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TayLor’S quoTaTIoN is faint praise (not exactly – ‘I have seen 
the future and it works!’). But it was the author’s misfortune 
that The State in Burma came out just before the massive popular 
protests of 1988, which led to the collapse of the Ne Win regime 
and the violent rebirth of the army-state in the form of a junta 
named the State Law and order restoration Council (SLorC, 
known after 1997 as the State Peace and Development Council 
or SPDC). The new military regime proclaimed the establishment  
of a ‘multi-party democracy’ and held a general election  
on 27 May 1990 (though it did not recognise the results, a 
landslide victory achieved by the opposition National League  
for Democracy party led by aung San Suu Kyi). It also opened  
up the country to private foreign investment, dropping into  
the dustbin of history the socialist ideology that Taylor claimed 
had been largely accepted by the people.

The book’s discussion of the dynastic and colonial polities  
was detailed and scholarly, drawing on a wealth of sources 
including Victor Lieberman’s studies on the dynastic  
state, John S. Furnivall’s classic Colonial Policy and Practice:  
A Comparative Study of Burma and Netherlands India and the 
author’s own research on the late colonial period. The period 
from the Japanese invasion of 1942 until Ne Win’s coup d’état 
in 1962 was described as a time when the state was ‘displaced,’ 
though it was during the years that Prime Minister u Nu  
headed a civilian government (1948-1958, 1960-1962) that 
Burmese citizens enjoyed the greatest personal freedom and 
prosperity. Taylor’s last chapter, ‘reasserting the State,  
1962-1987,’ presented a largely uncritical description of the  
Ne Win regime. on ethnic minorities, he wrote:

“While promising equal treatment, the state reiterated its  
pledge to protect minority cultural practices as long as these  
did not run contrary to accepted health standards and other 
norms…the state carried out other steps to unify the  
population around symbols and institutions of a non-divisible 
nature. In 1965 an Academy for the Development of National 
Groups was opened to train individuals from the border areas  
to appreciate the diverse culture of the country while  
recognizing the need for the unity of the state…” 2

However, according to fellow Burma specialist Josef Silverstein, 
the academy was located in Sagaing in upper Burma, the 

heartland of ethnic majority Burman culture, and few ethnic 
minority people actually studied there.3 National unity – both 
during the Ne Win period and after 1988 – has been fostered 
and controlled in a top-down manner by a Burman-dominated 
power elite that sees diversity as largely a matter of parades 
on 12 February, union Day, in which people march wearing 
colourful minority costumes.

In 2009, Taylor has published a revised and expanded version  
of his 1987 book, re-named The State in Myanmar in recognition 
of the official change of the country’s name from ‘Burma’  
to ‘Myanmar’ in 1989. While The State in Burma (including 
bibliography and index) is 395 pages long, the revised edition 
weighs in at 555 pages. This includes the events of 1988 and 
two decades of SLorC/SPDC rule (a new chapter titled  
‘The State redux, 1988-2008’); however, Taylor’s editors have 
done him a great disservice by not insisting that he drastically 
condense chapters from the 1987 book before adding so  
much new material. Lengthy descriptions of the finances  
and administration of the long-dead British colonial regime  
are retained, even though their relevance for Burma in the  
21st century is questionable.

‘Ponderous prose’
academic writing doesn’t necessarily have to be easy or fun 
to read, but the dryness and ponderousness of Taylor’s prose 
is in dire need of some lightening up. Given his many years of 
firsthand experience in the country, which he describes in his 
Preface (pp. xv-xvii) it is surprising that his knowledge of Burma 
seems so textbook-ish and abstract, fitted into the Procrustean 
bed of comparative politics theory rather than ‘lived.’ There  
are few pungent vignettes of Burmese life like those related by 
the late economist Mya Maung or the journalist San San Tin.4

Taylor’s focus on formal institutions (including a lengthy 
discussion of the SPDC-backed 2008 Constitution at the end of 
the book) passes rather lightly over the dynamics of Burmese 
politics: for example, the principle of lukawn, lutaw (‘good 
people before smart people’), which Mya Maung explains was 
the principle behind Ne Win’s appointment of subordinates: 
they should not be too smart or ambitious, lest they become  
a threat to Number one’s power monopoly5 – a principle 
also observed by the SPDC’s incumbent Number one, Senior 
General Than Shwe, in his 2004 purge of Number Three, the 
talented but too-big-for-his-britches Lieutenant General Khin 
Nyunt. The humour, go-through-the-motions and passive 
resistance that characterise ordinary people’s relations to the 
(Ne Win, SPDC) state are also neglected, which suggests that 

The State in Myanmar would have benefited greatly from the 
ideas of James C. Scott on the survival tactics of the powerless, 
as described in his Domination and the Arts of Resistance.6 

