierce battles with other armed opposition groups,
notably the Communist Party of Burma. However, in 1976, the KIO
decided to change its political aim to one of supporting the creation of a
federal union of Burma, and it then began to work more closely with other
groups. It became a leading voice in the National Democratic Front, and
provided arms and training to many smaller ethnic fronts and parties.

The Kachin people, however, have paid a heavy price for their
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opposition to central government rule. Since the early 1960s a ruthless
'scorched earth' policy under the 'Four Cuts' campaign (see box in next
section) has been used to try and cut off KIO support. In November 1987,
at a meeting in Britain's House of Lords organised by Anti-Slavery
International, the KIO presented claims of the verifiable deaths of 33,336
civilians at the hands of government troops between 1961-86. Thousands
more casualties were reported after the SLORC came to power.

Nevertheless, in the aftermath of the SLORC takeover, the KIO
appeared to grow in strength, and it was a founding member of the
Democratic Alliance of Burma. But its military position has come under
intense pressure. The turning point came in 1989, when the SLORC agreed
cease-fires with ethnic breakaway armies from the CPB in north-east
Burma, including the New Democratic Army (NDA) in the east of Kachin
State. These moves were followed by the SLORC's growing
rapprochement with China, which had previously been quietly
sympathetic to the KIO cause. With thousands of troops now available
following the cease-fires, the SLORC was able to launch a series of
massive military operations against KIO base areas in both the Shan and
Kachin States. These led to the defection of most of the KIO's 1,500-
strong 4th Brigade in January 1991, which reached a cease-fire agreement
with the SLORC. Government troops continued to flood into the Kachin
region and by early 1993 an estimated 46 battalions were stationed in the
Kachin State alone.

In political terms, the loss of the 4th Brigade was balanced in late 1991
by the defection to the KIO of five of the 14 NLD MPs elected for the
Kachin State the year before. This was prompted by the arrest of a fellow
MP, U Byit Tu, who was chairman of the Kachin National Democratic
Congress, which had won three of the five other seats allocated to the state.

In a fast changing political scene, many analysts believe that the SLORC
judged the KIO to be Burma's best organised insurgent group and
embarked on a long-term policy to neutralise the Kachin nationalist
movement once and for all. Over 100,000 Kachin villagers were reported
to have been forcibly relocated from their homes in counter-insurgency
operations between 1988 and 1992. In 1989-90, in the Kuktai region of the
Shan State alone, more than 300 Kachin villages were reportedly
destroyed and their inhabitants moved. By early 1993, another 50,000
refugees had been internally displaced and nearly 11,000 had escaped into
China. Even those who moved under SLORC orders into army-controlled
camps apparently were not safe. In one notorious incident near Bhamo in
March 1992, it was reported that eight women and two men were robbed
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and beaten to death by Tatmadaw troops. All the women had been raped.2

Community leaders report that in virtually all government-controlled
Kachin areas people have been forced to work as front-line porters or as
labourers building roads, barracks or airfields. In 1992, Christian pastors
told Amnesty International that casualties were especially high on
construction projects in Putao and Sumprabum districts in Kachin State,
some of the most inhospitable terrain in Burma.3

Other ethnic nationalities in Kachin areas have also complained of harsh
treatment. But the KIO alleges that Kachin houses, villages and property
have been especially singled out for destruction. Further concern was
expressed over the construction of new Buddhist monuments and the
apparent encouragement of immigration by other ethnic groups, especially
Chinese, into traditional Kachin territory. Historically, there have been few
communal problems in the Kachin region, but Kachin leaders feared that
the SLORC was deliberately raising ethnic divisions in order to try to
weaken political opposition.

