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PREFACE 

While there have been numerous works on 

Burmese foreign policy, little attention has been 

paid to come up with a comprehensive work on the 

forei!n policy of Burma during the period 1948 to 

1958. The purpose of this work is to provide an 

indepth study of the a.traese foreign policy, as it 

evolved during the above mentioned period. Attempts 

have been made in places, to analyse the Burmese 

foreign policy from the Indian perspective. 

The period 1948 to 1958 has been chosen 

to study because this was the period of intense oold 

war. In the mid 1950's, the United States was 

propounding the "Domino Theory", in order to contain 

communism. In order to establish its strategic 
,, 

superiority, the United States propounded "The 

Doctrine of Massive Retaliation". The purpose of 
• 

this study is to analyse Burma's relations with the 

major powers, keeping in mind the neutralist foreign 

stance of Burma. 



The study starts from giving a review or 

the historical factors which led B.lrma to adopt the 

policy of neutralisa (Chapter I). Special emphasis 

is placed on the freedoll struggle in the post second 

'WOrld war years and the role of internal dist\l:rbances 

in moulding Buraese foreign policy. 

Tbe study then proceeds to examine various 

ini ti a ti ve s which were taken during the period under 

study t 1948 to 1958 (Chapter II). An attempt has 

also been made to examine the extent to which the 

Burmese Foreign Policy resisted the p~~ exerted 

by the forces generated by cold war. 

Burma's :relations with India are discussed 

next (Chapter III). Attempt is made here to outline 

the pattern of relationship between India and Burma 

on political and economic levels. It also brings out 

clearly India's tolerance towards B.lrma in the face 

of vexatious attitude adopted by the atrme se 

leAdership on various occasions. 



Burma-China relations have baen discussed 

in the Chapter IV. Efforts have been made to bring 

into bold relief the manner in which the Burmese 

leaders tried to adjust with the foreign policy 

concerns of its powerful northern neighbo~r. 

Buraa's relations with major powers--

the United States, the U.SoS.R., the Dnited Kingdom 

and Japan -- come next (Chapter V). As far as tha 

nnited States and Japan were concerned, the main 

thrust of Burma's foreign policy was to seek 

economic aid and a.ssistance. Relations with the 

Soviet Union ware at a marginal level and those with 

tbe United Kingdoa,quite substantive. Burma's 

somewhat low profile relations with all the major 

powers was clearly illustrative of the China factor 

in the .lll.rmese foreign policy. 

Burma's relations with Thailand and 

Indochina have also been dealt w1 th (Chapter VI). 



Burma•s relations with Thailand brings out Burma!s 

flexibility in foreign relations, for historically 

Burmese-Thai relations were not happy, Thailand 

had joined a militAry alliance, the SEATO, wh9reas 

Ebrma was strongly opposed to it. Relations with 

the Indochinese states indicate J.brma 1 s desire for 

coexistence, even when the counterpart did not 

share the same political approach in tore ign policy. 
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Or. the four t.h rhy of e '<C h ,T Rn1.: · ry, the 

people of Jurnn celabre.te 1·he occ-asion ~-h;,t mArks 

the re-es+Rblishment of tha]r it:d8pendence ·::c a 

nation-st~+e. The transfer of nower from 3 Sritish 

colonial regime to a republic took place~ "! :20 a.m., 4th 

January 
1 

1948. 'l'he leaders of the nei·Ily )ndEpendent 

Burma 1..rere confronted \·1-j. +-h the t~1sks of pu~tine the 

1 . ..rar torn Burmasa economy on the raa.d +o recovery, 

st~bilising the internal political situqtion qnd cArving 

out R foreign ryolicy for their n:,tion. rrhe foreign 

policy adopted was +hA+ or•neutralism! 

At the outset, it is necessary to 

understand what exactly the BurmE;se leaders meant by 

1 neutrglism 1 • It was neither neu~rRlity ir t~~ purely 

legal sense nor isolation in the ~anner ~r~c'lsed by 

the United States in the 1930's. :'-Jor was it "fence-

sitting"- to eventually join the Hinning side. Instead 

it was a policy th2t allowed theJurmese le1dership to 

weigil issues, study facts e.nd Arrive at decisions 

b8sed on legal and morAl principles. 'Neutralism 

was a demonstration of Burmese indenendence Ln worln 
1 

aff8irs 8S self-r,overnment 1.-J'lS :Ln domost·ic af:fs.irs. 

--------------------
1. Josef Silverstein, Hilitary rule ans the nolitics 

of Stagnation (TIJew York-;--nf'r?.,.--p:-168 
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Foreign policy of ~ country is largaly an 

outcomo of its own perception of the global and regional 

strategic environments. B~rm~ is no exeption to the rule. 

However, certa~n geo-political and socio-economic factors 
' 

of mainly domestic nqture have tremendous influences in 

establishing the parameters of policy formulation of a 

country. P~rofile of these factors will provide us a 

b8ck;:;round for understanding the important aspects of 
? 

Burmese foreign policy: 

Three outsTanding features have a direct 

. .be?ring on the political developments of '3urrna. T:"irst, 

the country has a predominance of North-South valleys, 

mountains and rivers .• The m«jor lines of comrnnnication 

follow the contours of the land and Burma's ct1ief citi(js 

and tovms are located on a North - South Axis in the 

interior. Sec6nd.l· the country divides itself naturally 

into two -distinct areas - the plains and deltas 

and the mountains. -The '1977-·c.onsti tution ,joined these 
' 

two regions to form the political subdivision known 9S 

Burma proper and the 1974 constitution divided the same 

area into nine states and divisions. Begardless of its 

politic0l configuration, the area forms a neutral region 

2. Hilufar Chaudhary "Burma; s Foreign Policy : 
Continuity and Change" Bliss Journal Vol.? No.2 
April 1986; p. 170. 
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and within it is located the seat of the national 

government. The mountain areas have 1 i ttle attraction 

for the plain people. Their relativ~ly sparse population 

lives in a ~ore backward state of social and political 

development than the plain dwellers. Third, Burma has 

always been partly isolated from its neighbours, the 

mountains hRve provided a land barrier to merchants and 

would be invaders. Although Burma has a long sea coast, 

it lies outside the monsoon routes, and sea borne traders 

did not come to the countryin laree numbers. Despite 

more than a century of contacts with the West through 

war, trade and colonial rule, a sense of isolation con-

tinues. :he physical separation of peoples has contributed 

to the growth of differences among them in language, 

cultuye and political co~ciausness 3 • This has had a 

distinct impact on the country's foreign policy. 

The efforts which had been made since 

independenc.e to maintain an independent foreign policy 

have been partly based upon a traditional policy of 

withdrawal and isolation and partly upon a new concept -

towards all - round international goodwill4 • Burma, 

3. Siberstein, n.l, p. 4. 

4. Hugh Tinker, The Union of Burma (London, 1961) 
p. 337 



under the influence of U Nu attempted to achieve 

relationship of understanding and goodwill with not 

only the countries that have the same international 

outlook as herself (such as India), but also with other 

nations (such a.s- Thailand) who have taken up positions 

in world politics that are radically different or even 

antagonistic~ Realising thqt Burma counts for nothing 

~sa unit in the ·world's capital of destructive force, 

U Nli attempted +o make his country an influence in an 

entirely new sphere of international relations in which 

there is atotal emphasis on the good qualities of the 

nations of the world : on all the influences that tran­

scend international disagreement and enmity. This aspect 

of Burmese foreign policy is identified very largely 

with the personal philosophy of U Nu 5• U Nu was well 

known for h.is non-political , serene and reli~·ious nature. 

His personal philosophy impelled him to strive for 

pe~ceful international relations. 

U Nu also hgd -s stron3 distrust of great 

po~ers. To quote him, 

Our salvation lies in our own h;mds and no 
matter what help foreign capitalists or 
foreign communists may give us j · wi 11 be of 



no avail ••• They will not merely form a low 
opinion of us but they will take full adv'8.ntage 
of our weakness and meddle in affairs until our 
sovereignty vanishe~ ••• 6 

Inexperience of the Burmese leaders was also 

a fActor which had gone into +he m8king of Burmese foreign 

policy. The Burmese leaders were neither students· nor 

practitioners of international diplom3cy, qnd were not 

at home in the competitive '"'orld of cold war politics7 • 

'I' he British attitude towards Burmese nation -

alist movement led by General Aung San during the period 

1945 tol947 and the internal conditions existing in Burmo 

at the time of its independence was crucial to the shaping 

of Burmese forei~h policy. 

In the post war years, the attitude of Sir 

Reginald norman-Smith, the Governor of Burma, led to the 

growth o1' mutual suspicion between the Burmese n':ltionalists 

and the British. r~vernor norman-Smith's exiled government 

at Simla, India included a number of responsible Burm:m 
I 

lt: a de r s who favoured an active popular par tici pat ion in 

6. n Nu, 'Insurrection f An Anal,sis and a Remedy 
Speech in Rangoon, February 2 , 1949 

?. William cr. Johnstone, Burma's Foreign Policr: 
~-Study in Neutralism (Massachusetts, 1963) p. 41 
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post v1ar planning but regarded the ~hakin leaders as 

inexperienced turn~oats unworthy to be entrusted with 

major responsibil1ties8. Once Dorman-Smi th even contem­

plated arresting Aung san. It was only on the advice of 

Bri t.ish Commander-in Chief, General Briggs ( who warned 

th~t an armed renellion would result from such a move) 

th~t this endeavour was dropped. 

l)orman-Smi th was succeeded by acting Governor 

Knight who continued the policies of his predecessor to­

wards the A.F.P.F.L. (Anti Fascist Peoples Freedom League). 

The British government's policy of rehabilitation of 

large British enterprises in Burma led to further intensi­

fication of suspicion among the A.F.P.F.L. leaders. 

There was a popular desire, in·.and out 

of the A.F.P.F.L., to severe all links with the British. 

Although Aung San was reported to be somewhat favourably 

disposed for joining the Commonwealth, the need for 

political unity overrode all consirle rations :md the 

Burmese leaders decided" against any "formA.l" alignment 

with the West. 

e. John F. Cady, The TJnited States and Burma 
(Massachusetts, 1976) p. 170 
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The internal conditions of Burma at the 

time of its independence ::Jlso had an important bearing 

on its foriegn policy. During the post war struggle for 

independence, the A.F.P.l''.L. coalition broke down. The 

communists were divided into two wings. Thakin Soe \vas 

the leader of one faction and Tha.kin Than 'fun was the 

leader of the other wing. Differences over doctrinal in-

terpretation 8nd tactics resulted in a party solit in 

which Thakin See's group was expelled (March 1946). 

'I'hakin Soe 1 s group organised~ itself as the Communist 

Party of Burma (CPB) more popularly known as the "Red 

Flag" communists, while ':"hakin Than 'fun's 'i'Youp became 

known as the "White Flag" communists. The Communist Party 

of Burma launched a c.ampaign of violence against the­

government9. 

After a brief period of rapproachment the 

BCP condemned the Nu-Attlee treaty and called for an 

armed revolution. 'I'his was also the time when Burmese 

comunist.s were forging links with the international 

comm,nist movement. "'he B.C.P. sent delegates to external 

party conferences. Aung Gyi and Ba Thein Tin were sent 

9. Johnstone, n.?, p. 29 
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to the London Einpire Communist Conference. Than Tun and 

H.N. Ghoshal (an Indian nqtional born in Burma , also 

known as Thakin Ba Tin) attended the communist meetines 

at Bombay and Calcutta. This made the Burmese leaders 

wary of any relations which might result in international 

communist support for the Burma communists. Thus, ThAkin 

Nu and his colle~gues, in the first year of independence, 

~ad a strong predisposition towards steering clear of 

alignments with either the Anglo-Americgn group or the 

communist bloc; a forerunner of their policy of "Neutralism"1 0 

The sincerity of U Nu's opposition to the 

communist insurgents is clearly revealed in his play, 

::.~ade into a motion pi'Cture- 'The People Win Through•. 

In October 1955 the goverrtnent offered amnesty to those 

who would lay down their 2rms. It was obvious thnt D Nu 

was not prepared' to negotiate with the rebals in armed 

revel t 11 • 

Apart from the communists, the new government 

of Burma faced other problems· also • .As aln·eady pointed 

out earlier, there was disunity among Burmans ,primarily 

10 Ibid, p. 34 

11. Russell H. Fifield, The Diplom8.CY of Southeast Asi::J 
1945-1958 €New York, l958) p. l74 

t 



due to geographical factors. The British policy of 

'Divide and Rule 1 further aggravated the situation. 'T'he 

British policies were never designed to foster nqtional 

unity. Alternatively, they tended to perpetuate the 

existing divisions. 

The Karens broke with the goverr~ent oveT 

the issue of right to secede. The constitution (under 

Section 180) called for a furure senarate Karen st::Jt.e. 

The goverl'JJIUjnt had always been prepared- to honour the 

consti tutim al provisions. The Karen National TTnion (KNU), 

however,felt that it was an insufficient recognition of 

their territorial and political demands .• In oroer to 

appease thezg., Thakin l'!u named a Karen, General Smith-Dun 

as Commander-in Chief of Burma 1 s defence --nd police forces·. 

It was, ho,o~ever, of no avail. 

The Karens refused to celebrAte the Inde­

pendence Day. By now i+ hd~ become clenr th1t the ~aren 

National Defence Organisation (KNDC), the military arm of 

the KNU would settle for nothing less than a separate 

homeland for the Karens. Inspite of various attempts on 

Thakin Nu's part, in late December 1948 arid early JanuBry 

1949, KNDO launched an armed campaign against the 
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government. Some of the government's Karen police and 

military units revolted and joined KNDO. General Ne Win 

w~s made the Comm;mder-in ~hie f. The rebellion failed, 

but just barely. The Mon National DefencB OrgP~isation 

(MNDO) operating chiefly in the Mon 'area,of Tenasserin 

contributed turther to domestic unrest. 

Problems vJere further compounded by People 1 s 

Volunteer Organisation (PVO) which Aung San had org:mised 

to use as a threat sgainst the British. After Aung San's 

assassination, PVO insisted on remaining a para-mili taey 

force. A split took place over the issue of disbanding 

private armies into "Yellow Band" PVO and "White BAnd" 

PVO. The former were willing to work out a compromise, 

whereas the latter were against disbandment. White Band 

PVO led by Po Kun and La Yaung-, took up !'!!'InS .qg::linst. the 

government. Like the communists, the new insurgents had 

access to arms and ammunitions hoarded by Aung San, but 

never recovered- by the government. 

It has been estimated that in 1948-49, 

there were a total of 13,000 armed leftists who had 

revolted against the government12. 

12. Frank N. Trager l Burma : From Kingdom· to Republic· 
(New York, 1966) p. l07o 
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Problems in administration further 9-dded 

to the crisis. The nevr gave rnment had acquired 

jurisdiction over a country that was ge agraphic 8lly 

united for the first time since 1824. Dlring the yeArs 

when Burma had been a province of India, few Burmese 

had gained access to higher positions in the Civil 

Services. In fRet, it was not until 1923, that any 

top post was held by the Burmese. There was a dearth 

of Burmese with administrative skills at all levels 

of administrationo Between October 1947 and April 

1948, seventy-one out of ninty-nine SUperior Civil 

Service members retired or went on leave. Equally 

crucial gaps appeared in the Civil Police Forces 

{six were left out of top thirty-seven) in Executive 

Engineering (five remained out of twenty-three) 

and in the Frontier ~rvices (nine out of sixty-two 

remained )13 • 

In Arakan, a movement of a lesser intensity 

than that of Karens took place for the creation of a 

state. Since May 1947, the separatists in .~akan, 
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supported cy- the Red Flag communists and later the 

1:lhi te B:md PVO, had been causing serious trouble. 

One group of Arakanese -- certain Buddhists in the 

south-- wanted local autonomy, but a Moslem faction 

in the north the Mujahids -- wanted to be alinexed 

to Pakistan. After the 1951 elections, a seventeen 

member Independence A.rakanese Parliamentary Group 

in the Burmese Chamber of Deputies favoured a state 

for Arakan
14

• 

Burma's foreign policy had been 

motivated to a conside~able extent, by her need to 

get markets for rice. Rice exports account for about 

three-fourth of Burma's foreigm exchange earnings
15

• 

In dealing with the background of 

Burmese foreign policy, all the above mentioned 

developments are to be kept in mind. Burma's foreign 

policy was directed tow9.rd s achieving security 

through a system of beneficial alliances and through 

whRte ver Flddi tional protection the United Nations 

14 • Fi field , n .11, p o 17 3 

.15. Ibid., Po175 
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migryt offer to its members. 