The new final chapter, 110 pages long, is full of details on the 
post-1988 army-state and the opposition that emerged to con-
front it, gaining the sympathy of the outside world for Burma’s 
hitherto ignored human rights problems. Taylor describes this 
opposition, including its exile component, the cease-fires made 
by the SLorC with major border area armed groups, the new 
‘open economy’ policy, asian economic engagement with 
the regime and western sanctions. He makes the interesting 
point that the new SLorC junta that seized power in 1988 was 
‘relatively open and accessible’ but after its reorganisation 
as the SPDC in 1997 it became more closed and hierarchical, 
closely resembling the Ne Win-era state. (p.485) He closes the 
chapter by saying ‘whether the aging managers of the state 
[the SPDC] had learned, unlike their predecessors, the necessity 
of renewing its personnel and policies in order to perpetuate 
itself was a question yet to be answered.’ (p.485)

‘Singularly unsympathetic’ 
His view of the post-1988 pro-democracy movement is  
singularly unsympathetic. He mentions the ‘Black Friday’ 
incident in Dipeyin (Depayin), upper Burma, when aung San 
Suu Kyi and her NLD supporters were attacked by pro-regime 
mobs on 30 May 2003, but neglects to add that reliable  
reports say that as many as 80 of her people were killed. 
(p.418) on her role in politics, he writes that:

“From her first major public address at the Shwedagon  
Pagoda [on 26 August 1988] when she called the prevailing 
demonstrations part of a ‘second struggle for independence’, 
creating a spurious analogy between the foreign rule of  
British and the rule of the tatmadaw [Burmese armed forces],  
she emerged as the fulcrum of protest politics in Myanmar.” 
(p.404)

Why Taylor is motivated to call her comparison ‘spurious’  
is unclear. Is it because the power elite is indigenous rather 
than foreign, and it was Burman and Chin troops who shot 
thousands of people in the streets of rangoon rather than  
Sikhs and Punjabis recruited into the British Indian army?  
It should be noted that even at their most repressive, the  
British security forces were responsible for only a handful  
of deaths among urban Burmese protesters before World  
War Two, not 1988’s thousands of victims.

Indeed, colonialism in an indigenous form lives on in Burma, 
just as it has in Mugabe’s Zimbabwe and Mobutu’s Congo  
before it collapsed into complete chaos. In his Introduction, 
Taylor claims that Third World states are faced with two  
options, if they wish to assert their dominance over society: 
either open themselves up to foreign influences in the form  
of economic ties and military alliances (as some of the  
outward-looking aSEaN states such as Thailand, Singapore  
and Malaysia have done), though the price for acquiring 
support from abroad is the state’s loss of autonomy to foreign 
actors. or self-reliance, in Taylor’s unusually vivid choice of 
words, ‘to force the state upon the remainder of society with 
the few weapons at its disposal’:

“Given the state’s lack of positive inducements because  
of its impecunious nature, this requires eliminating its  
rivals through the power of the law while ensuring that the 
institutions  permitted to exist are dependent upon the state,  
either through their personnel or finances, and are therefore 
unable to organize effective opposition to it.” (p.12)

Ne Win chose this second option, self-reliance, seeking to 
minimise foreign contacts and establish an autarkic economic 
system, though by the 1980s his regime had become highly 
dependent on infusions of official development assistance 
provided by Japan and some western countries.7 But the 
SLorC/SPDC regime has created the worst situation out of both 
options: it extracts labour and resources from the population 
in an oppressive manner (the SLorC/SPDC’s internationally 
criticised use of forced labour) while gaining for itself the  
fruits of post-1988 economic liberalisation. Far from being 
isolated by (largely counterproductive) western sanctions  
(as Taylor suggests [pp.12-13]), it has benefited tremendously 
from the economic and other forms of support provided by  
its neighbours, especially China, India, Thailand and Singapore 
as well as more distant benefactors such as russia, North  
Korea and South Korea. 

No questions asked
Since their top priority is rapid economic growth, asian  
governments have taken a ‘no questions asked’ approach to 
the acquisition of Burma’s valuable natural resources, especially 
natural gas and teak, despite the SLorC/SPDC’s dismal human 
rights record (about which Taylor has little to say). revenue from 
the sale of these resources has enabled the junta to carry out an 

ambitious modernisation of the armed forces that continues in 
2009 with growing and worrisome military ties between North 
Korea and Burma, including transfer of nuclear technology.8  
Moreover, such revenues have subsidised Senior General Than 
Shwe’s astrologically-ordained pet project, building a new 
capital city and military headquarters at Naypyidaw in southern 
Mandalay Division, 320 kilometres north of the old capital 
rangoon. But Burma remains a poor country, despite its wealth 
of natural resources: it sits at the bottom of Southeast asia’s 
per capita GDP pecking order, along with the small, landlocked 
country of Laos and Cambodia, which is still recovering from 
back-to-back wars and the horrors of the Pol Pot regime.9 