Against this background of conflict, poverty has continued to worsen.
The Kachin State has an abundance of natural resources, including jade
and gold. But since the days of the British only one important factory, the
sugar-mill at Sahmaw, has continued production. A number of major
infrastructure projects, including hydroelectric plants and new roads, are
being planned by the SLORC, some with the assistance of China. But, as a
landlocked people, many Kachin feel squeezed between the neighbouring
powers of China, India and Burma. According to the late KIO president,
Brang Seng, who died in 1994: "We fear all such projects will be simply to
exploit local resources and bring little benefit to the people."4 Large areas
of virgin forest have been felled, by both government and local loggers, to
provide timber to sell across the Chinese border.

Finally, the deteriorating military and humanitarian situation forced the
KIO leadership to embark upon a very different strategy to try and
reconcile the mounting pressures. In early 1993, a series of meetings were
begun with SLORC officers through the mediation of the Karen Baptist
Convention and, on 24 February 1994, a formal cease-fire agreement was
signed. Kachin leaders claim that, tired of the political deadlock in
Rangoon, they were taking the first bold steps which, they hope, may lead
to reconciliation throughout the country. It is early days yet but, as talks
continued through 1994 both in the Kachin State and Rangoon, it is a
strategy for peace which virtually all citizens hope will succeed. Grave
political and human rights problems remain, but for the first time in three
decades co-development and economic projects were being discussed.
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Karen
Despite the militant nationalism of the Karen National Union and related
Karen sub-groups in Burma, the Karen remain a little documented people
very much on the fringe of Burma's history. This is surprising because
Karens probably make up the second largest ethnic population in Burma;
they also constitute the largest ethnic family in mainland south-east Asia to
have failed to gain recognition as an independent nation-state.

Even the population and linguistic designation of the various Karen sub-
groups remain matters of dispute. Anthropologists estimate the Karen
population in Burma to be around four million (with another 200,000
Karen living in Thailand). By contrast the KNU claims there are over
seven million Karen whereas the SLORC calculates that there are just over
2.5 million. Like the former Burma Socialist Programme Party, the
SLORC prefers to identify different Karen sub-groups separately. The
problem of identification is further exacerbated by the complex spread of
the Karen population and the growing numbers of Karen who speak only
Burmese.

Ethnic Karens live throughout much of Lower Burma, from the Arakan
Yoma and Delta region to the Shan State, and throughout the western Thai
border region to the Tenasserim Division. In few areas do they constitute
one geographical block, and over 20 Karen sub-groups have been
identified. These vary from the Buddhist Pwo wet-rice farmers of
Tenasserim to the taungya (slash and burn) 'long-necked' Kayan of the
Shan State, most of whom are Catholics. Some generalisations, however,
can be made. Over 70 per cent of Karens come from just two sub-groups,
the Sgaw and the Pwo, and over the past century only four Karen political
identities have emerged: the mainstream Karen (or 'Kayin') of the KNU,
the Karenni of the Kayah State (see below), and the Pao and Kayan in the
south-west of Shan State and Karenni borderlands.

The first reliable historical accounts of the Karen date to British
annexation in the 19th century when their language was put into writing.
Many Karens joined the British army and large numbers converted to
Christianity (although the majority are still Buddhists today). The sense of
national awakening was astonishing, causing many to leave their remote
forest homes and resettle closer to the towns. There was still some
resistance in the hills, but many plains Karen spoke of the British as
'liberators' from historical oppression by the Burman kings. This
identification by many Karens with social and political advances under
British administration was the beginning of a dangerous ethnic
polarisation between Karen and Burman communities which has
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Karen high-school girls

continued to the present.
The modern Karen nationalist movement was first established in the late

19th century, led in its early years by Christian Karens who had been
educated in the West. In 1928 Dr San C Po, the widely respected 'father' of
the Karen nation, made the first call for an independent Karen State. But
although the Karen were often regarded as favoured by the British
(especially in the military and the police), the early nationalist movement
was greatly handicapped by the divisions of British rule, which put some
Karen land in Ministerial Burma and some in the Frontier Areas.

Critically, all these divisions still exist on the map of modern Burma,
fuelling a continuing sense of Karen under-representation. The present
Karen State, which consists of land formerly in the Frontier Areas,
includes less than 25 per cent of the Karen population of Burma. Many
Karens therefore believe that a fairer political demarcation is a priority in
any future settlement to give a fully representative voice to their widely
spread population.