U Nu outlined the considerations to be 

kept in mind while formulating the Burmese foreign 

policy : 

••• the government of Burma's policy 
of seeking friendly relatiobs •••• is 
based on three considerations s 
1. Geographically Burma is situated 

close to the sphere of Anglo­
American influence. 

2. weight must also be given to the 
wishes of the .Shans, the Chins, 
the Kachins, the Kare ns and the 
Karennis 

3. The majority of those who are in 
effective political life in Burma 
have gre,t regard for Soviet 
Russia and believe that Soviet 
economics will solve the problem 
arising from the poverty of 
Burmese peasants ••• l6 

The constitution of the Union of Burma 

viaS adopted on 24 september' 1947. Section 211 

accepts the "generally recognised principles of 

International law as its rule of conduct in its 

16. Towards Peace and Democracy, p.ll? as quoted in 
Johnstone, no?, p.44 
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relations with foreign st!3tes". Section 212 affirms 

Burma's "devotion to the ideal of peace and friendly 

cooperation Rmong nations founded on International 

justiee and morali tyn
17

• 

In a speech to Parliament, U Nu rejected 

"anti left" or "anti rigtlt" pacts but supported "anti 

.:~ggression" pqcts. What U Nu called an "indenendent 

course" in December, 1949, he renamed •our policy of 

no~-partisanship" in an important speech on Korea in 

September, 1950. Later, in a famous speech at the 

Pyidawtha Conference in August 1952, he called it 

"our policy of strict neutrality". Neutralism or 

neutrality, qualified by strict or positive or active 

independent or non-partisan -- are the shorthand 

references to Burmese foreign policy18 • 

The policy of •neutralism' was continued 

by the Government of the Union of Burma throughout 

the period 1948 to 1958. The temporary cssumption of 

Premiership by U Ba Swe in .June , 19·55 did not alter 

17. The Constitution of the Union of Burma, Rangoon, 
p.58 as quoted in Fifield, n.11, p. 

18. Trager, no 12, p. 22'7 
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the country's foreign policy. 

Blrma has the dis tinction of being the 

first non-communist country to extend recognition 

to the People's Republic of China ( PRC ). One of 

the factors which led to this initiative was the. 

reeling aaon~ Buraese leadership that close 

government-to-government links with PRC may reduce 

the ehances or PRC helping the rebel Burma 

eolllllun is ts • 

Econoaic devastation by the war and 
' ' 

costs of fightin& the insurrections had brought 

Ibrma on the brink of economic disaster. This urged 

Buma to seek aid from the west -- which read il7 

responded. A Commonwealth loan of £ 6,ooo,ooo was 

granted in the first half ot 1950 thou&h not availed 

b7 Blr•a, as there ware bright prospects of u.s. ai~· 

in the form of outright grant. 

Circumstances tsnded to reinforde the 

policy of neutralisa. Swift U.N. action at tbe start 
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of Korean war removed the necessity of seekinc 

ilili tary a!jangement for their defence. '.Ib.e Korean 

war led to a devastation of that country and the 

Birman leaders were bound and determined this will 

not happen again to a.trma if it could be avoided, 

a determination which reinforced their belief that 

Burma aust be friendly with all nations 19 • 

After the Korean war, a.trma faced 

difficulty in the disposal of' her surplus rice 

stock. The u.·s. policy of "dumping" aooentua ted 

problems as it was done priaarily in Asian markets. 

Consequently, Blrma entered into a barter agreement 

w1 th China. A series o~ barter agreements were 

signed with the :sino-Soviet bloc. 

Burma had distinctly benefitted from the 

policy of neutralism. Its leaders believed that 

•neutralisa• has led .. to an increase of prestige of 

the Union of Jllraa. It had got much required 

economic help from both -- the Westera nations 

(for instance, the u.s. gave sa,o1o,ooo in 1950 

as aid and provided a sua of S 21,000,000 under 

P.L. 480 in 1956 ) as well as froa the Sino-Soviet 

bloc (for instance, in 1957, the Soviet Union 

signed a loan agreement valued at K. 21o,ooo,ooo) 

19. Johnstone, n.?, pp.72_3 



C H A P T E R - II 

EVOLUTION OF THE BURMESE FOREIGN POLICY 
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Neut ralt sm, for "f3urma, me ant taking an 

active stam on foreign policy issues, in and out 

of the United Nations. During the period under study, 

Burmese neutralism was put to test various times. 

Initiatives · .. rare taken during this period to 

further the national interests of Burma, prou:ote 

world peace as far as possible on one hand, and 

maintain a neutralist foreign policy stand on the 

other. 

vli thin the first year of independence, 

Burma established diplomatic relations with seven 

other powers (the UoKo, the u.s., India, Pal\istan, 

China, Thailanri and France). However, Burma .han 

close relationship only with two countries, Inoia 

and the United Kingdom, with whom it had been 

associated for almost a century1 • During the 

first h.ro years, the Government of Burma can 

hardly be said to have had time to formulate a 

foreign policy2 • 

1. Hugh Tinker, The Union of Burma (Lomaon, 1961), 
p. 341 

2'. lli.!! 0 
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During these two years, however. there 

were signs pointing to future lines of development 

of Burma's foreign policyo During the struggle of 

the Republic of Indonesia against the Dutch, Burma 

gave considerable moral support to Indonesia. The 

Republic was given de facto recognition by Burma 

in November,l948 and a representative, Thakin Tha 

Kin was sent to establish relations with the 

Indonesian government. A ban was placed uron the 

use of Mingaladon Airport by Dutch planes in 

December, 1948, at the time or the second Intch 

'Police Action•, baing withdrawn in July, 1949, 

after the conclusion of.a truce between the 

contes tants 3 • 

The fifteen point "Leftist Unity 

Programme" was announced by U Nu on 25 May, 1948. 

It was essentially an attempt to appease the 

leftists ot•ganisations of Burma. The communist 

insu£rect1on was in full swing and tnQ A.F.P.F.L. 

coalition was weakening. 

3. Ibid., p.343 
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Point one of the "Leftist Unity 

Programme" affirmed Burma's desire to enter into 

political and economic relations with the U.s.s.R. 
and the communist Europe, and point fifteen 

(which was later dropped) proposed setting up a 

'Marxist teague', presumably gover~ent sponsored, 

to propagate Marxist doctrines and the study of 

leftist wri tars generally4 • 

The West tho~lht that Burma was firmly 

on its way to becoming a communist state. Although 

U Nu merely wanted the'isftist Unity 'rogramme' to 

serve internal political ends it, nevertheless, 

gave rise to speculation in the West regarding 

Burma 1 s future as a neutralist state • 

Fr.i endly relations w1 th all nations, no 

alignments with power blocs and economic aid 

"without string·s attached" became the cornerscones 

of Burma's foreign policy. The A.F.P.F.L. leaders 

soon realised the value of these general and rather 

4. John F. <ldy, A History of Modern Burma (New 
York, 1116 ) p. 586 
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vague principles. In any specific action in foreign 

affairs they found that they could interpret their 

basic policy to fit the circumstances or the moment. 

This provided considerable flexibility for govern­

ment actions in foreign relations5 • 

U Nu•s programme for 1leftist unity•, 

however, failed to show the desired results. 

Be tween August and Da cemba r, 1948, Burma• s politics 

and government operations were in a state of utter 

confusion. Above ground politicians were constantly 

manouvering for political positions and carried on 

varied negotiations among themselves and often with 

insurgent groups of all colours. The various groups 

of communist and PVO insurgents, all thought they 

saw in this.:confusion, an oppurtunity to sieze 

control of the government6 • In September, 1948, a 

force of the K.N.D.O. (Karen National tef'ence 

Organisation) siezed Moulmein temporarily r similar 

' units captured Shiwegyin and Kyaukgyi in Toungoo 
) 

district. Temporary Karen mutiny occured in the 

5. William c. Johnstone, Burma's P'oreiin Polic' r 
A Study in Neutralism {Massachuse t s, 1963 
p. 47 

6 • Ibid • , p. 48 
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Southern Shan States. Civil war also flared up in 

Karenni7 • 

The Government of the Union of Burma 

was in dire straits at this time. The cost of 

fighting the insurrections were proving to be a 

big drain ott its finances. Moreover, the rebels 

were very strong and had effectively threatened 

the very existence of U Nu's government. 

The Governmentbof Burma was, however, 

pprehensive of receiving help when offered 

out strings attached". At a Commonwealth 

meeting in New Delhi it was decided that Karen 

differences should be 'made up with the mediation of 

the Commonwealth. Burma looked upon this proposal 

with much distrust and regarded it ~s an 

unnecessary interference in Its internal matters. 

In February, 1949, the United Kingdom, Sri Lanka, 

India and Australia alongwith Pakistan signed an 

agreement to loan Burma£ 6 million. Although the 

7. c·ady, ncA, p:-. 591 
DISS 

327.10958 
M6911 Bu 
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loan was not drawn upon, the regime of Premier U Nu 

remained in power partly through the encouragement 

of the United J.\.ingdom and the Commonweal th8 • In 

June, 1949, one consignment of 10,000 rifles from 

Britain also came to Burma9 • 

Burma was the first non-communist 

country to recogni~e the People's Republic of China 

in December, 194910 • After some delay, ambassadors 

were exchanged in August and '$3ptember, 195011 • This 

was probably done because of pressures from Burma 

Socialists and some forty Chinese Associations in 

Burma led by the Chinese Chamber of Commerce and the 

Chinese Trade Association, all favouring recognition12. 

Burma was also apprehensive of an attaek by the Chinese 

communists because of the presence of Kuomintang (KMT) 

8. Russell H~ Fifield, The D§glomac! of 'Southeast Asia : 
'1945--1958 (New York, l9 ) p. 94 

9. Evelyn Colbertl ~outheast Asia in International 
Politics 1 194 ~- 1956 CNew York, 1977) p. l07 

10. Frank N. Trager~ Burma 1 From Kingdom to Republic 
(New York, 1966) p. 232 

11. Fifield, n.a, p. 197 

12. Johnstone, n.5, p.55 



troops in Burma. To quote Martin Gurtov, 

As much, if not more out of appreh­
ension over Chinese communists 
intentions -- either to attack the 
KMT remnants or to assist the Burmese 
communists -- as out or faithfulness 
to the newly announced principle of 
friendly relations, the Government of 
Burma became the flrst Asian govern­
ment to reet§nise the CPR on 18 Dec­
ember, 1949 · • 

After the decision to recognise the Peking 

regime had been made but be fore it was announced 

publicly, U Nu once more explained the rationale 

ot his government's foreign policy, 

••• Be friendly with all foreign countries. 
Our tiny·natien cannot have effrontery to 
quarrel with any power. If any country 
comes with an offer or a mutually benefi­
cial enterprise, welcome it by all means 
and work closely and honestlY· But do 
not forget to strenthen yourself and to 
be fully equipped ~or your dealings with 
foreign countries. In laying down poli­
tical programmes do not forget to ensure 
that it is fi!lY suited to the requirements 
ot the Union • 

During 1950, the financial situation of 

Burma eased due to a bumper harvest of rice. In 

september, 1950, U Nu's government accepted from 

13 • Mar tin Gur tov , China and Sou the as t As ia -- The 
Polities of SUr vi val, (Massachusetts 1971) 

. PP • 89-90 ' 

14. U NU, Insurrection s An Analysis and a Remedy 
speech in Rangoon as quoted in Johnstone, n.5, 
p. 
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washington an assistance offer of $ 8 million from 

the Teclmical Cooperation Admin is tr at ion to hire an 
15 

economic team of Rangoon's own selection • 

The Korean war drew a variable response 

l·l'om tnE:i Burmese. They voted in the United Nations 

to send troops to defend South Korea, voted against 

a Russ ian demand for the withdrawal of these troops, 

abstained from one and voted against another Soviet 

c harce of the United States aggression against China 

and provided four hundred tonnes or rice themselves 

for relief to the South16 • Burma's representative 

Ambassador Barrington saio that the issues went far 

beyond determining whether or not Communist China 

had committed an act of aggression. Peking, he 

contented, has· recently indicated its willingness 

to enter into discussions r why then was it necessary 

to brand it as an aggressor17 • 

F?om Korea, Burma drew the lesson that 

almost any fate is preferable for a small nation to 

15. John F9 Cady, The United States and Burma 
(Massachusetts, 1976' p. 202 

16. Balph Pettman, China ln Burma's Foreign Policy 
(Canberra, 1973} p. Io 

17. Colbert, n. 9, p .157 
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that or becoming a battlefield for the world's 

18 greatest confliet • 

From 1950 to 1953, Burma, however 

profiteered heavily from the Korean war. Due to 

an increased deaand of rice, it was sold at a 

much higher price than usual. Rice was sold at 

£ 70 par tonne for government to government 

sales and£ 85 per tonne for private sales19
o 

In June 1953 tha foreign exchange reserves of 

Burma were at an all time peak of approximately 
00 

S 265 million. 

Between 1950 and 1953, Burma con­

cluded a large number or treaties and trade 

atreements with India, Pakistan, Indonesia, 
- 21 
YUgoslavia, Egypt and Israel • tn December 1953, 

an agreement was reaehed tor the sale of 3,oo,ooo 
22 tonnes or long rice 0 

In early 1953, the Government of Burma 

announced the termination of the u.s. aid programme 

lB. Tinker, n.1, p.345 

19. Trager, n.lo, p.331 

20. Ibid. -
21. Jotmstone, n.s, p.62 

22. Pi field, n.8, p.195 
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though it still had a year to run and approximately 

·$ 10 million to be spent23• It was partly an outcome 

of America's failure to stop Taiwan's support of 

an,ti-communist refugees from Yunnan, China who had 

moved into Burma's Eastermost Shan States in 1949
24

• 

A combined KMT -- Karen attack took place to trigger 

off the termination. 

Differences had, however, arisen earlier 

also by the passing of Mutual Security Act and 

transference of Burma aid programme from the ECA to 

the 'technical Cooperation Administration (T.C. A.). 

SUperficial aspects of the aid programme recalled 

·unwelcomed memories of the extravagant mode of living 

( palatial houses with air-conditioning, servants, 

cars, lavish entertainment ) formerly practised by 

the pre-war British mercantile community25 • 

Termination of the u.s. aid programme 

illustrates a very important factor in the applica­

tion of Burmese foreign policy. It was a reflection 

23. 

24. 

Josef Silverstein, Militar~Rule and 
ot Stagnation (New York, l 77) p.l89 

aady, n.ls, p.211 

25. Cady, n.4, p.619 

the Politics 
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of the attitude of Burma that it could deal with 

the u.s. and its allies as it saw fit, without fear 

of serious repraisal ; but that any action which 

might antagonise the Soviet Union or particularly 

Communist China must be weighed carefully in terms 

of its possible harmful consequences. For Burma, the 

u.s. was far away and Uncle Sam was benign and 

friendly, but Mao Tse-tung and his Chinese hordes 

were near at hand and no Burmese could guess at 

what moment the olive branch of peaceful coexistence 

owould be lost in a deluge of China's millions moving 
26 South • 

In the first half of 1954 a mee tint ~ook 

place between India, Pakistan, Burma, Ceylon and 

Indonesia at Colombo. The meeting was known as 

Colombo Conference and the participants as Colombo 

powers. A second meeting of 'Colombo Powers• took 

place at Bogor in December 1954. 

The conference at Bandung has be en hailed 

as the beginning of a new era in Asia s it may also 

26. Johnstone, n.s, p.67 
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appear that it coincides with a new phase in Burma's 

foreign affairs. Upto 1954, Burma had built up its 

relations with foreign countries more or less on 
#\ '•'' 

empirical lines. The doctrinaire convictions of the 

socialist leaders would have identified Burma more 

with the 'Soviet bloc, whereas practical C0nsiderat­

ions led to close relations with Britain and to an 

increasing extent w1 th the U.s. i From 1955, conscious 

efforts can be detected towards adhering to a 

deliberate foreign policy27 • The period 1948 to 1954 

was a formative phase in which Burma was concerned 

more with adjusting its relations with individual 

countries than with practising all-round foreign 

policy28 • 

By mid 19b3, Korean armstice was concluded 

whieh caused a rapid fall in the price of trice. 

