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ABSTRACT

Before 1988, the Burmese armed forces, or Tatmadaw, suffered
from many problems. Its major weapons and weapons platforms were
obsolete, its logistics and communications systems were weak and
operations were constantly hampered by a lack of essential supplies.
While it could quell domestic political unrest and conduct limited
counter-insurgency campaigns, it lacked the resources to perform
most conventional defence roles. After taking over government in
1988, the State Law and Order Restoration Council launched an
ambitious programme to expand and modernise the armed forces.
Since then, the Tatmadaw has almost doubled in size and acquired a
wide range of new arms and equipment, mostly from China. This
rapid expansion has placed the armed forces under considerable
strain, however, and it will be some time before Burma's expanded
order of battle is matched by a commensurate increase in its military
capabilities. In addition, the Tatmadaw's continuing political role and
lack of popular support raises serious questions about its
professionalism and future cohesion.
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How superior

The tactics of war,

How potent

The weapons!

Without gathering in
The hearts of the people,
Without relying on

The strength of the people,
The sword edge

Will shatter,

The spear

Will bend.

Let-We Thondara
(c. 1723-1799)

Quoted by Aung San Suu Kyi,
1991 Nobel Peace Prize winner, in
Freedom from Fear and other writings
(Penguin, London, 1995).
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

After the creation of the State Law and Order Restoration
Council (SLORC) in September 1988, Burma's name was officially
changed from its post-1974 form, the 'Socialist Republic of the Union
of Burma', back to the 'Union of Burma', which had been adopted
when Burma gained its independence from the United Kingdom in
1948. In July 1989 the military regime changed the country’s name
once again, this time to 'Pyidaungsu Myanmar Naingngan-daw’, or the
"Union of Myanmar'. At the same time, many place names were
changed to conform to their original Burmese pronunciation. These
new names were subsequently accepted by the United Nations and
most other major international organisations. Some governments and
opposition groups, however, have clung to the old forms as a protest
against the SLORC's human rights abuses and its refusal to hand over
power to a democratically elected civilian government.

In this study the better known names, for example Burma
instead of Myanmar, Rangoon instead of Yangon, and Irrawaddy
instead of Ayeyarwady, have been retained for ease of recognition.
Where there are different names, or different spellings of Anglicised
names, in common use before 1988, the alternatives are given in
brackets, for example Akyab (Sittwe) and Nyaung Chidauk (Nyaung
chi-dauk).

Some confusion has also arisen over the description of various
ethnic groups in Burma. In this monograph the name '‘Burmese’ is used
to describe the entire population of the country, while '‘Burman' is used
when referring to the dominant ethnic group. The language of the
Burman majority, and since 1948 the official language of the country, is
also called 'Burmese’. Other ethnic groups, such as the Chin, Naga,
Kachin, Shan, Kayah (Karenni), Karen and Mon, are called by their
own names when specifically referred to as minority peoples. Given
that there are estimated to be more than 170 different 'tribes’ in Burma,
and over 240 spoken languages and dialects, such terms are
necessarily used in their broadest context.

Such are the passions which have been aroused by events in
Burma since 1988, that a number of other terms have also become
controversial. Many opposition groups, for example, refuse to use the



formal name Tatmadaw to describe the armed forces, on the grounds
that these forces have betrayed the principles for which they once
stood and the people whom they are sworn to protect. Rather,
opposition groups tend to use the more descriptive term sit-tat (or
‘army’), without the honorific suffix daw. I have retained the title
Tatmadaw, however, as this was the name originally given to the
armed forces by its founder, and Burma's revered independence
leader, General Aung San. It is also the formal title by which the
Burmese armed forces are still known.

Similarly, the term 'rebel’ is rejected by most armed opposition
groups in Burma as perjorative and misleading, implying as it does
that their struggles against the military regime in Rangoon are in some
way unlawful. In this monograph I have followed Martin Smith's lead
in referring to these groups as insurgents. This more neutral term still
accurately conveys the clear intention of these groups to overthrow the
central government or sieze power using armed force.

As alrecady noted in the Acknowledgements, during the
preparation of this monograph I spoke to many people about
developments in Burma. Many of those with whom interviews were
conducted did not wish to be cited by name. Others did not make such
a stipulation but for professional or other reasons would clearly prefer
not to be quoted directly. Accordingly, where information has been
obtained through such interviews, a footnote simply identifies the
place and date of the conversation. Where the text reflects a personal
observation by the author (most often in Burma), this is acknowledged
in a similar fashion. Material drawn from the DMS/Forecast
International electronic database on Burma is noted as 'DMS/FI File
589, June 1995'.
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