Throughout the 1930s, the question of Karen independence was
overshadowed by the Burmese national liberation movement on the plains.
In the late 1930s a number of Karen were appointed to senior government
positions in Rangoon, but communal tensions, which lay just beneath the
surface, were rapidly unleashed by the Japanese invasion. Thousands of
Karens were killed, injured or arrested as 'collaborators' with the British in
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communal attacks by their Burman neighbours, leaving a legacy of
bitterness in many Karen c o m m u n i t i e s which survive to this day.

Fighting broke out within a year of the British leaving Burma in 1948.
Critics argue that Karen d e m a n d s for an independent or autonomous state
covering much of southern Burma were too extreme. Karen leaders
respond that they were anxious for an economically viable territory with an
outlet to the sea. However, following the formation of the KNU in
February 1947, Karen leaders decided on boycott tactics and were fatefully
absent from the Panglong Conference and elections to the 1947
Constituent Assembly. In their absence, the exact wording of the clauses
relating to Karen rights and t e r r i t o r i e s were left undecided until after
independence. But truly r e p r e s e n t a t i v e talks with the KNU never took
place.

A series of apparently m o t i v e l e s s attacks by government militia on
Karen communities sparked o f f an uprising by Karen nationalists in
January 1949. The K N U came remarkably close to victory early on.
Buoyed by the defection of K a r e n units from the new Burma army, it
occupied Insein, just eight miles from Rangoon. Other key towns were also
captured, including Mandalay.

In June 1949 the KNU d e c l a r e d to the world the formation of the Karen
Free State of 'Kawthoolei'. H o w e v e r , following the death in 1950 of the
KNU president, Saw Ba U Gyi, in an ambush, Karen forces were gradually
pushed back from all the towns they controlled. But despite this reverse in
fortunes, they continued to o p e r a t e in villages very close Rangoon up to
the early 1960s.

The picture changed d r a m a t i c a l l y after Ne Win's seizure of power in
1962. A pro and anti-communist split emerged in the KNU movement
which left the door open to the Tatmadaw and Ne Win's new 'Four Cuts'
campaign. Between 1968 and 1975, entire Karen communities were
forcibly relocated in Lower Burma under the draconian counter-
insurgency operation.

Factional differences within the KNU, however, were put aside in 1975
after the collapse of left-wing f o r c e s in the Irrawaddy Delta region, and the
KNU played the leading role in establishing the NDF, which aims at
federation within Burma. Since then, KNU demands for secession have
largely been dropped.

The next decade marked a s u c c e s s f u l era for the KNU movement in the
eastern border area. Fuelled by the thriving black market trade with
Thailand, the KNU buil t up a large 'liberated one' along a 400-mile
stretch of the border. Schools, hospitals and administrative departments
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were set up in eight political districts. At one stage, the KNU had an
estimated 10,000 troops under arms, still commanded by veterans of the
British army. Although refugee numbers were increasing, constant
government attacks were largely resisted.

At first the KNU's position appeared to be bolstered following the
failure of the 1988 democracy uprising, when the bulk of the 10,000
students and democracy activists who fled the cities made their way to
KNU territory to ask for shelter and training. From this new alliance of
opposition forces the DAB and, subsequently, the National Council Union
of Burma with exile MPs was formed after the 1990 election.

Alarmed by this unexpected new link-up between ethnic minority and
urban forces, the SLORC began a sustained attack on the KNU.
Particularly heavy fighting, in which over 4,000 casualties were reported,
occurred between January and April 1992 during a concerted attempt by
over 30,000 government troops to capture the KNU Headquarters at
Mannerplaw. Before the offensive was launched, rumours swept through
the thousands of Karen villagers fleeing to the Thai border that Brigadier-
General Tin Ngwe, commander of the 22nd Light Infantry Division, had
told his officers: "In three years if you want to see the Karen, you will only
find them in a museum."