Initially, the Burmese government refused to lower 

their price, consequently, lost much of tts markets. 

Burma was faced with the difficulty of finding buyers 

for its rice. 

27. Tinker, n.1, p.350 

28. Ibid. -



After 1948 the United states became a 

rica exporting country. From ~952 to 1956 the U.,S., 

exported at an annual average of 6,40,000 tonnes of 

rica most of it going to Asian· markets. This had a 

serious impact. A prominent Burmese official was 

reported to have said that " dumping or American 

rice in Asia will force us to go to China on our 

k "29 nees •• ., • 

The decline or world prices for exported 

rice led to the financial collapse of Burma's 

development plan. From the early p!ice or £60 per 
., 

tonne in 1964, the price fell to £44 in 1955 and 

£36 in 1956o The unsold rice for 1955 was 1.5 

million tonnes and that of 1956, some 1.8 million 

additional tonnes, which far exceeded the storage 

facili ties30 • 

After not being able to get economic help 

from the United States and the World Bank, Burma 

decided to barter 1,so,ooo tonnes or rice with 

29. The New York Times, 21 October, 1954 

30. Cady, n.ls, p.212 
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People's Republic of China. This agreement was 

criticised in the West as being a sign that Burma 

was drawn into the Communist bloc. 

In June 1954, Chou En-lai on his way 

from Geneva back to Peking spent two days in Rangoon 

and had his first meeting with U Nu. He came via 

New Delhi where Nehru joined him in endorsing the 

'Five Principles of Coexistence• and on 29 June, 

1954 in a joint statement, U Nu endorsed these 

principles too31 • 

Burmese leaders had bee.n keenly interested 

in the long struggle in French Indo-Ch~_na. They 

believed that Vietnamese were fighting for national 

liberation and clid not regard the restoration of Bao 

Bai as the real solution. However, they were silent 

on the Indo-Chinese issue at the First Asian Socialist 

Conference (1953) because the Vietnamese nationalists 

were communists in character and were supported by 
. 32 

the People 1 s Republic of China • Burma, hov;" ver, 

31. Pettman, n.l6, p.18 

32. Trager, n.lo, p. 
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welcomed the Geneva settlement and in August 1954 

it extended recognition to Cambodia and Laos. 

Bet-ween November 1954 and Febr,,qry 1956, 

Burma negotiated a series of agreements with China, 

Czechoslovakia, Hungary, East Germany, the U.S.S.R., 

Poland, Romania and Bulgaria. These agree'ments were 

of barter rather than of cash sales. Burma disposed 

of 1 ts rice , but in return it had to take large 

quantities of Sino-Soviet bloc goods and technicians 33 • 

ft.n agreement was concluded with India in Harch 1956 

under which India agreed to buy over two million 

34 tonnes of Burmese rice. • 

In 1956, Bulgaoin and Khruschev visited 

Burma. A J"oint Statement by Premiers Bulgagin and 
I . 

Nu as well as Khruschev, indicated that negotiations 

between Burma and the Soviet Union were continuing in 

the economic, technical, scientific and cultural 

fie lds 35
• A loaD agreement was signed between Burma 

and the soviet Union valued at K.2lo,ooo,ooo. 

33 • I bid • , p • 334 

34. Fifield, n.a, p.213 

·85. Ibid • , p .227 
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The Burmese government found its policies 

tested in three specific situations in the fall of 

1956. A serious border dispute broke out with 

Communist China. The Israeli invasion of Egypt and 

the Anglo-French occupation of the suez canal posed 

the threat of a general war. At the same time the 

soviet armed intervention in Hungary took place. 

The first problem was bilateral, but the other two 

issues, while not directly affecting B~rma 1 s security 

were brought before the u.No, where Burma like all 

other members, had to formulate a position and take 

a stand 36 • 

. 
l.t1 

In mid 1956 there was a serious ,J'iltration 

of Chinese troops along Burma's border. At a press 

conference on 7 ftlgust, 1956, Prime Minister Ba :Swa 

implied that he had requested Chou En-lai to withdraw 

the Chinese troops 37 • On 17 August, 1956, there 

appeared the first public reference of the Chinese 

sponsored "Free Wa", "IPree Kachin" and "Free Thain 

movements. The encroachments on Burmese territory 

indicated in the Chinese Communist maps were published 

36. Johnstone, n.s, p.l06 

37. Trager, n.lo, p.242 
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on 20 August 1956, under a Nation headline 1 Red 
' 38 Chinese Imperialism• • 

Burma's policy in this ease was one of 

"least loss", The border dispute was settled in 

principle by the so-called 1,ackage Deal'. 

The Israeli attack on Egypt and the 

subsequent Anglo-French intervention did not affect 

Burma directly. Burmese position, which was different 

from that of India and Indonesia, was that nationali­

sing of the Suez Canal was a correct thing to do 

though it should be k~pt open to all nations~ Burma 

also voted in favour of creating the United~Nations 

Emergency Force. 

The Soviet intervention in Hungary proved 

to be a difficult issue for the Burmese foreign policy. 

The Soviets claimed that they had been "invited" by 

Hungary and that it was an "internal issue". The 

Burmese delegation in this ease abstained from voting 

in the United Nations ostensibly on the grrunds that 

they had not received instructions on time. 



In 1956-57, the above mentioned situations 

provided tests of Burma's neutralist policy. The 

border dispute with 'the People's Republic of China 

was settled in principle • In the Suez affair and the 

Hungarian revolt Burma's membership in the United 

Nations forced it to take sides. In doing so, the 

Burmese leaders sought to interpret the neutralism 

in the widest possible manner in order to give their 

government as much freedom of action as possible. 

The record, as U Nu pointed out on 'Z7 September, 1957 

indicated the success of Burma's basic principles of 

"non-alignment", "friendly relations with all nations", 

and "no aid with strings attached". He and his 

associate$ used the terms "positive" and "dynamic" to 

characterise their neutralist policy, as it unfolded 

in these years39 • 

39. Johnstone, n.5, p.ll2 



C H A P T B R - II I 

BURMA - INDIA RELATIONS 



Relations between India and Burma predate 

the achievement of independence of both the nations. 

In 1940, Aung :san headed a Thakil!l delegation to the 

Ramgarh session of Indian National Congress where he 
1 met Gandhiji,. Bose and Nehru • During the post World 

War Burmese struggle for independence, Aung San 

consulted Nehru before and after his meetings with 

the British Prime Minister,Attlee. Burma utilised 
I 

the services of an eminent Indian jurist and 

constitutional advisor, Sir Benegal Rao, in the 
2 

final stages of the preparation of the constitution q 

~n 1940, Burmese government headed by U San evacuated 

to India when the Japanese invasion of Burma became 

imminent3 • 

Formally relations between India and 

China were established in June, 1947, when the status 

1. Uma Shankar Singh, Burma and India 1948-62 : A Study 
in the forei~n policies of Burma and India and Burma's 
P9licy towar s India (New Delhi, 1979) p.24 

2. Maung Maung, Burmese Constitution The Hague, 1959 as 
quoted in Ibid., p .45-6 

3. Ton That Thien 1 tndia and Southeast Asia 1947-1960 
A Study of Indla s Policf towards the Southeast ASian 
Countries in the period947-l960 (Geneve,l963) p.157 
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of the Agent General of the Government of India was 

raised to that of High Com~issioner when Burma formally 

left the Commonwealth on 4 January, 1948, the Indian 
4 

High Commission became an embassy • 

Burma steadily cultivated relations with its 

Asian neighbours. At first, Burma was most friendly 

with nations who had elected to remain within the 

British Commonwealth, namely India, Pakistan and Sri 

Lanka. They had all shared in varying ways in the pre­

independence British colonial system, despite differences 

in race, religion and cultural backgrounds. Their 

histories within the British lmpire, their egress fran 

imperial power, their partial retention of English, both 

as an official language and a lingua franca, their 

initial, moDified adoption of British civil and legal 
5 

institutions, helped to cement friendly relations. 

In March, 1949, the Governor General of India, 

on behalf c£ the British government, returned to Burma 

4. Ibid •' pol74 

5. Frank N. Tragerl Burma r From Kingdom to Republic 
(New York, 1966), p.256 



the Lion Throne, the silver mat and a decorated table, 

belonging to the Al,aungpaya kings, which was taken by 

the British from Thibaw after the Third Burmese War in 
6 

1885 0 

Burma "iTaS usually regarded as a"follower'' 

of India in matters concerning its foreign policy. In 

some ways, India did serve as a model for Burma's 

policies of neutralism and non-aligrunent. 'Such a view 

seemed to be prevalent because Burma ad he red to a 

policy similar to that of India. Indian foT'cign policy 

was considered 'positive' (as oppo&ed to •neutralism' 

in tne legal sense whe~e a country foregoes its right 

to take stand on International is sues) as India took 

position on va~ious international issues. U Nu and 

Nehru did not desire the creation of a third po,ver 

bloc., but liked to expand the"area of peace7 ~J 

Close personal relations between Nehru 

and TJ Nu seemed to have reinforced the above-mentioned 

view. rr Nu frequented India most; at least once a year. 

6. W.S. Desai, India and Burma (Calcutta, 1954) p.l03 

7. Russell H. Fifield, The Diplomacy of Southeast Asia : 
1945-1958 (New York, 1958) p.2ll 



30 
rj 

According to diplomatic practise, a President, Prime 

Minister or Cabinet Minister was required to give 

prior intimation of his visit and to obtain the 

approval of the host country. But in the case of 

India, U Nu would merely write a letter telling Nehru 

the date of his arrival and the mode or travel. With 

the exaeption of his first visit, when he was lodged 

in Government House, U Nu stayed with Nehru whenever 
8 he came to India • The informal relations between the 

two were amply borne out by the fact, that during one 

of his visits to India, n Nu suggested to Nehru that 

he should repeat the following words : 

"Budd ham Saran am Gac c hami; 
Dhammam Saranam Gacchami; 9 Sangham Saranam Gacchami" 

every night before he went to sleep and every morning 

after he woke up l H.t.htu ~Oil QaYliev ••l4 that he was 
~ 

inc~d towards Buddhism10 • 

Burma, however, had also differed with 

India on various issues. In any case, Burma cannot be 

8. U Nu, Saturday's Son (London, 1975) p.~31 

9. "I taka refuge in the Buddha : I take refuge in his 
law, Itake refuge in his disciples" as in ~. p.235 

10. ill£· 
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ealled a "follower" of India, though it certainly had 

a healthy respect for Indian foreign policy. 

A brief review of India's foreign policy 

towards Burma is essential to put Burma-India relations 

in proper perspective. 

India's policy towards Burma, during the 
; 

period under study, presents three striking features: 
I 
~·· ' 

1r extreme forbearance and restraint in the fa¢~ of 
··~·:· ·. 

vexatious measures adopted by the Burmese gavernrnent 

to,.,ard s the Indian immigrants; 

2) great soli tidue towards Burma and an overriding 

desire to help Burma out of its difficulties 

3) close cooperation with Burma and strong support for 
11 

it in the diplomatic sphere • 

India exercised much restraint because, 

situated on the Northeastern border of India, Burma is 

vi tal to the security of India. Important Indian 

material interests were also at stake. In 1939, total 

11. Thien, n.3, p.l56 
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Indian investment amounted to 
12 

56 million • India 

needed rice, much of Burma's oil, tin and other mineral 

resources. Burma was also seen as a potential market 

d f t d ti 1 · 11 tex t1.' 1 e s 
13 

• for In ian manu ac ure ar c es, espec1.a y 

Burmese policy towards India may be said 

to be controlling Indian ilflmigration and to seek help 

from India for economic recovery. Beside , Burma desired 

to cooperate with India on the question of International 

peace and sought India's strong support in the diplomatic 

sphere. Very obviously in the pursuit of above ~ims, 

Burma• desir~d to win India's confidence, goodwill and 

friendship which wouid help to maintain its own 

independent existence 14 • 

India also paid adequate deference to Burma's 

sensitivities regarding foreign influence in Burma. The 

very first article of the !treaty of Friendship between 

India and Burma signed in RAngoon on 7 July, 1951, 

obligated the bm states to "recognise and respect the 

12. D.G.E. Hall, A History of Southeast Asia (New York, 
st. Mnrtin 1 s Press) p.654 

13. India and Southeast Asia (The Publications Division, 
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government 
of India) , p .18 

14. Singh, n.1, p.52 
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independ en03 and rights of each other". In India 1 s 

other treaties of friendship with new states of 

sou the as t Asia Indonesia and the Philippines 

the first article calls for "perpetual peace 11 and 

either "unalterable friendship" as in the case of 

Indonesia or "ever-lasting amity" as ·in the case of 

the Philippines. In the second article of the India­

Burma treaty is found the provision relAtive to 
15 

11everlgsting peace a.nd unalterable friendship" • 

India has helped Burma on numerous ocassions, 

in vArious i!Tays. Immediately after independence, the costs 

of fighting the insurrections were proving to be a big 

drain on Burmese treasury. India, at this juncture, 

purchased 170,000 tonnes of Burmese rice at a relatively 

higher price of £ 40 per ton16 • India. took an active 

part in the London Commonwealth Prime Minister's 

Conference held in April, 1949 where a decision was made 

to help U Nu's government with loan and arms 17 • A 

Common~alth loan of£ 6 million was granted to Burma 

15. "Treaty of Friendship" The Indian Yearbook of 
International Affairs, 19S3i Vol.II, p.330 as 
quoted in Fifield, n.?, p.2 1 

16. Burma weekly Bulletin 19 August, 1950 as quoted in 
Thien, n.3, p.l67 

17. Fifield, n.?, p.212 



to which trn Government of India gave £ 1 million. 

In addition, India and the U.K. made advances to the 

Burma State Agricultural Board of over Rs.1,117,000. 

In september, 1951, India signed a five 

year trade agreement with Burma under which India 
-

committed itself to purchase 240,000 tonnes of rice 

from Burma for the period from 1 May, 1951 to 31 

December, 1951 and thereafter, 350,000 tonnes each 

year until ~cember, 195518 • Indian gunny bags, cotton 

yarn, groundnut oil and galvanised iron sheets were to 

be sold under given terms to Burma19 • 

In mid 1953, Burma found itself in a state 

of crisis. The Korean armistice caused a rapid fall in 

worldwide purchases for stockpiling. These purchases 

had pushed prices of most primary commodities, including 
20 

cereals to a postwar high • Although the world rice 

prices began to decline immediately after the Korean 

armistice, the :Enrma government initially refused to 

18. Thein, n.3, p.167 

19. Fifield, n.?, p.212 

20. Trager, n .s, p~331 



lower their offer price. Consequently two importsnt 
21 

customers -- India and Japan cut their purchAses . 

Both India and Japan turned to the United States and 

aver the next t-we 1 ve months India bought U o s. $50 
22 

million worth of '11rheat and other surplus cereals • 

fl~ agreement was signed on April 1954 under which the 

Government of India committed itself to buy 900,000 

tonnes of rice from Burma over three years -- at a 
23 

price of £ 48 per ton. 

In the fall of 1955, a Burmese trade 

delegation in New D3lhi was negotiating a loan; an 

agreement was signed on 17th October, but Burma never 

drew upon the credits. In March 1957, India agreed to 

give loan to Burma the equivalent of j42 million, any 

part of the latter's request to the Union or a Sterling 

Area land on 5th September ,1956, another five yea.r 

trade agreement had been concluded in an effort to 
.. 

increPse commerce; India vJOuld purchase over the period 

2 million tonnes of rice 24 • 

2lo vr.c. Johnstone, Burma• s Foreign Policy s A Study in 
Neutralism (Massachusetts, l966) p.79 

22'. Ibid. 

23. Thien, n.3, p.l67 

24. Fifield, n.?, p.213 



'rhe Government of India also gave 

substantial military help to the Government of Burma. 