Post-1988 Burma’s neo-colonial relationship with its asian 
neighbours is the white elephant in the room that Taylor tries 
to ignore while describing the army-state’s struggle to achieve 
Myanmar identity and independence. as in British colonial times, 
the SPDC-era Burmese economy has been based on the export  
of raw materials and possesses a very weak manufacturing  
base, requiring, in a classic dependency relationship, imports 
of manufactured goods from a new ‘metropole,’ the more 
developed and industrialised asian states. Because of foreign 
economic support, the SLorC/SPDC state is not only able to 
ignore the criticisms and sanctions of western governments,  
but also doesn’t need (or doesn’t perceive the need) to make 
real efforts to win the support of the local population, the  
malign neglect of whom has often been criminal – for example, 
in the wake of Cyclone Nargis, which killed almost 140,000 
people in the Irrawaddy Delta in May 2008.10

Like the British colonialists, the military power elite can be  
described as located not inside society as much as above it, 
largely isolated from the concerns of most desperately poor 
Burmese and propped up by external powers. Privileged 
bogyoke ywa (generals’ villages) resemble the cantonments and 
civil lines of the European colonial elite, where ‘natives’ were 
distinctly unwelcome. There is a large and growing comprador 
class of foreign and domestic business cronies, including  
the sports car-driving businessman Teza, who is close to Than 
Shwe and his family and has played a major role in building 
the new city of Naypyidaw. The mutual alienation of state and 
society – which intensified in central Burma during the Ne Win 
period – in large measure explains the brutality with which the 
army and riot police suppressed popular demonstrations in 
1988, as well as the power elite’s intense preoccupation with 
self-preservation, reflected in Than Shwe’s decision to move  
the capital away from tumultuous and difficult to govern 
rangoon to a safer location in the middle of the country.

However, the fundamental problem with The State in Myanmar  
is not its pro-regime bias but its focus on the State, with  
a capital ‘S’. In his Introduction, Taylor writes that:

“…in the approach taken in this volume, it is the interaction of the 
official state and non-official institutions that is being examined, 
and it is argued that, to judge from the evidence, most of the time it 
is the state which is expected to be, and is, the determining partner 
in such relationships. In this sense the state, through ‘its continuous 
administrative, legal, bureaucratic and coercive systems’, shapes 
the relationship between itself and civil society, but also shapes the 
structure of ‘many crucial relationships within civil society as well.”  

The state is thus normally able to determine what is a political  
issue and what is not capable of political solution, as it limits 
the growth of institutions that can express official or private 
political opinions and options. (pp.4-5)

From this perspective, based on the ‘fact’ of state power,  
Taylor slips over to a normative position very close to that of  
the 20th century German jurist Carl Schmitt, who said that the 
state is the embodiment of the ‘political unity of the people.’11 
This is a point of view shared by many power holders in East  
and Southeast asia who espouse a ‘new authoritarianism’  
based on top-down centralisation, modern technology, a unitary 
concept of national identity and intolerance of alternative visions 
of national life.12 unlike Singapore, China, or Vietnam, Myanmar 
under the SLorC/SPDC has not been successful in delivering  
the benefits of economic growth and technical innovation to  
the people, which would promote social stability. Some would  
go as far as to say that the SPDC’s Myanmar is a ‘failed state’  
like its new ally North Korea. But the leaders of these countries  
all share the same assumption – judging from their attempts  
to quarantine their societies from disruptive external influences 
and suffocate independent civil society movements – that  
the state which holds power is, ipso facto, legitimate, and  
that those who challenge this power, who are outside the state,  
are illegitimate. The state is transcendent, a principle enshrined  
in the institutions of the new 2008 Myanmar constitution,  
which subordinates ‘party politics’ to ‘national politics,’  
the latter being firmly controlled by the armed forces  
(i.e., the army-state reincarnated with a civilian facade).

However, to understand Burma or any other any complex 
society, it is necessary to focus not only on a single institution, 
the state, but on the broad spectrum of activities, practices, 
institutions and beliefs that people in society hold and which  
are political in nature, simply because they are oriented to,  

In 1987, veteran Burma specialist robert Taylor  
published The State in Burma, an analysis of the  
country’s politics beginning in dynastic times and  
ending with the one-party socialist state established  
by General Ne Win. He closed the book with the  
following passage: 
“The all-encompassing ideology of the [Burma Socialist 
Programme] Party appears to be reflected in public  
and private discourse and, at least at the verbal level,  
its message is accepted… Most people have contact 
with the Party and the People’s Councils in their daily 
life, and the local agents of the state who live in the 
community are recognized and used as intermediaries 
with the authorities at the middle and top levels of  
the state. For better or worse, the state is accepted  
as inevitable and dominates other institutions.” 1  
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in David Easton’s words, the ‘authoritative allocation of values’ 
in that society.13 one must recognise that within the political 
system of such a society, one can find traditions and practices 
of resistance to the state that frequently enjoy more legitimacy 
and popular recognition than the state itself.
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