The impact on the civilian population of such ferocious warfare has been
devastating. Under constant 'Four Cuts' campaigns, in the past six years
tens of thousands of Karen villagers have been forcibly relocated from
their homes and over 50,000 Karen refugees have fled into Thailand.
Today a 100-mile stretch of the Dawna Range in the heart of Karen country
stands deserted, the villages and crops destroyed.

Resistance by any Karen community in Burma has met with instant
reprisals. For example, when in late 1991 the KNU infiltrated a small
armed unit into the Delta region, over 5,000 Karens were arrested, several
villages bombed from the air and, according to the SLORC's own account,
317 'terrorist insurgents' were killed, most of whom, eyewitnesses say,
were innocent villagers.5

In government-controlled areas, intensive political pressures have also
been exerted: many Karens say they dare not take part, as Karen
nationalists, in the new political movements in the towns. In the 1990
election, most Karen communities aligned themselves with Aung San Suu
Kyi's NLD, and only one Karen in the whole of Burma was elected on a
'nationalist Karen' ticket. Since 1988, hundreds of Karen elders and
leaders have been arrested or interrogated. According to Mahn Myunt
Maung, secretary of the Union Karen League, who escaped into KNU

45



territory in 1992 after his release from detention:

All normal citizens are living in an atmosphere of constant fear,
constantly worrying about being called upon by Military
Intelligence Service agents and interrogated 6
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Government Strategies of Forced Relocation:
The 'Four Cuts' and 'Urban Redevelopment Programmes'

The common practices of population resettlement and forced relocation,
affecting millions of citizens in Burma today, initially began as a counter-
insurgency weapon after Ne Win seized power in 1962. Faced with
opposition on a countrywide scale Tatmadaw commanders devised a
ruthless strategy known as the 'Four Cuts' (Pya Ley Pya), similar in
concept to the 'Strategic Hamlet' operation of the USA in Vietnam.

In essence, the 'Four Cuts strategy is simple: to cut off the four main
links - of food, finance, intelligence and recruits - between civilians and
armed opposition forces by a campaign of non-stop military harassment.
Under this operation, large areas are declared 'free-fire' zones, and entire
communities are forced to move to 'strategic hamlets', which are fenced in
and subjected to tight military control. Expulsion orders are issued,
warning that anyone trying to remain in their homes will be shot on sight.
Tens of thousands of communities have been destroyed or removed by
such 'Four Cuts' operations over the past 30 years.

From the first appearance of this programme in the Delta region in the
mid-1960s, there appears to have been little attempt to win the 'hearts and
minds' of local villagers. Senior army officers have privately admitted that
all civilians in an area designated 'black' (i.e. outside government control)
are regarded as potential insurgents.

The second method of forced relocations, described as 'urban
redevelopment programmes', appears in concept very similar to the
'Four Cuts' as a means of breaking up community opposition. These
programmes have accelerated rapidly under the SLORC At some of the
better new sites, usually those to which government personnel are
relocated, there have been economic developments of benefit to the
residents. But at other sites the planning has been hasty and appears to be
an emergency method of urban clearance to remove town-dwellers from
sensitive or strategic areas. The construction of such resettlement towns is
one of the most common sights in Burma today, inviting parallels with the
mass 'social engineering' in Ceaucescu's Romania and Cambodia under
the Khmer Rouge.

Whether fleeing the Four Cuts' or escaping from the towns, many
refugees have given forcible relocations as one of their main reasons for
leaving Burma.



In contrast to this disturbing background of repression, some foreign
diplomats have seen evidence of placatory signs towards the Karen since
April 1992, when a halt in army offensives was announced and General
Than Shwe became the SLORC chairman. The derisory language towards
the KNU in the state press has been softened and, although a major
operation was launched to capture the KNU base at Sawhta in October
1992, in most other areas full-scale military operations have remained
suspended. Since the end of 1993, tentative messages, mostly through third
parties in the Christian churches or Thai government, have also been
exchanged between the KNU and the SLORC. The Thai government, in
particular, has put great pressure on both sides to talk.