The Burmese government obtained the permission of the 

Government of India to buy aeroplanes in India. Although 

the Indian government maintained that no aircraft has 

been purchased by the Burmese government and that only 

6 Dakotas, surplus to our re0uirements -- had be en sold 

to Air Burma Ltd. , the fact remained that ~>rith half a 

dozen aircraft (Dakotas) the Burmese government was 

able to maintain some sort of liason with towns in their 
25 

control • 

India also gave a lot of diplomatic support 
26 

to Burma. Some KMT troops had settled in Burma • Burma's 

greatest fear was that Peking government might take 

advantage of those troops and invade Burmao In the UoN., 

!ndia supported a resolution calling on foreign troops 

in Burma to lay doHn their arms or to sul:lnit tc intern-

ment. 

25. Hugh Tinker The Union of Burma (London, 1961) p.l?O 

26. See Chapter IV 



Apart from giving strOng support to Burma, 

in and outside the U.N., the Government of India also 

engaged in frequent consultations with the Burmese 

government on matters of mutual interest. Before going 

to the Commonwealth Prime Minister's conference in 

1948, Mr. Nehru consulted U Nu on matters related to 

Burma .• In 1951, Nehru held consul t~tionn with U Nu on 

the attitude to be adopted towards Japan concerning the 

conference concerned by the u.s. at San Francisco in ., 

september 1951, to sign a trec?ty \·:ith Japan. These 

examples could be multiplied
27

• EXchange of visits 

betv.een the Indian and Burmese leaders, including Prime 

Minister Nehru and U NU had further strengthened relations. 

Various missions had been exchanged and Indian sch?larships 

of different kinds were made available to the Burmese. 

Many of the scholarships involved Indian i-.:chnical 

assistance t~ the Union28 • 

HO"t>JVer, India and Burma hAve differed on 

issues like Korea and Hungary and on tl1e degree to 

which they condemn all varieties of imperialism29 • 

27. Thien, n.3, pp.l78-9 

28. Fifield, n.7, p.213 

29. Trager, n.s, p.252 



The difference between Burma and India over the issue 

of imperialism W3re paralleled by similar divergences 

that arose at the meeting of the Anti-colonial Bure8u 

of the Asian socialist confe renee held in May 1954 at 

Kalaw, in Burma. vfuile speaking for the Burmese Kyaw 

Nyein denounced Sovijt imperialism as:~ more degradingtt 

"more ruthless" and "more systematic"· The Burmese 

position endorsed by a majority of the dele ge J s, was 
30 

opposed by some Indian Socialists • 

There were also certain problems in 

Burma-India relations, e.g. the questiOJl about the 

Nag as. The Nagas lived on both sides of the border. In 

India some of the 400,000 tribesmen resided in the 

centrally-administered terri tory of Manipur, others in 

the Naga Hills District of Assam and some others in the 

Tuenscmg Frontier Division of the North-East Fro.ntier 

Agency. In Burma, the 40,000 to so,ooo NagaE inhabit 
31 

areas across the frontier of India •• The Nag8s sought 

unity of territory and people and political independence31 • 

30 • .IE12.. 
31. Fifield, n.?,p.213 



In March and April, 1953, Prime Ministers 

Nehru and U Nu made a tour of the border area in 

order to aquaint themselves with the conditions on the 

spot. Previously in December, 1951, some Naga tribesmen 

had made a raid from Burma into India returning 'With 

93 heRds. In early 1953, a Burmese army frontier force 

had fought a sizeable band of rebel Nagas. In the fall 

of 1950 and in 1957, India took "police measures tt 

agRinst them. India was opposed to independence but 

wanted an end to the fighting. After negotiations in 

New Delhi, though opposed by A.Z. Phizo and his 

folloW3rs, the Indian Parliament passed an Act creating 

the Nag a Hills Tuensang Are a autonomous in nature, but 

centrally administered. There was some suspicion that 

Burma was in favour of Greater Nagaland under its 
32 auspices • 

A serious problem that Indians had to face 

since independence was thAt ~f exchange control. 

Labourers 2nd such others made use of Money Order device 

32. Fifield , n. 7 , p. 213-4 
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to remit money to India. Not more than %Q40/- could 

be sent and for it, a charge ofRs.8/- was to be paid. 

This proved to be a heavy burden on the labourers. The 
33 Government of Burma, later, rectified this • 

Burma's debt to India was easier to solve. 

In.l954, Burma and India entered into an agreement in 

which Burma sold 900,000 tonnes of rice at £ 48 per ton 

and agreed to make payment towards the pension fund of 

civil servants of Indian origin that had been incurred 

when Burma was a part of India. Although some Burmese 

protested against this obligation, be cause it was 

contracted by the British while Burma was powerless to 

accept or reject it, the settlement generally was 

approved because it permitted Burma to sell a sizeable 

quantity of rice at a time when 'WOrld market was 

depressed and eliminated an irritant in Indo-Burmese 
... 

relations34 • 

The problem of overseas Indians in Burma 

was more in pre World War II period than after it. 

33. Da s ai , n. 6, p o 111 

34. Silverstein, n.32, pp.l81 



Under the Rritish rule, migrant Indian labourers were 

recruited and brought to Burma on a contract basis. 

serious anti-Indian riots broke out in 1930 1 s. It was 

caused basically by economic competition for urban 
35 

jobs and by controversies inflamed by the Press • 

As Burma neared independence, it became 

sufficiently clear that a major preoc~Jpation of 

Burmese leaders wuld be Indians. Discriminatory measu·l!'es 

regarding citizenship were included in the Constitution. 

The passing of Burma Immigration (Emergency) Provision 

Act, 1947 added to the plight of IndiaX: immigrants., Under 

it, no person could enter Burma w1 thout ai ther an 

immigration permit issued by a Burmese authority or a 

passport duly endorsed on behalf of the Government of 

Burma36 • 

A Land Alienation Act forbade the sale of 

land to non-Burmese nationals. The Act which hurt the I 

Indian in tares ts most was the Land Nationali sa tion Act, 

35. I]i£., pp.180-81 

36 • ~ sa i , n • 6 , p o 99 
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under which only ten acres of land might be tetained 

by each person and fifty acres by each family
37 

•. 

In May, 1947, H. A. Ras chid said , 

••• Indian youths should no more 
hope to secure government jobs ••• 
Indian labour too, has no future 
in Burma •••••• 

These measures of the Burmese government 

aroused strong protests in India. The Government of 

India repeatedly made representations with the atrmese 

government in this regard. At this time, however, the 

Government of India acted with considerable restrain. 

Nehru said that d iffe:rences be tW'Eten India and Burma 

2should be looked upon as family differences ••• effort 

must be made to resolve them in a friendly m,qnner38 • 

The abovementioned differences and problems, 

ho~ver, did not have a serious effect on Burma-India 

relations. This was made possible prim~rily because of the 

personal ties between Nehru and U Nu. The help India had 

rendered to Burma, was much aopreciated by the Burmese. 

37.Thien, n.3, p.l?O 

38. The Statesman, 13 May,l947 



U Nu frequently reminded Burme sa audience of the 

times when India came for aid to Burma. All this 

strengthened Burma's relations with India. 



C H A P T E R - IV 

BURMA - CHINA RELATIONS 



,.., 1:"\ ... 
u.' 

The geographical proximity of the People's 

Renublic of China dominates Burma's foreign policy 

concerns. Burma shares a 12 7000 mile border with 

China and the Burmese leadership have been under­

standably skeptical of their powerful neighbour in 

the north -- China. 

Burma's relations with the Nationalist 

government in China were minimal. Chiang Kai Shek 

had sent a representative for the Burmese Indepen­

dence Day celebrations. But relations between the 

two could not develop since both the regimes were 

preoccupied with their internal problems. The border 

issue was revived with the Nationalist government's 

refusal in 1948 to accept from the new state, its 

annual rent of ~.1,000/- for Namwan Assigned Tract1 • 

?~ot much headway could be made after that as the 

Nationalist regime collapsed soon after. 

After the Communists came to power in China, 

Burma was the first non-communist country to extend 

recognition to People's Republic of China. WoCo John-

l. Ralph Pettman, China in Burma's Foreign Policy 
(Canberra, 1973) p. 2 



stone primarlly lays stress on internal factors 

which led Burma to extend recognition to P.R.C •• 

He points out the political pressure from the 'left' 

in Rangoon (on which U Nu had to rely for support) 

and the Buraese government's efforts to offset its 

request for financial aid from the Commonwealth 

countries. Some pressure was also exercised by forty 

odd Chinese as soc ia tions in Burma lad by the Chinese 

Chamber of Commerce and Chinese Trade Association, 

which were in favour of Burma extending recognition 

to the PRC 2• 

The Burrne sa leadership was wa1.·y of any 

international communist support for the Burmese 

Communists. It was, therefore, important to forge 

close state links with PRC before PRC could f9rge 

closer links with the Burmese Communists. In the 

backdrop of the Chinese occupation Tibet in 1950, 

Burma was also afraid of a possible Chinese invasion. 

Besides, General Li Mi, the last Kuomintang governor 

of Yunan and the remaining two divisions of the 

Kuomintang 8th Army -- remnants of the 26th division 

2. William C. Johnstone, Burma's Foreian Policy s A 
Study in Neutralism (Massachusetts, 1963) po53 
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under General Liu Kuo-chuan and of the 93rd under 

Major General Ma Chaw-yi-had rat rea ted into the 

Easternmost Shan State of Burma. An estimated 1700 
3 

such refugees were there in early 1950 • 

It is also necessary to note certain 

changes in Chinese policies towards Burma and other 

Asian nations. Between 1948 and 1953, the Chinese 

Communists and the Soviets promoted the line that 

the new governments in Southeast Asia were not truly 

independent, but were still under the domination of 

the "capitalist - imp~rialistn western nations. The 

Chinese Communists had consistently contended that 

the\.Ti goal was the 111beration•of all Asian nations 

from Western "domination". TJntil about 1952-53, they 

suDported vocally the efforts of the Burmese Communists 
4 to sieze control of the government by force o The 

Cominform, set up in 1947, endorsed the Soviet 'Two 

Camp' thesis and denounced the idea of •neutralism• 5 • 

3. Pettman, n.l, p.11 

4. Johns tone, n. 2, p .158 

5. Petnnan, n.l, p.5 . 



Radio Peking sponsored riaily broadcasts by 
. 6 

Bo Aung Gyi in support of Thakin Thaw Tun • 

He said, 

Mao did not look to neutralism favourably. 

It is impossible to sit on the fence 
••• one inclines either towards 
Imperialism or towards socialism. 
Neutrality is merely a c~ouflage; a 
third road does not exist 

Martin Gurtov is, however, of the opinion 

that China's contacts with the Burmese communists 

was more symbolic than subversive. He believes that 

these contacts, ~t the most, indicated that Peking 

had only a residual interest in the Burmese communists 

ca~se, an interest that could be activated, however, 

if :atrma's foreign policy turned hostile towards 

Peking8 • 

Whatever may have been the exact nature of 

relationship between the Burmese communists and the 

People's Republic of China, it certainly instilled 

fear in Burmese. leadership. With People's Republic of 

6. John F. Cady, A History of Modern Burma, (New York, 
1958) p.624 

?. Mao Tse TUng, On People's Democratic Dictatorship, 
(London, 1950) p.ll 

8. Martin Gurtov, China and Southeast Asia s The 
Poljtics of SUrvival (Massa:chuse~~s, ,,11 )p.n2 



China's help Burmese communists would have been a 

much more difficult force to reckon with. The 

Government of the Union of Burma, therefore; took 

steps to apoease (like for instance, making a strong 

clea in the U.N. for the admission of the PRC) while 

the Go~Jernment of the People's Republic of China 

confined its relationship to more superficial le~els, 

(for instance, in September, 1950 Ya Chung-ming, the 

first Chinese Communist Ambassador to Burma harped on 

the need for more closer relations between the two 

nations). 

Burmese fears were further strengthened 

with the occupation of Tibet by China. Tibetans had 

made signals in early 1950 that they were seeking 

international recognition and ~re trying to obtain 

new shipment of arms from India and were negotiating 
9 

with the u.s. for military aid • Though there is 

little evidence to prove that the establishment of 

Chinese Communist. Control over. Tibet in 1950 was a 

cause of serious coneern to the Government of Burffia, 

9. Gerald Segal, Defending China , (New York, 1985) 
p.85 



yet it will be only reasonable to assU!JG that the o 

occupation of Tibet must have caused deep concern 

~nong the Burmese leaders. The stand taken by India 

on the Tibetan issue is particularly significant in 

this regard. India, by accepting Tibet as a part of 

China, only made Burmese leadership more aware of the 

fact that they must cultivate close relations with the 

PRC ; and i~ the event of Chinese aggression on Burma, 

Indian help may not be banked upon. 

In January 1.951, the issue of the Chinese 

communist aggression in Korea was brought before the 

U.N •. Burma o~posed the U.N. General Assembly resolution 

of 1st February, 1951, which called the PRC an aggressor, 

and abstained on the resolution of 18 May, requesting 

the members of the world organisation to embargo 
- 10 

strategic items to North Korea Rnd Communist China • 

As noted previously, e "lrly in 1950, some 

1700 KMT troops had crossed the Chinese border into 

Ken Tung in the Shan state. They refused to leave 

10. Russell H. Fifield, The Di olomacy of Sou the as t As iar 
1945-1,958 (New York, 1958) p. 198 



Burma's terri tory or sul:Jni t to disarmament or 

internment11• After the Burmese forces launched an 

assault on them towaras the end or 1950, General Li 

Mi established Headquarters at MQng Hsat near the 
12 Thai-Burmese border • By early 1953, their numbers 

had swelled to 12,000 and were posing immense problems 

for the Government of Burma. They were reportedly 

helping the Karen insurgents, harrassing Burmese 

citizens ans smuggling opium. 

But the implication of the pressure of 

KMT troops ~hich was rnos+ ~readed by the Government 

of Burma was that the People's Republic of China could 

now legitimately attack Burma since the professed 

intentions of The KMT troops were to overthrow the 

Communist government. They had even invaded Yunan in 
13 1951 and had been t»rown back into Burma • 

However :. ~~mote the area of KMT operations 

resources urgently needed to pacify other more 

important pat'ts of the country had to be diverted to 

cope with them because of cold war implications of 

11. Ibid -
12. Pettman, n.l, p.ll 

13.-Fifi.eld, n.ll, p.203 
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their pre se nee 

Thus, for domestic as we11 nS ~xternal 

reasons, the Government of· Burma desired an early 

soluti.on to the KMT problem. 

The matter was referred to the U.N. 

Burma draft resolution of 26 March, 1953 noted that 

troops of " the Kuomintang government of Formosa" 

has infringed Burma's territorial integrity and 

violated its frontiers, called upon the General 

Assembly to recommend that the ~curity Council 

condemn the Reoublic of China and take all necessary 

steps "to ensure immediate cessation of the acts of 
15 aggression" •. 

