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Making Enemies, War, and State Building in
Burma: A Complex Interplay

Burma (Myanmar), a nation grappling with persistent internal conflict and a history marked by authoritarian
rule, presents a compelling case study in the intricate relationship between enemy-making, warfare, and

state-building. Understanding this dynamic requires examining the country's multifaceted ethnic landscape,
the strategies employed by successive regimes, and the enduring consequences for its citizens. This article

explores the interwoven processes of conflict creation, its impact on war, and its implications for the
ongoing struggle to establish a stable and unified Burmese state.

The Construction of "Enemies": Internal Divisions and External
Threats

The Burmese state's strategy of "making enemies" has been central to its power consolidation and
legitimacy narratives throughout history. This often involved defining and targeting specific ethnic groups as

"internal enemies" and external powers as "external threats." This approach served multiple purposes:
justifying military actions, consolidating power, and diverting attention away from internal dissent. The
categorization of ethnic minorities as insurgents or separatists, often fueled by real or manufactured

grievances, has been a constant feature of Burmese politics. This process is directly linked to the ethnic
conflict in Burma, a crucial element in understanding the nation's prolonged instability.

Several factors contribute to the construction of these "enemies." These include:

Historical grievances: Longstanding land disputes, unequal resource distribution, and perceived
political marginalization have fueled resentment amongst ethnic minority groups.

Political opportunism: Successive regimes have exploited ethnic differences to consolidate their
power, using "divide and conquer" tactics. Accusations of collaboration with external forces, whether

true or false, have been instrumental in this strategy.
Military strategies: The Tatmadaw (Burmese armed forces) often uses a scorched-earth approach,

displacing civilian populations and creating widespread suffering, ultimately exacerbating existing
tensions and creating new enemies. This contributes to the cycle of Burmese civil war.

Ideology of the Burmese state: The narrative of a singular "Burman" identity has served to
marginalize other ethnic groups and solidify the legitimacy of the central government. This contributes

to the broader discussion around Burma's political landscape.

Warfare and its Impact on State Building
The ongoing conflicts in Burma, fueled by the process of enemy-making, have profoundly hindered state-

building efforts. Decades of warfare have resulted in widespread destruction of infrastructure, displacement
of populations, and a climate of fear and distrust. The Tatmadaw’s military campaigns, often characterized

by human rights abuses, have deepened ethnic divisions and eroded any prospect of national reconciliation.

The cycle of violence contributes to a weakened central government and a lack of governance in many
regions. The prolonged nature of the conflict prevents investment in essential services like education,

healthcare, and infrastructure. Moreover, it fosters a parallel economy controlled by armed groups,
undermining the state's ability to collect taxes and provide public goods. This intricate connection between

war and state building highlights the challenges of consolidating power and achieving political stability in the
context of persistent conflict. The ongoing armed conflict in Burma demonstrates this cycle of destruction

and hampered state building vividly.

State Strategies for Managing Conflict and the Limits of
"Winning"

Successive Burmese governments have adopted varied strategies to manage conflicts and consolidate their
control. These strategies have ranged from military offensives to negotiated peace agreements, with varying
degrees of success. However, a common thread running through these approaches has been the reluctance

to genuinely address the root causes of conflict.

The emphasis on military solutions, coupled with a lack of political will to address the underlying issues of
ethnic inequality and political marginalization, has significantly hampered progress towards lasting peace.
Peace agreements often prove fragile, as the fundamental issues that fuel conflict remain unresolved. The
“winning” of military victories, therefore, has not translated into successful state building, highlighting the

limitations of military solutions in a context marked by deeply ingrained ethnic and political divides.
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The Future of State Building in Burma: Challenges and
Prospects

The path towards a more stable and unified Burma remains fraught with challenges. The legacy of decades
of conflict, coupled with ongoing human rights violations and a deeply entrenched military presence, creates
a complex landscape for meaningful state building. However, some positive developments offer glimmers of

hope. These include:

Growing international pressure: Increased international scrutiny of human rights abuses and
growing calls for democratic reforms exert significant pressure on the military regime.

Civil society activism: Despite facing considerable risks, civil society organizations continue to play
a vital role in advocating for human rights, promoting peace, and fostering dialogue.

Evolving ethnic alliances: Some ethnic armed organizations have forged alliances in their fight
against the military, suggesting a potential shift in the power dynamics.

Ultimately, lasting peace and successful state building in Burma will require addressing the root causes of
conflict. This necessitates a fundamental shift in the state's approach to ethnic relations, a genuine

commitment to human rights, and a willingness to engage in inclusive political dialogue and power-sharing
arrangements that address the grievances of ethnic minority groups. The process of “making enemies”

needs to be reversed, replaced with a focus on building trust and inclusivity.

FAQ
Q1: What is the role of the Tatmadaw in perpetuating conflict in Burma?

A1: The Tatmadaw's actions have significantly exacerbated conflict. Its military campaigns, often
characterized by human rights abuses and a disregard for civilian lives, have fueled resentment and

resistance amongst ethnic minorities. The military’s control over significant economic resources further
entrenches its power and perpetuates the cycle of violence. Its reluctance to genuinely negotiate peace and

address the root causes of the conflict significantly hinders state building.

Q2: How have external actors influenced the conflict in Burma?

A2: External actors, including neighboring countries and international powers, have played varying roles.
Some have provided support to specific armed groups, while others have pursued diplomatic initiatives to
promote peace. International sanctions and humanitarian aid have also influenced the conflict dynamics.
However, the effectiveness of external interventions has been limited due to the complex nature of the

conflict and the differing interests of external actors.

Q3: What are the main obstacles to achieving lasting peace in Burma?