By late 1994 peace negotiations, for the first time since 1964, began to
look increasingly inevitable, but the KNU leadership under its veteran
Seventh Day Adventist president, Saw Bo Mya, remained deeply
suspicious. Indeed, the KNU has already been frozen out of the SLORC's
National Convention process.

Of all Burma's minorities, the Karen have probably seen the most severe
reversal in their fortunes since independence. In the days of the British,
there were Karen cabinet ministers and army generals. Today there are few
Karen (or any other minority) in any prominent national position. The
entire Karen region has collapsed, quashing dreams at independence of a
prosperous free-state of Kawthoolei. Moreover, all new economic plans by
the SLORC to date, including hydroelectric dams, logging and gas pipe-
lines, have been developed with neighbouring Thailand without any
consultation with the KNU or local communities at all (see chapter four).
Many Karens thus fear that they could once again be bypassed in another
critical era of political transition. This, they warn, will mean that the war
could only continue.

Karenni
The estimated 240,000 inhabitants of the modern-day Kayah State present
one of Burma's most complex political problems. This results from an
unusual historical anomaly. Their traditional name, Karenni ('Red
Karen'), is taken from the brightly-coloured clothing of the largest ethnic
group, the Kayah. However, over a dozen ethnic groups live in this rugged
mountain region of 11,730 km2. While most are Karen-related, such as the
Kayan, Kayow or Paku, there is also a small Shan minority and an
increasing number of Burman immigrants.

Karenni leaders claim ancient traditions of independence. But it is more
likely that the concept of a separate Karenni political identity is relatively
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recent and originated from Kayah
chiefs adopting the titles of the
Shan Sawbwa, the princely rulers
to the north. These titles were
recognised by the British during
annexation, and a treaty in 1875
with the Burman king Mindon
officially acknowledged the
independence of the western
Karenni region. This status was
never changed throughout the
British administration: maps of the
Indian Empire always marked the
Karenni State as outside British
Burma.

Under the 1947 constitution, the
Karenni State was granted the right of secession after a ten-year trial
period. But in August 1948 the Karenni leader, U Bee Htu Re, was
assassinated by government military police and an armed uprising swept
the Karenni State which has continued to the present.

Successive governments have used the conflict to try to curtail the
demand for Karenni independence. Government troops poured into the
state at the start of the uprising, and in 1952 'Karenni' was renamed
'Kayah' by the government. Some historians still claim that this was a
deceptive move with two main objectives: first, to make a divisive
distinction between the Karenni and other Karen and, second, to get rid of
a name synonymous with Karenni independence. Indeed, the legal right of
secession was eventually written out altogether in the 1974 constitution.

During the past 40 years, civilians always have borne the brunt of
government attempts to crush the Karenni movement. Under the 'Four
Cuts' campaign, entire communities have been forcibly relocated from
their homes and army operations have produced large numbers of refugees
and displaced peoples in the hills. Amidst accusations of enforced
assimilation, refugees have reported growing numbers of Burman troops
and migrants being brought into the state. Tens of thousands of villagers
from towns and villages across the state have been conscripted to work as
porters or on government labour projects, notably on the new Aungban to
Loikaw railway. It is impossible to know how many have died.
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Since 1988 the humanitarian crisis in Kayah State has deteriorated
rapidly. War casualties were initially heavy. Increasing numbers of troops
were deployed across the state to strengthen SLORC control and open up
vast forest tracks to Thai loggers who have stripped mountainsides bare.
"The whole state is a military labour camp," one refugee told ASI in
Thailand; "the SLORC soldiers are our wardens."

The increased militarisation in the state was reflected in the 1990
election. Six of the eight seats were taken by the NLD and Kayah State
Nationalities League for Democracy, which has since been banned. The
other two seats were taken in small garrison towns by the BSPP's
successor, the National Unity Party, with nearly 50 per cent of the vote.