4 Joint Military Committee consisting 

of Burma, Thailand, the u.s. and Nationalist China 

was set up to consider ways of implementing the 

General Body resolution which called for peaceful 

evacuation of those troops. The evacuation operations 

were completed by the end of 1953. :&Irma was convinced 

that soma 10,000 KMT troops remained and protested 

14. EvEilyn Colbert, Southeast Asia in International 
Politics 1941- l9b6 (New York, l977) p.I81 

15. ll21i· ' p .183 



that only a few arms, often unserviceable had been 
16 

surrendered • 

In 1954, the Burmese army launched a 

campaign against KMT troops. By October, 1954 some 

6000 troops had been evacuated. Burma claimed that 

an equal number remained 17 • Those staying behind 

refUsed repatriation and Nationalist China discla~ed 
18 

all responsibility for them • 

Burma-China good-neighbourliness was 

severely tested during the KMT crisis. To quote Tinker, 

Throughout. this period the attitude 
of Communist China was patient and 
sympathetic. At no stage did Red 
~hina ut1lis6 the KMT situation to 
bring pressure to bear upon Burma, 
and this forbearance was naturally 
received with gratitude by the 
gover~ent and thinking public of 
Burma 

The year 1954 can be considered to be a 

watershed in Sino-Burmese relations. Until 1954, past 

seemed to have had an active role in colouring the 

Sino-Burmese relations. Till 1954, U Nu used to make 

pointed references to China's invasion and destruction 

16. Fifield,, n.ll, p.207 

17. Col bert, n.l5, p.l85 

18. Fifield, n.ll, p.209 

19. Hugh T:inker, The Union of Burma (tondon,1961)p.348 
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of Pagan in the thirteenth century and the stout 

defence by Burma to four invasions by the Chinese 
20 in the eighteenth century • After 1954, such 

references were rare. 1954 also witnessed the signing 

of the first trade deal between Burma and China. It 

was a three year barter agreement involving the 

export by China of cotton goods, coal, silk, tea 

and light industrial products in exchange for 150,000 

to 200,000 tonnes of rice per year, raw cotton, timber, 

beans and rubber 21 • The trade agreement was partly an 

outcome of the shift in China's policy. Until about 

1953, China supported vocally the efforts of the 

Burmese Communists to sieze control of the government 

by force. When it appeared that the communists in 

Burma had niether the strength nor the skill to 

accomplish this, the Chinese communists changed their 

anproach to that of developing "friendly relations" 

with the nations of South and southeast Asia. There 

then began the period of the "Five Principles of 

Peaceful Coexistence" which lasted until sometime in 

1957-58
22 • 

The India factor was one of the forces 

responsible for the recasting of the Chinese policy. 

20. Josef Silverstein, Military Rule and the Politics 
of stagnation (New York, l977) p.l?O 

21. ThfJ I:!ation , 23 April, 1954 as quoted in Pettm~, 



India's growing influence in Asia became a challenge 

to China. India was a regional power and a competitor 

for influence in Asia, especially Southeast Asia. 

Initially Peking employed aid to woo countries on 

India's borders. This partly explains aid to Nepal, 

Sri Lanka and to some extent Burma23 • This recasting 

of Chinese policy should, therefore,be seen in the 

terms of India's challenge in Southeast Asia. 

The issue that began to dominate Sino­

Burma se relations and continued to do so until the 

end of the tjecade was that of their border. 

A brief backdrop or Burma-China relations 

will help us to put the border problell in the right 

perspective. 

Between 1765-69, 'Four Invasions' of the 

Chinese took place upon Burma. The Burmese stoutly 

defended all four of the invasions and repelled the 

23. John Frankl in Copper, China's Foreign Aid : An 
Inst~pment of Pekingl~ FOreign Polict (Lexington, 
1976) p.43 . 



Chinese. Manchu records, however, refer to this 

Chinese failure as one of the ten great victories 

of Emperor Ch 1 ien lung's reign by virtue of 

permitting Burma to join the ranks of vassal states. 

The Burmese never acknowledged their obligation to 

pay tribute and the Chinese never accepted their 

defeat24 • 

When Burma became a part of British-Indian 

possess ±ons, Britain obtained from China a "perpetual 

lease" of Namwan Tract, an area which subsequently 
25 

continued to figure in all future border negotiations • 

In December, 1947 the 'New York Times 1 carried a story 

and a map which showed portions of furmese terri tory 

under China. 

The People's Republic of China excused itself 

by saying that the new government did not have time to 

alter the old maps. 

The terri tory whieh China claimed to be the irs 

24. Frank N. Trager~Burma: From Kingdom to Republic 
(New York, 1966) p.~38 

25. 1.211· ' p. 237 
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can be d iv:1d3d in three broad areas. First includes 

all territory north of latitude 25 35 1 along a line 

above Myitkyina. The second territorial claim, 

located in the Shan states, was the Namwd.l Tract, The 

third disputed area was a portion of the Wa state 

which runs well inside the Burmese border. Its boundary 

of 200 odd miles had been surveyed anc!' fixed by 

Iselin Agreement betv.een England and China; both the 

KMT China and PRC suught to repudiate the agreement
26

• 

Like many other disputes in the history 

of International frontiers, this border problem vms 

also a territorial dispute between two states with 

conflicting claims. In the words of Johns tone , 

The dispute was the only serious 
territorial problem the Burmese 
government inherited from the 
British ruleS7 

Till 1952, the Chinese government 

considered the border issue as relatively unimportant. 

One possible reason for this could have been the 

26. Trager, n.24, p.239-40 

27. Johnstone, n.2, p.l88 
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optimism in Peking regarding the outcome: -:,f the 

communist rebellion in Burma. By 1952, hO\vever, 

it was clear that no communist rebellion of strength 

to overthrow the government will be taking place in 
28 

Burma • 

At the end of 1954, Prime Minister NU 

visited Peking. In the atmosphere of Peking any 

subject as specific as a boundary question seemed 

almost an indecent interruption. None the less, 

Prime Minister, Chou En-lai referred to several 

boundary questions and his Burmese guests waived 

them aside as matters which could so easily be 

settled between friendly neighbourso U Nu was 

extraordinarily ignorant of the subject and one of the 

the results was a vague joint communique issued 

simultaneously in Peking and Rangoon on 12 December, 

1954 which said : 

In view of the incomplete delimitation 
of the boundary line betwen China and 
Burma, the two Premiers held it 
necessary to settle the question in a 
friendly spirit at an appropriate time 
through normal diplomatic channels29 

28 • !bid • ' p .189 

29. Dorothy Woodman, Making of Burma (London,1962) p.524 
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3. In 1897, the Chinese alleged, the British had 

siezed and incorporated into burma the area known 

as the Namwan Assigned Tract. But in this incident, 

the British behaved with perfidy. They did not 

declare Namwan to be Burmese territory but said 

the area had been acquired by them on perpetual 

lease. The British offered an annual payment of 

%.1,000/- for this lease, which the Chinese 

government never accepted32 . 

SUch an arrangement as a"perpetual lease" 

was a matter of derision and did not accord with the 

principle rf Sino-Burmese friendship. Therefore, if 

:Btrma vlanted this slice of territory, it should take 

it. If Burma did not want it, it should be restored to 

China. Since the area was one over which the highway 

connecting the Kachin state with the Shan State had 

been built, it might be of importance to the Burmese 

government. If so, and the Burmese government wished 

to retain it, the Chinese ,,,ould cede it in exchange 
33 

for the Panhung and Panlao areas in the Wa State • 

12. U Nu, Saturday's Son (London , 1975) p.2.S6 

31. Ibid., pp .201 



U Nu said that he cons ide red the proposal 

for a settlement "fair and just" • The most serious 

opposition in Burma came from the Kac hins , who would 

lose a part of their territory34 • Since the constitution 

required the a'~proval of the component state or states 

of Burma involved in any surrender of territory became 
35 

more complex • 

When U Nu again assumed Premiership on 

28 February, 1957, he addressed himself to a 

settlement of the controversy as "a matter of life 

and death". In March, he went to Kunming on a 

goodwill visit to discuss the border issue with Chou 
36 

En-lai • U 1\fu was d is8ppointed as the Chinese had 

revised their nemands upwards. Chou insisted that the 

three Kachin villages unconditionally belong to China an0 

that the territory amounted to 186 square miles (instead 

of Burmese 56 square miles). Chou also said that if the 

Burmese were to receive the Nam1.1Jan Tract , defined as 

86 square miles, they had to yield some equivalent 

34. Fifield, n.ll, p.201 

35. Silverstein, n.21, p.l73 

36. Fifield, n.ll, p.202 
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territory along the Iselin line -- that the 

traditional northern line required modification 

of the Upper Irrawady vlatershed
37

• It bec:ame clear 

by now that China was stalling a final settlement. 

Finally, on 28 January ,1960 when General 

Ne Win was the Prime Minister and the head of the 

caretaker government, negotiations 'Here conclu_ded 

and a border agreement, together with a treaty of 

friendship and mutual non-aggression was signed. 

Ralph Pe ttman is of the opinion that 

. Burma se neutralism had to be modified to a certain 

extent in its relations with China. To quote him 

••oPalacating Peking did not mean 
a total loss of independence or 
anything like it. The country was 
not thrown open to the Chine s e and 
its government did not become a 
mere satellite . It did me an in 
practice, however, certain modifi­
cations in foreign policy and 
certain considerationstowards China 
that was not shown elsewhere. 
Meaningful government autonomy was 
to be preserved, but at a price.The 
price included a temporary rejection of 
of the Arne r icans, diplomatic courtesies 
and much symbolic respect38 

37. Trager, n.24. p.245 

38. Pettman, n.l, Pol6 
I 



CHAPTER- V 

BURMA AND MAJOR POWERS 



THE UNITED STATES 

B'fen be tore the second Werld War, the 

United States professed its support for the indepen­

dence or colonial are as. However, throughout the 

period 1945-49, the United states, with the exception 

or its policy towards the Philippines, was not 

conspicuous, at any stage, in liviD! up to its anti­

eolonial professions. Out of deference to its 

Europe an allies, the United States refrained troll 

offering moral and material support to the nationalists 

of South and Southeast Asia1 • This stand of the United 

States created misgivings among the Burmese nationalists, 

who later assumed power attar Burma became independent. 

Initially, Burma-United States relations 

-were not good. The United States attitude neutralist 

nations did nothing to improve relations with Burma. 

The United States believed, that· those nations who are 

not with the United States must necessarily be against it. 

1. Frank N. Trager 1 Burma 1 From Kingdom to Republic 
(New York, 1966) p.293 
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During the early years of Eisenhower administratio~, 

neutralism was. regarded as immoral
2

• 

The evolution of atraa-Uni'b3d stated 

relations shouold be understood in the context of the 

develop119nt of the United States foreign policy 

towards Asia. 

In early 1946, Stalin began to make moves 

on Soviet chess board which led to the revival of the 

Comintarn (1947) now called Cominform. The communist 

coup in Czechoslovakia in 1948 followed by the Soviet 

bar to 1119stern land traffic to Berlin accentuated 

United States determination to block the Soviet 
3 

offensive • 

The United States containment policy took 

form in the global alliances of which North Atlantic 

Treaty Organisation (NATO) was the anchor, bat the policy 

2. W1lliaa c. Johnstone, Burma's Forei~ Policy r A Study 
in Neutralism (Massachusetts, 1963 p.2 

3. Trager, n.l, p.291 



stretched through Southeast Asia and around the 
4 

world. The u.s. view was summarised in the 'Domino 

Theory' which symbolise~ the sequen+ial fall of ell 

the s+ates cf +he re-gion to communism, should Rny 
5 

one fRll. 

On the eve of Burma 1 s indene nnence, the TJ. s. 

extended diolomatic recognition to BurmA. An agreement 

w8s signed in December, 1947, under the FulbriP,ht 

programme, for educational exch8nge. During the next 

two yeers, relat.ions between the two remained Bt a 

low level. 'Ibe U.S. w--s unfamilinr vJith Burma and 

deferre0 to the U.K., which continued +o exercise a 

good deal of irflue~e in the area thAt had long been 
6 

U.K.'s colonial preserve. 

6. 

6. 

P• 166. 

Ibid. , p. 167. 

Jos~f 5ilv~stein, Militarl Rule and the Politics 
of 0 tagnat ion (New !ork, 977), p. 189. 



The outbreak of civil war in Burma r."'ised 

questions of American policy. The u.s. did not help 

BurmA much except for providing it with a taw patrol 

boats and some lend-lease arms. Washington rejected 

a. Burmese request for military ·-tnd indicating thet R<mgo·:Jn 

should look for London and to American commercial 
7 

interests for help. 

Meanwhile events took place which led the n .s. to 

recast its Southeast Asian policy. Complete communist 

victory in mAinland China took place and the inability 

of France and U.K. to· defend non-communist Asia became 

clear. AS the u.s. nolicy towards South east Asia 

beg~n to change in early 1950, Burma was given more 

Pttention and better relAtio,.,s ensued. 1 The fall of 

mp,inl qro Chin;:j to the forces of Mao entered into the 

decision making of both Rangoon and WAshington. Burma 

w...,s the !U-st non-communist country to re oognise the 

Paooles' Rep'lblic of China while t.he n.s. came to 

? • ·Russell w. Fifield, Americans in So11 +he ~s + As~.:.!. 
""he Roots of Commitment, (revJ York, 1973), p. 101. 



he ad the opposition against recogni tion8 • 

The new policy towards Asia had immediate 

results for Burma. Mr. Philip Jessup of the ])apartment 

of State visited Burma in April 1950 and an agreement 

was signed bet.aen Burma and the u.s. for technical 

aid in september' 19509 • 

In 1950, Burma began to receive u.s .. 
economic and technical aidv- A :Special ~ chnical and 

Economic Mission (STEM) arrived in Rangoon and a Burma 

Economic Aid ~ommittee (BEAC) worked with it to handle 

the assistAnce. Programmes were formulated in education 

and audio-visual aids, agriculture and fisheries, 

public health and sanitation, transporta'tion, power 

and other public works, maintenance of a ssantial supplies, 

and general enginea ring advisory rna asures10 • 

The Mutual Security Act of 1951 created 

strains in Burma-U.S. relations. Section 511 of the act 

8. ~· pp.102-3 

9. John F. Cady, A History of Burma, pp.606-7 

10. Russell H. Fifield, 'ltle DiJlomacy of Southeast Asia : 
1945-1958 (New York, 1958 p • 222 



defined the "eligibility for assistance". 6(b) of it 

reads as .follows : 

. 'No economic or technical assistance 
· will be supplied to any other nation 
unless the Pre si dent .finds that the 
supplying or such assistance will 
strengthen the security o.f the U.s. 
and promote wrld pe aoe, and unless 
the recipient country has agreed to 
join in promoting international 
understanding and goodwill and in 
maintaining world peace and to taka 
such action as may be mutually 
agraed upon to eliminir causes o.f 
international tension . 

Burma regarded the passing or the act as a 

threat to its neutralist policy. u.s. aid was 

temporarily suspended by the Government of &Irma on 

10 January, 1952 to be rea~sumed on 6 February, 1952 

with &Irma reaffirming its support for the principles 

of "world peace" and "promoting international under­

standing" as put forth in the Charter of the U.N •• 

11 • Tr age r , n .1 , p. 316 
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Burma• s aid programme was abruptly 

transferred to the 'Dl chnieal Cooperation Adminis­

tration (TCA) from the E.C.A •• !he 'ICA cut the 

budget by 50% (from $14 to$?> without consulting 

the Rangoon authorities. Burma se le ada rs looked upon 

this with alarm and thought that aiel cut has been 

brought about due to its opposition to Sac tion 511 or 

the Mutual securi tJ Act' 1951. However' the pinch or 

out in u.s. aid could be reduced by Burma since it 

had ample foreign exchange reserves due to Korean war 

boom. Burma, holll9ver, wanted to utilise its foreign 

exchange reserves for.capit~l goods and use dollars for 

social oauital -- a plan unacceptable to the T.C.A •• 

A oabimt level mission headed by M.A. 

Raschid had gone to Washington to discuss the 

programme -- only to find that the T.C.A. was 

unrelenting. Other irritants also came up (M.A. Raschid 

was refused service in a restaurant on account or his 

colour) and finally, a much compromised programme or 
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more than twenty projects was acoe pted by the 

Enrmese12 • 

In February 1953, a combimd KMT-Karen 

attack took place at Loikaw. It was believed that 

Americalls were aiding the KMT forces. 'lhe Government 

of Burma decided to take the help of the U.N. and 

terminate tb.e U.s. aid. 

This termination of u.s. aid. was a 

culmination of a series of minor irritants which had 

~ome up bet¥3en Burma and the U.S •• The boldness of 

KMT attack was only partly responsible for it. Burma 

was notably unhanpy over the passing of the Mutual 

Security Act and the failure of the Raschid Mission. 

&Irma was also encourf!ged by the international response 

to neutralism in the First Asian Socialist Conference 

(1953). Moreover, the Korean war boom had created 

general optimism and Burma thought it could have 

12. Ibid. , p.319 



survived wi~hout u.s. aid also. 

The u.s. aid programme, thus, became a 

casualty partly because of America• s Formosa policy 

and Washington's inability to control the use of 

military equipnent provided to the island government. 