A3: Key obstacles include the Tatmadaw’s continued dominance, the lack of political will to address deep-
seated ethnic grievances, a legacy of human rights abuses, and a deeply entrenched culture of impunity.

The continued existence of parallel economies controlled by armed groups further complicates the situation.
The fragmented nature of the opposition and the lack of trust between the different parties also pose

significant challenges.

Q4: What are some potential pathways to peace and state-building in Burma?

A4: These include inclusive political dialogue and power-sharing arrangements that genuinely address the
concerns of ethnic minorities, meaningful reforms to ensure accountability for human rights abuses,

demilitarization and disarmament processes, and international support for rebuilding infrastructure and
promoting reconciliation. A commitment to genuine federalism, decentralization, and equitable resource

distribution would also be crucial.

Q5: What is the role of civil society in promoting peace and reconciliation in Burma?

A5: Despite facing immense risks, Burmese civil society organizations play a crucial role in advocating for
human rights, promoting peace and reconciliation, and providing essential services to conflict-affected

communities. They serve as vital channels of information and engage in conflict resolution and
peacebuilding initiatives. Their work is crucial in building trust and fostering a sense of shared identity

among different ethnic groups.

Q6: How has the concept of a "Burman" identity shaped the conflict?

A6: The concept of a singular "Burman" identity, promoted by successive governments, has contributed to
the marginalization of ethnic minorities and fueled conflict. This identity served as a foundation for the

ideology that justified the domination of other ethnic groups, thereby creating the conditions for ongoing
violence and resistance.

Q7: What are the long-term implications of the ongoing conflict for Burma's development?

A7: The long-term implications are severe. The conflict undermines sustainable development by hindering
investment, destroying infrastructure, disrupting education and healthcare systems, and causing massive
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displacement. Continued instability will also exacerbate poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation.

Q8: What role does international engagement play in shaping the future of Burma?

A8: International engagement is crucial for fostering accountability for human rights abuses, providing
support for peace negotiations and reconciliation efforts, and promoting good governance and democratic
reforms. Consistent pressure from international actors, coupled with targeted sanctions and humanitarian
aid, can significantly impact the course of events in Burma. However, this engagement must be strategic

and consistent to have a lasting effect.

Making Enemies: War and State-Building in Burma

Introduction

Burma Burma’s tumultuous history is a complex arrangement woven with threads of conflict and state-
building attempts. Understanding this involved relationship requires delving into the shifting interplay

between national differences, defense strategies, and the persistent struggle for governmental authority.
This examination will investigate how the formation of “enemies” – both domestic and international – has

been essential to the construction and justification of the Burmese state throughout its recent history.

The Military's Strategy of Division

The Burmese military, the Tatmadaw, has consistently employed a strategy of “divide and conquer” to
preserve its grip on authority. This involves portraying different national groups as fundamentally

adversarial to each other, therefore justifying military interference and the subjugation of dissenting voices.
This strategy is not novel; it has its roots in colonial-era tactics that exploited pre-existing tensions between

groups.

The construction of the “other” often targets ethnic minorities who hold significant resources or important
territories. The Rohingya population, for example, have been systematically dehumanized and oppressed by
the military, which presents them as a danger to national safety. This story functions to explain the savage

suppressions and racial cleansing campaigns that have removed hundreds of thousands of people.

Internal Conflicts and State Consolidation

The increase of internal armed conflicts has also served a substantial role in state-building. By presenting
itself as the only power capable of preserving order, the Tatmadaw has been able to fortify its position and
extend its power. The persistent civil wars across the country have allowed the military to consolidate its

authority over resources and land, while simultaneously justifying its extensive defense budget and
repressive rule.

External Enemies and National Unity

The Tatmadaw has also utilized the perception of foreign enemies to promote a impression of national unity
and legitimize its actions. Historical conflicts with neighboring countries, assertions of foreign interference,
and the threat of international punishments have all been employed to mobilize public support behind the

military administration.

The Cycle of Violence and its Consequences

This sequence of violence and state-building has had catastrophic effects for the people of Burma. Decades
of conflict have resulted in widespread migration, destitution, and civil liberties abuses. The continuing

instability has obstructed economic development and undermined the prospects for peace and self-
governance.

Conclusion

The relationship between “making enemies” and state-building in Burma is complex but vital to
understanding the country’s volatile history. The Tatmadaw has consistently used the approach of creating

and manipulating ideas of enemies, both internal and external, to explain its actions, consolidate its
authority, and validate its rule. This has resulted in a history of violence, displacement, and fundamental

rights abuses that continues to shape the country’s destiny. A true resolution to Burma's problems requires
addressing the root causes of conflict, including racial prejudice, economic inequality, and the abuse of

control.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Q1: Can Burma ever achieve lasting peace?

A1: Achieving lasting peace in Burma requires a comprehensive approach that addresses the root causes of
warfare, promotes all-encompassing governance, promotes economic development, and subjects those

responsible for civil liberties violations responsible.

Q2: What role does international pressure play?

A2: International pressure, including penalties, governmental participation, and charitable assistance, can
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have a important role in promoting tranquility and liability in Burma. However, its impact depends on a
unified and consistent international effort.

Q3: What is the future of Burma’s state-building efforts?

A3: The future of Burma's state-building efforts is uncertain, largely dependent on whether the country can
move to a more inclusive, democratic political system that resolves the needs of all ethnic groups.

Q4: How does the historical context impact current events?

A4: Understanding Burma's colonial past and the subsequent military regimes is essential to grasping the
current political context. Historical complaints and unresolved conflicts continue to fuel current tensions and

shape the ongoing struggles for governmental authority.
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