Today the state rivals the Chin, Wa and Naga regions in its poverty and
lack of development. The lead and wolfram mines at Mawchi, once the
world's largest, have declined drastically in output, and only one new large
economic project, the important hydroelectric plant at Lawphita, has been
located in Karenni territory since independence. This, however, largely
supplies electricity to Rangoon and central Burma and, as a result, has
frequently been attacked by insurgent forces.

Some Karennis still dream of secession. But by late 1993 leaders of the
armed opposition were coming under increasing pressure to agree cease-
fires. Separate talks began in January 1994, with the Karenni National
Progressive Party and a rival left-wing breakaway party, the Karenni
Nationalities People's Liberation Front, which signed its own cease-fire in
May. Shortly afterwards leaders of the allied Kayan New Land Party,
which operates in parts of the state, also agreed cease-fire terms at another
public ceremony. Some of the pressure for peace came from neighbouring
Thailand but much of it came from the local people, who had
intermediaries in the local Catholic and Baptist churches acting on their
behalf. With the threat of attack reducing, and as a gesture of goodwill, the
SLORC allowed some of the relocated villagers to return home. Over
6,000 refugees, however, remained in Thailand.

After over 45 years of warfare, the political situation is thus delicately
poised. New economic development projects are being discussed, but for
many inhabitants of the state simple survival has become their daily
priority.

Mon
For many minority leaders, the drastic decline in the Mon culture and
people of Burma is the most poignant evidence of a one-way experience of
assimilation and Burmanisation over the past 150 years. A major branch of
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the Mon-Khmer family, the Mon are descendants of one of south-east
Asia's most ancient civilisations It was the Mon, a highly literate people,
who introduced both Buddhism and writing to Burma. Once inhabiting the
plains of much of Lower Burma, the great Mon rulers at Thaton and Pegu
vied with the Burman kings to the north and Siamese monarchs to the east.
Only with the crushing by the great Burman ruler Alaunghpaya of the
Smin Dhaw uprising in 1757 AD were the independent powers of the Mon
kings finally curtailed.

The British at first considered supporting the Mon against the Burman
royal court. However, following annexation, two decisions were made
which had a devastating effect on Mon culture: the choice of Burmese as
the language of government, and the official encouragement of the mass
immigration of workers (largely Burman, Indian and Chinese) into Lower
Burma, while vast areas of land were being cleared for rice cultivation.
Within two generations many areas had lost virtually all traces of Mon
civilisation7. Only in the 1930s did a Mon cultural and political movement
revive, largely in the coastal plain around Moulmein and Ye. This is the
only region today in Burma where substantial Mon-speaking communities
survive.

Although the Mons generally worked with Aung San and the
mainstream nationalist movement in the Second World War, they were not
rewarded in the rush for independence. Mon political demands were
largely ignored and there was no delineation of a Mon territory. With the
outbreak of the Karen insurrection in 1949, many Mon communities
followed suit. Under a 1958 cease-fire agreement, the U Nu government
agreed to the creation of a Mon State, but it was not until the 1974
constitution that this 12,295 km2 territory was formally recognised.

The creation of a Mon State, however, has done little to quell nationalist
dissatisfaction. Following the 1962 coup, many former Mon nationalist
fighters took up arms again, joining the present-day New Mon State Party
(NMSP) still headed by the veteran Mon leader, Nai Shwe Kyin. In 1988
the NMSP, a member of the NDF, was boosted by the arrival of over 1,300
Mon students, many from Moulmein university. At one stage the NMSP
had 3,000 troops under arms, including many women soldiers. Although
usually short of ammunition and funds, the NMSP also has been able to
support the continued revival of a Mon cultural movement. It is popular
with Mon intellectuals and Buddhist monks, who have played an important
role in the survival and teaching of the Mon language.

Mon territory and culture, however, remain under constant threat. Mon
language is effectively banned beyond primary level in government
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