Worst was the sowing or distrust and suspicion with 

regards to America's intentions. Consequently, a 

multitude of Blrmese "who resented the KMT affair, 

began to credit as true all forms of anti-American 

propaga:nda 1113 • 

A1 though Vice-Pre si dent Nixon visited 

Rangoon in November, 1953, in mid 1950's the u.s. 
became increasingly preoccupied with the need to 

cb.eck communist advance. In Southeast Asia, there was 

a concentration upon Thailand as *he power most likely 

to ofle r opposition to communism am upon Indoob1ea 

as the actual scene or battle. Burma faded right out of 

13. Cady, n.9, p.623 



7() ·­•:J 

u.s. foreign policy calculations -- in July 1954, 

the Arne ric an ambassador to B.trma went on leave , then 

handed in his resignation. No move was made to find a 

replacement and no new ambassador was ap!:Jointed for 10 

months. On the B.trmese side mistrust of American policy 

simmered on r the Manila Treaty (september, 1954) and 

the organisation ot Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation 

(SEA~) for military defence only added to Burmese 

hostility14 • 

John Foster Oulles visited Burma in 1955. 

He had a ninty mirrute talk with U Nu and his colleagues 

and although •there was absolutely no approach towards 

mutual appreciation of the other's policies, at least 

these statements had an oppurtuni ty of judging the 

'other • s since ri ty15 • 

U Nu paid a return visit to Washington 

in June-July, 19.55 which contributed to the renewal of 

the u.s. economic aid on a new basis. 

14. bib Tinker , 'nle Union of Burma (london, 1961) p.368 

15. Ibid., p.369 



Between 1956 and 1958, a number of trade 

and assistance agreements were signed between Burma 

and the u.s .. In February, 1956, the u.s. agreed 

(TIAS 3498) to deliver to Burma * 22.7 million in 

surplus agricultural products. In March 1956, 

International Cooperation Administration announced 

that it had purchased 10,000 tonnes of Burmese rice 

for shipment to Pakistan. ( TIAS 3619). In March 1957, 

a new Economic Cooperation Agreement was signed which 

extended to Burma, A line of credit, not exceeding 

$ 25 million. In 1958-59, four additional agreements 

were signed 1~. 

A number of other issues had arisen to 

impair relations be tween the U.s. and Burma. An 

American medical missionary, Gordon Seagrave, was 

charged with aiding the rebels and sentenced in 

January 195i, to six years imprisonment. !be u.s. 
policy of "dumping" surplus rice in Asia also caused 

mltch alarm in Burma. At a time when BurmR could not 

16 • Tr age r , n .1 , p • 3 22 



find markets for her rice be cause of Korean armistice, 

the u.s. turned out to be one or the largest rice 

exporting nations. Most of the u.s. rice was exported 

to Asta
17

• 

To get ride of its sur plus rice , the Union 

of Burma had no choice but to go to the Sino-Soviet 

bloc for helpe Under an agreement with China, Burma 

agreed to barter 150,000 tonnes of rice With it. 

The nnion or B.tl'lla was critical of the 

Americam policy towards a possible Special United 

Nations Fund for EConomic Development (SUNFBD) wherein 

full support would be linked to savings that would 

come from an international re due tion in armame nt18 • 

Burma did not join SEATO. To quota U Nu, 

The formation of sue h or gani sa+ ions 
increases the chances of World war 
III. I an firmly convinced that war 
will not solve any of the problems 
we want to solve. 'Itlerefore, we Will 
not be a party to the pro posed SEA 'ID • 
We must not be caught under the 
clash of swords~9 

17. Fifield, n.lo, p.223 

18 • llli. ' p. 2 24 

19, Johnstone, n.2, pP.98-9 



Burma had approved of the American policy 

towards peaceful use or atomic energy. An .American 

atomic library had baen given to Burma. ~lieving 

that it was passed over by the Industrial Revolution, 

1 t Aid not want to be left be hin<l by the atomic 

20 
revolution • 

20. Fifield, n.lo, p.224 
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THE. UNITED KINGDOM 

Among the major powers, Burma's 

relations with the U.K. \tJere closest. The first 

reason was that Burma's independence came through 

peaceful negotiations and more or less on respectable 

terms. !he majority of the political leaders of Burma 

ware satisfied w1. th tb.e way in which their independence 

was gained. The President of the Union of Burma, Sao 

Shwe Thaik said on 4 January, 1948, 

La t us rejoice ••• that the 
independence has come not as 
a result of armed conflict 
but as a fruit of friendly 
negotiations with that great 
nation whose political bonds 
we replace by mutual consent 
tofdafy

1
wi tdhhithe sdtrongde: ... bo

11
n2ds 

o r en s p an goo w~ 1 

Another reason was the reciprocal interests 

of British in Burma. Britain view the political crisis 

with which its ex-colony was confronted immediately 

after independence with. economic and strategic concern. 

21. Message from the President of the Union of Burma, 
Burma's Fifht for Freedom, p.s as quoted in Fifield, 
n.lo, p.l9 



In June 1950, Britain alongwith India, Sri Lanka and 

Australia extended a loan of £ 6 million to Burma. 

Probably the most important reason was that B.trma• s 

friendship w1 th Britain would not be mistaken as an 

involvement in oold war politics
22

• 

A brief backward glance on the relations 

be tw en the British and the atrme se nationalists in the 

post Second world War phase will help us to PJt Burma's 

relations with Britain in the right pe rspec ti ve. 

Attar the S3 cond World War, the British 

were not prepared to give independence to Burma. London's 

,qttention tended to focus on military aspects and on the 

disastrous impairment or Burma's productive capacity 

which presumably must be made good with British help 

before any kind of normal post-war governmental 

functioning could ba resumed. What London failed to 

appreciate fully vas that a new sense of &lrmese national 

solidarity had born out of tne common experience of 

22. 



wartime sufrering. Thoughtful Burmese recognised that 

the deficits in lbrmese capital, technical skill and 

administrative and business experience were stubborn 

obstacles to be overcome, but few, if any, felt that 
23 

these were serious enough to postpone independence • 

The 'White Paper• was brought out on 

7 May, 1945, Plans of the Simla government became the 

basis for this document. It proved, beyond doubt, that 

the Simla government was out of touch With the realities 

of the B..trmesa situation. As per the 'White Paper• 

Burma was to be under the direct administration for 

three years before a B..trmese cabinet and legislature 

under the 1935 constitution would be rea stablished. 

Thlring tr.J.s period, elections were to '00 held and 

representatives invfted to draw up the constitution. 

Subsequent to this, British promised "full self-

gave rnment within the Commonwealth n24 .-

23. Cady, n.9, p.485 

24. Johnstone, n.2, p.23 



The attitude of Sir Dorman-Smi th, 

the Governor of Burma, did no thing to generate any 

kind of confidence among the nationalist leadership. 

norman-Smith and his colleagues remained set in the 

mental postures in which they had left auma in 1942, 

and their ideal remained restoration, whereas what 
25 

the political activis.ts in Burma wanted was advance • 

Acting Governor Knight continued the 

policies of his pradeca ssor. lbrma was frustate d in 

its relations with the British during this time. 

General Hubert Rance, who was known 

to be sympathetic to the furmese cause, was made the 

Governor after that. On 20 Januar7, the Aung San-Attlee 

agreement vas signed under which elections ware to be 

held for a Constituent Assembly and the Governor's 

Executive Council was to aetas Provisional government26 • 

25. Louis Allen ~nsfer of Power in Burma Joqrnal of 
Imperial and~mmonwealth History Vol.l3, Ro.2, 
January 198~; p.l90 

26. Johnstone, n.2, p.27 
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The rurma Independence Act received 

royal assent on 10 Dacembar, 1947. 

Burma was unable to build up a solid 

relationship with Brttain during the years when Blrma 

was under British-Indian possessions. There was no 

development in Burma to compare with the cultural 

fusion which took place in Indian thought -- the 

emergence of a dualistic Indo-British mind. The size 

of the British community in B.trma was so small and 

the period of .British rule so brief, that no 

significant connection developed. 'Ib the average 

Englishman Burma conjured uo one poem and perhaps a 

short story by Kipling. Fbrmese nationalists asserte-d, 

and it was probably correct also, that the predominant 

Bri tisb interests in lbrma -.ere the half-dozen business 

houses. And so when Ibrma became indepenoent, there were 

no powerful bonds to hold the two nations together27
• 

27. Tinker, n.l4, p.351 



~e attitude of the new Burma 

government. towards Britain included two main e laments, 

a respect for British ideals and a suspicion of 

-British Imperialism. Friendliness towards Britain was 

most marked in those most influenced by British 

traditions. Dislike of British was voiced loudest by 

politicians, among whom this attitude had become a 

habi t 28 • 

Perhaps because Buma had so long been 

governed ~s a province of British-India, there was very 

little dome stio suppo:rt for post-independence linkages 

ill the British Common~al th29 .The need for political 

unity overrode all considerations and Burma decided to 

st~ out of British Commonwealth. 

The British, in turn, had some reservations 

about the government in Rangoon. U Nu 1 s Fifteen Point 

Programme for Leftist rrnity -- an attempt to placate the 

28. Ibid. 

29. Me Cloud, n.4, p.201 



insurgents -- had aroused doubts about thA political 

leanings of tb.e Burma se government. Neutralisation 

plans being considered in Rangoon seemed unlikely to 

provide fair compensation to the British economic 

interests involved30 • The British creditors were 

opposed to receiving as compensation, non-negotiable 

bonds of the Bur11ese government. N~vertheless, it 

was recognised that prospects for compensation would 

disappear entirely if the governraent went under. 

Moreover Burma's plight had aroused sympathy among 

fellow Asians in the Commonwe~lth31 • The Communist 

threats to the Union of atrma accentuated British 

conce rms • On 28 June , 1950 , the five conn tries in the 

Commonwealth signed .-~agreement to loan Burma£ 6 

million, Br,tain providing 3f million. Although the 

loan was not drawn upon, the regime or Premier U Nu 

remained in power partly through the encouragement 

of Britain and the Commonwealth32 • 

In an exchange of notes on 24 D3 cembe r, 

1949, Burma and Britain, in view of the delay in the 

30. Evelyn Colbert, Southeast Asia in Interna_j:ional 
Politics (New Yori, 1977) p.!o7 

31. ~-

32. F!field, n.1o, p.l94 



tt 

negotiation of a treaty of commerce and navigation, 

agreed to continue the commercial provisions of the 

treaty of 17 October, 1947, until the conclusion and 

entry into force of the projected treaty or until the 

present arrangements were ended at the request of 

either, on a notice of three months. On 13 March, 1950, 

an agreement was signed to avoid double taxation and 

to prevent fiscal evasion regarding taxes on income. 

An air transport agreement was signed on 25 October, 

1952. It was agreed in 1954, that as suggested by 

Blrma, the Rangoon government would t~ke over Britain 1 s 

o bl iga tion to· pay £ 3 ,300 ,000 to the Union Bank of 

Burma in respect to currency redemption and Burma 

would make a single payment of £ 4 million which. the 

United Kingdom would accept in the final settlement of 

its indebtedness 33 • 

By the end of 1953, Bum a 1 s special 

ties With Britain-- its links with a currency board 

in London and w1 th the British. Ministry of Food and the 

33. Ibid., pP .192-3 
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-
Ottawa Tariffs Agreement -- had all been cut, and 

the British military mission, established under 
34 

the Freeman, Bo Letya Agreement, had been terminated • 

Since Independence, a number of questions 

came up to threaten the friendly relations be t-ween 

BJ.rma and Britain. The British sympathy for Karens was 

well knoll!l. '!be Karens supplied tne core of the army 

and nelped tne British to put down the Ibrman revolt 
35 

of 1931 • A plot to aid the Karens which involved 

former members of ttle second world War British Force 136, 

118S discovered. Earlier, the Karens had freed Capt. 

David Vi vi an, a British· offiC!e r, who had been found 

guilty of supplyin« U san with. weapons in the plot to 
36 

assassinate Aung San • In the earlier days, it was a 

custom of some K.N.D.O. bands, to after sacking a 

government police station or treasury, to run up a 

Union Jack over the ruins 37
• 

Burma's nationalisation of British 

property created another problem in furma 1 s relations 

34. ~., n .29, p.l80 

35. Fifield, n.lo, p.l93 

36. Tinker, n.l4, p.l05 

.37 • .!..21J!. ' p. 3 52 



with Britain. The British government did not believe 

that Burma had adequately met its obligation to 

consult in advance. Later, Burma realised more 

clearly that nationalisation presented many problems 

both in terms of finding money for compensation and 

of running the enterprises. The Rangoon goverrment 

eventually bought shares in British concerns involving 

mining, oil production and the tea industry, one 
38 

"joint venture" being the lbrma Oil Company • 

Visits by U HU and other high ranking 

lbrmese officials to .the U.K. have further strengthened 

the tie s be t'WG en the two • 

Relations had progressively diluted 

be tw en the TJ .K. and furma ova r a period of time. To 

quote Tinker, 

There remain only the remnants 
of former economic interests, 
and a sort of intellectual 
connection with the continuing 
training of youn~ ·Burmans at 
British Universities 7 seryice 
establishments and other 
ins ti tu tions39 

38. Fifield, n.lo, p.l93 

39. Tinker , n .14, p. 353 



THE SOVIET UNION 

During tha immediate post-war years, 

Burma and its leaders were severely criticised in 

Soviet publications wllicb sai4, its independence 

was•spurious• and its leaders were under the 

t influence of tba We st• • 'Ib.e A.F .P .F .L.' s expulsion 

of the communist party from its organisation in 

1946, and its efforts to put down insurgency and 

rebellion by ethnic and political dissidents in 

1948 and beyond, were criticised in th.e Soviet press 

as repress ioJt of "progressive" citizens. Andrei 

Zhdanov•s "tw caap" thesis argued that tb.eJ"e was no 

place for neunalist nations in the struggle be tw en 

"peace loving" and "war mongering" nations40 • 

Relations be tve en the Soviet Union and 

Burma were formalised when the first Soviet ambassador 

to Burma presented his credentials on 21 May, 1951, 

and th.e first Burmese ambassador to the Soviet Union 

40. Silverstein, n.a, p.192 



41 
did the same on th.e previous 17th F'3 bruary • 

Relations between the Soviet Union 

and Burma remained at a low key during this time 

though, in 1951, a Russian cultural mission visited 

Burma and in the next year, a Burmese one went to 

the Soviet Union. In October, 1952, fur me se officials 

also want to China and the Soviet Union to study 
42 

collective farming and agricultural methods • 

Pr !or to the end or 1953' furma began 

to experience difficulty in disposing off its surplus 

rice. In October, 1954 Ibrmese charged that the u.s. 
43 

surplus disposal programme was a "kiss of death" 

tor Rangoon. Be ginning in late 1953, Prime Minister Nu 

sought a resumption of u.s. aid and proposing that 

tb.e U.s. purchase Bur!llese rica for reexport to Asian 

rice importing nations. This proposal met With a 

luke warm reaction in the U.s. 44 • 

41. Fifield, n.lo, p.225 

42. Ibid. -
43. Traga r, n.1, p .332 

44. Ibid., pp.333-4 
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To dispose of its sur plus rica, 

Burma found itself obliged to diversify its pattern 

of trade. The Sino-Sovia t bloc which had had no 

prior trade or aid relations with Il.trma, moved 

1e1e~ tM.Lpicture .Betwen November, 1954 and February 
• 

1956, a.trma negotiated a series of agreements with 

China, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, East Germany, the 

U.S.S.R., Poland, Rumania and Bulgaria. The new trade 

pal!tftera were willing to take Buraa 1 s surnlus stock for 

barter rather than cash s~les45 • These agreements tied 

a si gni fica:rit portion of Burma's export rice trade, 

possibly as much as 40h, by volume, to Sino-Soviet 

bloc goods and technicians. 

One of the rae tors which made p06si ble 

the abovementioned agreement was an overhauling of the 

Soviet foreign nolicy. Under Khruschev, the Soviet 

Union began to attack the u.s. Cont~;~inment policy by 

proposing several"zones of peace", including Southeast 

Asia, to gain friendship w:l th all states. ".Approaches 

for the latter group required the dilution of Soviet 

ideological fervour, and, in some cases, even the 

45. IB!i•, pp.334-5 
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sacrifice of local communist par ties for better 

relations with bourgeois governments
46

• 

'lhe formation of SEA'ID in september 1954 

also made the u •. s.s.R. apprehe-nsive of u.s. designs 

in Southeast Asia. Burma seemed to be more acceptable 

to the Soviet Union for its "trade and aid" offensive 

because of its refusal to join SEA'ID and to accommodate 
47 . 

foreign military bases on its terri tory • The de sire 

of :Bll'Dla for technical assistance and industrial 

equipment coupled with its need for markets for surplus 

rice created a situation that was used by the Soviet 

Union
48

• 

The B.nmese government, howaver, was quite 

conscious of the possible repurcussions of the growing 

signs of Moscow-Rangoon rauproacbment on the non­

communist world. Tbus, in an effort to prove their 

neutral stance in world affairs, Kyaw Nyein, once an 

admirer of the U.S.S.R., forthrightly condemned the 

46. Me Cloud, n.4,_ p.l74 

47. Bandyopadhyaya, n.21, p.l56 

48. Fifield, n.lo, p.225 
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"Soviet form of Imperialism" and described it as 

''more dangerous••, "more ruthless" and "more 
. 49 

systematic" than western colonialism . 

Premia r U Nu visited the Soviet 

Union in October and November, 1955, praising his 

hosts for helping to save atrma from a seve ra s 

crisis by purchasing rice. He proposed that in any 

future B;mdung Conference, the Soviet Union should 

be a participant, stressing the kinship between 

the republics or a trade agreement that extended a 

clearing accounts agreement of the previous year 

for five more years50 .·In 1958, the Soviet Union 

gave a loan of K.20 and 30 million {approximately 

S 4.2 to S 6.3 million) for two irrigation dams 

and K.15 million (approximately S 3.1 million) 
51 

for the establishment of a farm implement factory • 

49. Bandyopadhyaya, n .21, p. 

50, Silverstein, n.6, p.l92 

51. rr.s. D3partment of State The Sino Soviet Economic 
Offensive in Less D3veloi>id Areas (Washington D.~. 
!958) No.6632, as quoted n Ibid., p.193 



JAPAN 

The Japanese entered Southeast Asia 

attar the outbreak of the second World War in the 

Pacific. The Japanese idea of Asia co-prosperity 

sphere had initially drawn many supporters from 

amongst the Southeast Asian leaders. Disillusion­

ment, however, followed the harsh realities or war 

and the Japanese exploitation of the occupied 

territories in Sou the as t Asia. The Japanese took 

prompt steps to strengthen independence movements, 

to provide basic military training to many of the 

local population, and (as defeat neared) to 

establish independent governments against the 

return of European colonial power. Nationalists in 

Southeast Asia used Japan as much as the Japanese 

used them. Bl t, ova rall, the legacy or those 

experiences did not leave the Japanese in a strong 

position in Southeast Asia52 • 

When the Japane sa armies invaded Burma 

in 1942, the general attitude of the people towards 

52. Me Cloud, n.4, p.lBO 



the Japanese in Burma was one of indifference. The 

population showed no desire to resist the Japanese 

occupation. 

Although the Japanese claimed to have 

as liberators, it nevertheless caused much humiliation 

in Burma. To quote U Nu, 

I have been a puppet myself 
during the Japanese regime 
as a pupt:et minister and I 
know what it means to be a 
puppet ••• when one has to 
bow to the command of the 
Japanese masters and shout 
1 T9nno Heika Banzai' {long 
live the Japanese ~peror~) 
at their bidding ••• How we 
de-tested those days when 
every second person you met 
was a Japanese agent and 
when arrests and subsequent 
disappear a nee s v.e re the 
order of the day53 

Japanese policy or enlisting local help 

on promises of freedom found visible expression in 

the Indian National Army {INA) and the lbrma National 

Army { BNA). Japane sa planned to utilise anti-British 

53. From Peace to Stability, pp.l56-7 quoted in 
T!Iik8 r, n .14, p .364 
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sentiments in India and used the sa rvica s of the IN A 

troops. BNA under the auspices of Aung San collaborated 

with the Japanese to achieve the goal of independence. 

Gradually, the follo\IIEJrs of Japanese promises ware 

realised and in April-May, 1945, INA refused to obey 

Japanese orders to attack the revolting BNA and later 

INA personnel deserted to the British side in large 

rrumbe r s 
54

• 

There was also a lot of economic hardships 

under the Japanese. The Japanese army kept a·strangle­

hold on the economic life of Burma. Railway and river 

. communications -were· monopolised. Large supplies of 

rice were requisitioned and thousands of cattle 

slaughtered to meet the army's food requirements. By 

voluntary recruitment and Q1 conscription where 

nacessl=lry, the Jananese army organised a considerable 

labour force, and it believed that as many as 30,000 

Burmese labourers died in the construction of infamous 

"railway of death" being constructed in the South 

54. Cady, n.9, pp.477-8 
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55 
be tween Blr mR and Thai 1 and • 

All the sa left bitter memoria s in the 

minds of the Blrme sa, though those Japans sa who had 

works d closely w.1 th the 1 thirty h&roe s 1 were -welcomed 

back to Burma
56

• 

In 1951, the government of Bnrma refused 

to participate in the peace conference at San Francisco 

Burma did not approve the draft treaty with Japan 

because it believed that the latter would be able to 

evade reparations under it. U Nu announced on 23. 

October, the Burma de'sired to make a separate peace 

treaty with Japan when the latter wished to do so57
• 

In 1957, the two nations entered into a 

trade agreement and on 30 April, 1952 Burma announced 

that the state of war with Japan was ova r 58 • 

' 
In 1953, discussions began between atrma 

And Japan towards a re.partations settlement and the 

58. Johnstone, n.2, p.19 

56 • Si 1 ve r s ts in , n • 6 , p .194 

57. Fifield, n.lo, p.l94 

58. Silverstein, n.6, p.l94 
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conclusion6of a peace treaty. At first there was a 

wide divergence of views; Japan offered a compensation 

of f 100 million while BUrma put in a claim for 4 400 

million -- but both sides had motives for desiring an 

agreement. :a.trma, without any foreign aid programme, 

had to finance all developmental activities from 

resources generated from with ; Japan greatly desired 

to enter Southeast Asia; if an agreement was reached 

wj th one country it might induce others to follow59 • 

Burma concluded a neace-and-reparation agreement 

with Japan on 5 November, 1954. With this Ibrma became 

the first Asian nation to conclude a peace-and-repar­

ation agreement w.i th Ja~an60 • 

The T.rea ty of Peace and Agreement for 

Reparation and Economic Cooperation between Japan and 

Burma came into force on 16 April, 1955. Japan was to 
' 

pay J 200 millioD as reparation and S 50 million for 

investments in joint ventures in Eurma over a tan 

year pe riod 61 • 

Even after the reparations agreement 

was signed, Ibrma was not sure of Japanese motives. 

59. Tinker, n.l4, p.364 

60 * Trager, n·.l; Po 265 

61. Ibid., p.266 -
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It was app.rehensive that the reparations agreement· 

would be expl0ited by the Japanese to bring Burma 

once again within the Japanese dominated •economic 

empire• -- hence the Burma se insisted that Joint 

Ventures between the two countries should be on a 
Of 62 

basis of 60~ BUrmese investment and 40h Japanese • 

In December 1956, the terms of agreement 

were revised in Burma's favour. U Nu's visit to TOkyo 
63 

in the summer of 1955 further strengthened relations • 

I:Uring a visit to Burma by the Japanese Prime Minister 

Nobusuke Kishi in 1957,. Prime Minister Nu remarked that 

the new and improved relations bet-ween the two had come 

about because atrma•s leaders had "decided to turn 
64 

backs upon the unhappy past" • 

With the gr!:'!dual elimination of hitches in 

the reparations programmes and in deliveries of 

JapRnese goods and services, both countries have come 

62. Tinker, n.14, p.365 

63. Fifield, n. , p .195 

64. Trager, n.1, p.266 



104 

to realise tbe oomolimentary nature of their economics. 

Japan needs Burma's rice and markets in Burma for its 

industrial exports. Burma needs Japanese markets and can 
65 

benefit from Japanese tee hnology • 

65. Ibid. -



C H A P T E R - VI 

BURMA AND ITS OOUTHEAS'l' ASIAN NEIGHOOURS 
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THAILAND 

Burma's relations with Thailand, have ancient 

roots. Both nations have manories of wars, k idnappings 

and destruction of cities and religious buildings. 

The Thais, in particular, memorise in song and play 

the sacking of Ayuthia by the Burmans in the lath 

1 century. Despite cultural, religious and ethnic 

similarities, Burmese - Thai relations have 

historically been marked by numerous wars. Every 

Burmese school child learns of the glories of 

Burmese arms and especialf.Y of Ayuthia; every Thai 

child learns of Burmese cruelties there. A residue 

of historical bitterness still prompts occasional 

suspicion of the Burmese by the Thai and some mild 

degree of mutual disdain. 2 

Tokyo • s lack of concern for terri to rial 

intesr~ty of the various states of southeast Asia 

was demonstrated in the bribe offer made to Thailand 

1 

2 

Josef Silverste-in, BuiTna; Military Ru1e and 
the Politics of Stagnation (New York, 1977) 
P. 184 

Frank N Trager Burma : From Kingdom to a 
Republic (New York, 1966) p. 261 
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to 11 restorett to its control Burma• s Eastern most 
' 

shan states. This proposal was actually carried 

3 out by the Japanese • Kengtung and Hongpan were 

given as a reward to the Thai's for their serv1ces 

'. rendered in the war, 

During the second ¥.Orld war, common 

experiences,to an extent, had drawn Burma and 

Thailand eloser. 3oth were under the Japanese 

military occupation. Thailand pDOvided Aung san 

a staging and recruiting area for the Bunna Indep-

endence Army, which made an entry· into Burma 

from Thailand in 1942
4 
•. 

The renewal of relations between Burma 

and Thailand as sovemgn states did not lead to 

close ties)especially desirable where tv.o 

neighbours share a long frontier of almost a 

thousand miles5 • Hi story seems to have had an 

overpowering influence on 3u.rma-Thai relations. 

3 

. 4 

5 

John F. Cady A History of 1'-lodern Bunna 
(New York, 1958) p. 435. 

e 

U Hu Saturday• $ Son (London, 1975) 
p. 271. 

Trager, n. 2, p. 261. 
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The Thai had not forgotten the sacking of Ayuthia. 

Difficulties between the two v~re accentuated 

during the early phase of the K.H. T. problem. The 

aurrnese believed that T~and was sympathetic to 

the operations of the Nationalist Chinese forces 

in Burma. These troops had an easy access to the 

Thai oorder areas. They received supplies and 
6 

services from Taiwan by way of Thailand • 

Burma!;s suspicions were confirmed when in the u.i'J. 

in 1953, Thailan~oined tht o.s. , Natiornlist 

China ani others to water down Burma's complaint 

against the presence of Chiang Kai Shek' s forces 

and helped to formulate an evacuation plan outside 

the control of the U.N. 7 • If Thailand had 

remained firmly neutral, the Kl•IT guer llas may 

not have grown in strength. Although the Thai 

government denied it, the torder v.ras poorly guarded; 

Thai's alongside the border helped rebels in 

Burma. The oorder became an active area of illegal 

and info rmal export of cattle, timber, p rec io us 

stones and other products, while foreign made 

6 

7 Silverstein, n. 1, p, 184 
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8 
consumer goods were smuggled in It was through 

Northern Thailand that the Shan & Karen rebels 

sold narcotics & other contraband goods. Areas 

bordering Chieng Mai and Chiengrai \1116~ 

. 9 
particularly bad • 

Joint Militaxy Commission, established 

to deal with the situation, had Thailand as ~~ 

member. Friction continued between Thailand 

and Bunna over the K.N. T. troops. Early in 

1953, the Thai government closed the frontier 

with Bunna; the principal route a:ffe:ted wtls 

the road from Chieng-mai into Kengtung via Tachilek; 

in normal times, this was Kengtung~ principal 

trade channel, and the effect of closure was to 

create shortages and high prices in the 

Eastern Shan states 10 • In November and December, 

seeking out K.h. T. concentrations 1 aunnese aircraft 

accidently l::ombed a village on the Thai side of 

the border causing some casualties and damaging 

Thai homes. This was not a very serious matter 

8 

9 

10 

Ibid. p, 185. 

Ganganath Jha, 'forQ'9" "Polic.'( of lho...lo..nd 
( New ldhi , 1'11';) ~ · tl...t9 

Hugh Tinker, The Union of Bunna 
{London, 1961) p. 359. 
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and could have been settled with the 'l'hai 

governnent. Unfortunately, some 3urnese 

Nembe rs of Parliament made speeches in the 

Chamber of Deputies over the incident which 

offendei the Thai government. Prime Minister 

Pibul SOnggram was incensed, and he ordered 

anti-aircraft guns mounted along the border 

and Thai bombers flew provocatively into 

Bunnese air space 11 U Nu tendered an 

apology for the inc:d ent and offered to pay 

compensation to the Thai government which was 

settled at K. 1,20,000 (3hat 4,10,000)
12

• 

During the following months ?both 

governments worked to improve relations: 

there was an exchange of missions at different 

levels, including visits by 3unna's i1inister 

for Home ffa.irs, Bo Khin Naung Gale and by 

ThailaXl Police General, Phao Sriygnond 13• 

In 1954, relations between the two 

neighbouring states started to impxove as a 

result of Thai cooperation along the border 

and assistance in the evacuation of Chinese txoops. 

ll U Nu, n.4, p. 270 

12 Tinker, n.10. p. 359 

13 Ibid. 
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In september, it was planned to open five areas 

along the border to improve trade and communi-

cations, and in November an announcement was 

made to this effect that an extradi~ion treaty 

would be concluded. 

Towards the end of 1954, Prime Hinisters 

Nehru and u Nu visited Bangkok while 'being en route 

to the Bogor Confe renee. As head of the Burmese 

government and representative of the Burmese 

people, u Nu apologised to the Thai people 

and their government for past wars and the 

attendant looting and wanton destruction
14

• 

The Southeast Asia Treaty Organis2tion 

(SEATO) was fonned in 1954 with Thailand as 

its member. However, Thailand's membership of 

SEATO and bilateral agreements with the United 

states had not interfered with the gcrowing 

relationship between Burma and Thailand
15

• 

U Nu made an official visit to 

Thailand in .Harch, .1955 where stress 

was placed on religious affinity of the people's 

14 u Nu, n. 4, p.270. 

15 Trager, n. 2, p. 262. 
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of Burma and Thailand. Discussions took place 

on ways of improving economic, cultural and 

other relations. u Nu brought some 1->anyan 

saplings from a famous Buddhist center in 

Sri Lanka, which were planted on the outskirts 

'of Bangkok at a templ e 16 • 

Religion, in fact, seems to have played 

a role in improving Bunnese - Thai relations. 

Theravada Buddhism is a eond between Bunna and 

Thailand. n 1 October, 1951. the Bunnese 

Parliament passed a resolution expvessing a 

conviction that measures for the moral and 

spiritual well-being of mankind should be 

devised. The Union government proceeded to 

establish a central fund to hold the sixth 

Great Buddhist council;· The opening of this 

council brought together a congregation from 

many places including Thailand. This helped 

in the relaxing of tensions and providing a 

background for better relations later. 

16 Russell H. Fifield, Tbe Diplomacy of 
.southeast Asia ; 194-s - 1958 (New York, 
1958) p. 248. 
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When U Nu was coming home from his visit 

to the u .. s. in July, 1955, pi bul met him at the 

airport in Bangkok·and returned to him the cheque 

tendered by the Rangoon government in compensation 

for the accidental bombing of Thailand during 
. 17 

operations against the Chinese Nationalist guerr~llas 

In October, 1955, as a return gesture of friendship, 

Burma waived all war claims against Thailand
18

• 

In December, Premier Pibul Songgram paid 

a return visit to Burma. Representing, as he 

did, a country which had signed the SEATO, Pibul 

certainly presented a contrast in Rangoon 

to Khrushchev and Bulganin who had ear~r visited 

Burma. The visit further strengthened. the ties 

between the two neighbours 19 and on 15 October, 

1956, the .. two countries signed a treaty of peace and 

friendship. 

There is very little trade between Bunna 

and Thailand as both nations export the same 

products. To some extent, 1\hc:d..land• s rice exports 

have captured a portion of Bunna•s prewar trade. 

17 

18 

19 

1J2i.9. 

Bura Weekly BUlletin 4 No. 28 (28 October, 
19 5), 210 as quoted in Silverstein, 
n. 1, p. 184 

Fifield, n. 16, p. 249 
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But oo th the countries have comrr.on problem of · 

fin ding market s~ 0 • 

The history of Burmese-Thai rela:ions 

must be seen as an example of two snall states, 

·each seeking to preserve and protect its 

independence and territorial integrity by 

different means. aurma chose non-alignment, 

Thailand j oine:i the anti-communist '<lest. The 

Thai.' s did not have a common oorder with China 

but they feared envasion by way of neighoouring 

states. Rangoon was fearful that Thailand's 

military ties with the u.s. might involve 3urma 

in a war against China. To reduce the 

possibilities of discord with Thailand_ Burma 

sought to limit the range of controversy to 

particularly Thai-Burma issues; it neither 

engaged in ideological canpeti tion with the 

Thais, nor publically condemn them for their 

pro-western stand~ 1 • 

20 

21 

Trager, n. 2, p. 262. 

Silverstein, n.l. p. 185-6 



114 

INOO-CHINA : -
Indo-China consists of the three 

states of Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. The 

Mekong, forming the boundary between Laos and 

Easternmost Buona for about 160 miles, makes 

Indo~hina significant for Burma. 

VIETNAr-1 

Bunnese leaders have been keenly 

interested in the long struggle in French 

Indochina, despite their reserve in public. 

They believed that Vietnamese nationlists 

were fic;hting a battle of national 1 iberation 

against the French22 • Burma gave to 

Vietnam whatever it could gather as relief 

eventhough Burma itself was not in a very 

strong financial position at that time. This 

was detected by the £rench government. 

Consequently, when Deputy Prime Minister 

U Kyaw l~ye in, ,..,ho was then visiting France 

after a trip to Britain, asked for an interview 

with the French Freign Minister, he was snubbed23 • 

22 Trager, n. 2, p. 262. 

23 Nu, n. 4, p. 243 
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Burma also became aware of the fact that Ho Chi 

Minh and the Viet l'linh were comrnunists in nature 

and were supported by the. P • R. C. The gro\.,.ing 

influence of Communist China caused concern in 

Rangoon. France was considered to be a colonial 

power which should relinquish its overseas empire 

in the interest of indigenous nationalism, but Bu.::ma 

did not desire to see a satellite of !'.ao-Tse-tung 

fill in the po~itical vaccurn. Although the 

Union of Burma declined to recognise either the 

regime of Ho Chi.Minh or of Bao Dai, it did allow 

a Viet Minh information office to function 

24 
in Rangoon • 

Owing to the nature of Vietnamese leadership 

existing at that time, Burma did not comaent on 

the Indochinese issue at the First ~sian Socialist 

Conference in 1953, though it named and condanned 

all other vestiges of colonialism that prevailed 

around the world. 

2 4 Fifield , n • 16 • p • 2 17 
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tBurma took part in the discussions on the Indo­

china question at the confe renee of the Colombo 

'Powers in Ceylon and approved of the joint 

suggestions. At the Kalaw meeting of the Asian 

socialist Conference Bureau a peace resolution 

was adepted on Indochina asserting that "only 

the emergence of a free and democratic govern-

ment, independent of both PO¥Jer Blocs, can 

restore peace and stability in Indo-clu..na and 

Asia". It also called for the speedy making of 

a military truce with the supervision of an 

international commission agreeable to both parties 

urider ·u.:·J. auspices, for the holding of "fair 

and free elections under international control" 

and "joint guarantee of the independence of the 

free states of Indochina by both the power Blocs 

and Asian states cone emed, safeguarding these 

states against any military alliance with either 

of the blocs1124 • Bunna welcaned the Geneva 

settlement in July, 1954, and in August, 1954, 

Burma recognised Cambodia and Laos. 

24 Peace Resolution on Indochina, 
Burma Vol IV (July, 1954) p. 37 

as quoted in Fifield, n. 16, p. 217 
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u Nu visited Har,oi towards the end of the 

year1 though it had, till yet, oot recognised 

any regime in Vietnam. on a communique isst.:..ed 

on 29th November 1954, both leaders agreed on 

the ~ive Principles of Peaceful Coexistance
25

• 

u Nu was personally impressed by Ho Chi Hinh 

during his visit. Do quote U Nu. the day he met 

Ho Chi Ninh, Ho" was wearing a Khaki shirt and 

Khaki trousers. The shirt was not new and the 

trousers lacked crease. His clothes were not 

merely impressed butlooked as though he had been 

wearing them for t;wo or three days. The way he 

walked, the way he comported himself, his manner 

of looking at others and his choice of words were 

duly observed by U Nu. He noted that Ho Chi Leinh 

was so free of cant and pretence that it was as 

though he was totally oblivious of the fact that 

he was the President. 

25 ~., p. 218 
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seeing him so patently, so wanting in pride, 

and so unpretentions, U Nu was filled with 

reverence~· 

In November 1959 U Nu, no longer 

Premi·er, paid a visit to the Republic of 

Vietnam as a guest of President Ngo Dinh Diem. 

U Nu indicated that representative!:; should 

be exchanged between the two countries, stressed 

that the Information officer of the Viet 1'-"linh 

in Rangoon had no diplomatic status, invited 

President Ngo Dinh Diem to visit Burma, and 

called for closer contacts throgh the exchange 

of students and visits of different groups. 

The effect of u Nu' s trip to saigon and Dalat 

was to strengthen diplomatically the position 

of Ngo Dinh Diem 27 • 

Although Pre<Sident Ngo Dinh Diem was 

desirous of Burmese recognition of his country, 

u Nu felt that recognising one half of the country 

would antagonise the other. Recognition must go 

to l:::oth the ·halves or none at all 28 • 

26 

27 

28 

Nu, n. 4. p. 243 

Fifield, n. 16, p. 244 

Nu, n. 4, p. 244 
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In 1957, a consolute General of Saigon was established 

at Rangoon. 

LAOS AND CAMOODIA 

Bunna's attitude towards Laos and Cambodia 

was for some years equivocal; there we~ some doubts 

whether their governments were genuinely representatives 

of their peoples, but by 1954 these doubts had 

been settled and in August Burma recognised both 

d ~ . 29 th . Laos an ComJoUVdJ.a • several of e LaotJ.an 

governments, ir.cluding the first in power after 

the conclusion of the first Vietnam war, ~a~e 

shared Burma's attachment to a policy of neutrality. 

While Bunna' s was freely adopted and applied 

according to national interest, Laos • s was restricted 

by the terms of the 1954 Geneve Agreement and 

limited by the conflicting power interests of 

inuervening foreign states, including the 

unsolicited protective shield offered by the 

Protocol of the southeast Asia Collective 

Defence Treaty 30 • 

Tinker, n. 10, p. 360 

30 Silverstein, n. 1, p. 186 
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On 12th July 1955, the first Laotian 

minister of Bunna presented his credentials tothe 

President of the Union of Burma. The hOlding of 

the Sixth Buddhist Synod in Rangoon (1954) drew the 

leadetts of Cambodia and Laos to Burma and opened 

friendly relations with these neighbouring countriep. 

The Crown. 'Prince of Laos and Prince Sihanouk of 

31 
Cambodia came to the opening ceremony. • 

Bunna• s principal contact with Laos have 

concerned the KMT problem, the two countries have 

a common frontier for some 160 miles along the 

Mekong and as a result of ope rations in January 

and March 1955 KMT troops sought refuge in the 

Laotian border and conferences were held in 

Kengtung and Vientiane in Hay 1955 to coordinate 

action against the K~T 32 

The problem of ~olden Triangle' (which 

included tthe Shan States, Northern Thailand and 

Northwest Laos) brought Bunna and Laos together 

in a way which was bound to create difficulties. 

Burma wanted the opium trade to be stopped so as 

to protect its own society and stop the KMT people 

31 

32 

Nu, n. 4, p. 273 

Tinker, n. 10, p. 360 - 1 
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from making a pro:::: it out of it. The .. golden 

triangle 11 tecame a major center £or the supply 
33 

of illegal world narcotic trade • 

King Norodom Sinhanouk visited 3urma 

in 1954. Burma gave evidence of hoping that the 

ridges that divide Laos and Cambodia from 

Vietnam, both North and· south, would be held 

as a safe ooundary against Communist encroach-

34 ment • U Nu visited Phnom Penh in December, 

It was announced in January, 1955 that the two 

governments would have 'diplomatic relations at the 

b 1 • 35 am assodorial le~ • 

33. 

34 

35 

Silverstein, n. 1, p. 186 

Trager, n. 2, p. 26 3 

Fifield, n. 16, p. 218 
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C 0 N C L U S I 0 N 
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'N••tralis•' was adopted RS a foreign policy, 

option in Buraa due to certain factors and forces 

operative in the late forties. The driving force 

behind this polic.y was a strong desire on the part of 

the Buraese leadership to preserve their newly won 

independence. Buraa had emerg•d as an independent 

country after a long period of colonial rule. Buraa, 

like other colonies, had suffered muah during the 

occupation by the British. The Burmese did not get their 

independence ob a silver platter. They had to make 

sacrifices to achieve freedom from the colonial rule. 

The Buraese leaders, therefore, tried to do everythin« 

possible to protect their nation from political 

domination b.Y foreign powers. The nolicy of neutralisa 

served all these purposes \.Ell. 

Burma's foreign policy was essentially 

designed to serve certain domestic ends. auma required 

economic help on a large scale, but not at the cost of 

its independence. It had to sa~e the Union from 

dismemberment. Burmese foreign policy served these ends 
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w11. Burmr1 could obtain much needed econo~tic help 

t'rom both the blocs -- the American as wll as the 

Soviet. Moreover, the leaders of Buraa believed that 

by adopting neutralism Rs the country's forei&n policy, 

tbe prestip of' the Union of' furma bas been raided. 

It v1ill not be incorrect to say that furma, 

in part, owes its survival to its foreign oolicy. 

Going by the logic of eontempor ery his tory, the 

troubles that ba~e beset tb.e Union of' Burma since its 

independence ou.&h.t to ha~e destroyed the country. Yet, 

the multiplicity of th.reats and "W&aknesses never came 

close to killinc tbe Union. The Government was never 

compelled toacquiesce in the partition of' the country. 

The credit of' Burma• s ability to escape from total 

catastrophe goes, in part, to government's effort to 

avoid crippling foreign entanglements. Burma's 

internal wakn~sses were never successfully exploited 

by outsiders, seeking yet another cold war battleground1 • 

Conditions inLaos and Vietnam have shown how outside 

1. tea E· WilliBJIS, Southeast Asia 1 A History (New 
York, 1976) p.240 
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support to insurgents can become a serious threat 

to the government's existence. 

Initially, the major in flue nee on Bum a 

was that of India. This was not because of the fact 

that till mid 1930's, Euraa was a province of India. 

Nietbar was it because of close relations bet-ween 

Nehru and U Nu. Blraa wanted India's help because it 

felt that only India could help B.trma without puttin« 

the latter's independence in jeopardy. The United 

States was reportedly helping the Kuomintang 

irregulars who had settled in Burma. The United 

Kingdom was openly sympath6tic towards the Karens. 

The ·Soviet Union and Communist China were unsympathetic 

and wre.., aoreover, aiding the rebel Burma communists. 

In early years of independence, Burma was having close 

relations with India. After the Bandung Conference in 

1955, Indian influence started waning and after Ne Win 

came to power in Burma, it was virtually overshado~d. 

When, in 1960, China settled the boundary issue with 

ttle Ne Win government, 1 t was more of' a aove to 
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strengthen Ne Win's internal position. China could 

never sufficiently trust U Nu to help him with an 

agreement on border dispute • The Chinese thought 

that U Nu was much too close ta India. 

Elements of ambivalence exerted their 

pressure on Burma-India relations. On the one hand, 

Buraese leaders looked upon India with admiration z 

on the other, they were disquieted at the economic 

thraldom which India partly represented. 

In April-May 1954, a meeting took place 

between the Prille Minister's of Inclia, Pakistan, 

Indonesia, Sri Lanka and Burma. This was known as 

the Colombo Conference and the participants -- the 

Colombo Po-wers. At the first conference, U Nu's 

resolution to form a committee to explore ways and 

means of economic cooperation was watered down by 

Nehru. In one of the conferences U Nu took an 

opposite position to that of Nehru on the issue of 
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condemnin' Communist imperialism. 

Buraa• s evenhanded approach to 

international relations has not been without its 

understandable anomalies, for Buraa had to consider 

carefully tb.e sensitivities of the people 1 s Republic 

of China. The occupation of Tibet by China and India's 

inability to prevent it, created a situati~"n wherein, 

countries like atraa had no other choice but to 

cultivate friendly relations with the People's 

Republic of China. In the Chinese case, furma' s 

neutrality had be en one of dUerence. At times, Burma 

had to sacrifice its good relations with other powers 

for instance, the termination of the Ullited States aid· 

progra.ame, partly because the United States was aidin~ 

the Kuomintang rebels -- to keep China in good humour. 

Burma had reportedly asked India to delay the recognition 

of the People 1 s Republic of China as Burma wanted to 

be the first non-communist country to extend recognition 

to the people's Republic of China. 



:atrma•s relations with the United States primarily 

harboured around the need for economic assistance. 

Relations with the United States "WSre secondary, 

primarily because of geographical distance froa 

Burma, when compared to Burma's relations with China. 

Burma's relations with the Soviet Union 

were more on a superficial level. Blrma had suffered 

much from the communist rebellions and could, therefore, 

not endorse the Soviet position on various international 

issues, the way India and to some extant, Indonesia did. 

Yet, the Soviet Union made attempts to cultivate good 

relations with the "stOoges of imperialism", as they 

had earlier called the Blrmese leaders, after the 

formation of the South East Asia Treaty Organisatiom 

( SEA'ID ) • 

lbrma 1 s relations with the United Kingdom 

got diluted over a period of time. The Unite n Kingdom 

did not interfere much in the affairs of its former 

colony. 

Initially Burma could not have close 

relations with Japan because of the memoricls of 

Japanese occupation of Burma. Relations, however, 
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developed when both realised that these would be 

mutually advantageous. 

Although traditionally unhappy, 

B.lrmese-Thai relations improved when Thailand helped 

Aung San by providin& a staging and recruiting area 

for the Burma National Army. Relations took a turn 

for the worse because of Kuomintan~ troops which had 

entered Ebrma in 1949-50. They had an easy access to 

Thai border and frequently received supplies from 

Taiwan, by way of Thailand. There is little trade 

between the two as both expect more or less the same 

commodities. atrma-'l'b.ai relations are illustrative of 

Iilrma•s desire to coexist even if the other country's 

policy is radically different from its own. 

Burmese leaders had followed with 

interest the struggle in French Indo-China. They 

believed that Vietnamese were fighting for freedom 

against imperialism, Howver, they were silent on 
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Indochinese issue at the First Asian Socialist 

Conference (1953) because the Vietnamese nationalists 

were mostly communists. 

Tb.e policy of •neutralism' ..,.,as chosen by 

.lbrma as the least possible price to pay for being 

le rt alone. Had Blrma sought assistance to combat 

insurgeneles, it would have ended up by be coming a 

satellite of either tb.e United States or the Communist 

bi.oc. 'Neutralism' for Bl.rma has not meant a lack of 

concern for 1 ts self-interest in relation to other 

states, par ticularlj its immediate neighbours. Five 

states of unequal size, population and interest share 

a long fr on tier with B.Irma, The border passes through 

difficult terrain and, i~ places, is poorly defended 

~nd nearly unguarded. Despite its own weaknesses, the 

involvement of neighbours in war and ideological 

competition and the pressures exerted by others, Ibrma 

has remained independent, its territorial integrity 

intact, and its relations With neighbours, both near 

and far, reasonably good2 • 

2. Josef Siverstein Military Rule and Politics of 
Stagnation (New York, 1977) p.lt39 
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