More Than Just a Fighting Force, Myanmar's Military Is the Nation's Driving Force
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BANGKOK, Oct. 6  - Crushing all enemies, on land, underground and at sea, all enemies, we will crush them totally, until they are uprooted, decimated.

This, poetically put on Armed Forces Day in March 2006, is the Burmese Army’s view of itself: the backbone and protector of a nation besieged by enemies from within and outside its borders.

At 400,000 strong, it is one of the largest and most battle-tested armies in Southeast Asia, still fighting a half-century war with ethnic insurgencies.

But it is much more than a fighting force. A large part of its energies go into a bigger task: running Myanmar 
Generals have ruled the country for 45 years, and the military, known as the Tatmadaw, now permeates Myanmar, controlling virtually every institution and most business enterprises.

Foreigners who may hope to change this government, or to deal with it, must assess its stature in the country, its belief in its mission and an insular worldview and value system that may make communication difficult.

Even if the ruling junta is removed, it is most likely to be replaced by another military government, analysts say, and even if some form of democracy is adopted, the military will still be the country’s driving force.

The junta's chief opponent, the pro-democracy leader Daw Aung San Suu Kyi has acknowledged that, saying any future government must involve the military.

The junta has come under intense international pressure to change after its violent suppression last week of pro-democracy demonstrations led by Buddhist monks, the largest protests since 1988, when it seized power.

Apparently responding to the pressure, the general who has led the junta for 15 years, Senior Gen. Than Shwe, is making what seem to be gestures of conciliation. He has offered, under conditions, to meet with Mrs.

Aung San Suu Kyi, who has been under house arrest for 12 of the past 18 years.

That could be distasteful to a man who is said not to be able to tolerate the mention of her name. But analysts who have seen such gestures before are cautious in assessing its substance.

Over the last 20 years, the government has responded at a tactical level to different forms of pressure or persuasion, whether letting the Red Cross in a few years ago or releasing Aung San Suu Kyi a couple of times,- said Thant Myint-U, the historian who wrote - The River of Lost Footsteps: Histories of Burma.-But if the bottom line is a willingness to hand over power, they have been completely unmoved.

Mr. Thant said the military leaders- insular and self-sufficient view of themselves made sanctions against them less effective. This is a regime which neither really fears sanctions nor at this point wants what the West has to offer if the condition for an end to sanctions is regime change.

In dealing with the dug-in generals it is important to remember that they believe in their mission to protect the country, said David I. Steinberg, a leading expert on Myanmar at Georgetown University 
in Washington. ?We tend to think everything they do is for propaganda or personal aggrandizement,? he said. ?Of course there is that. But there’s a real belief in what they do. They really believe the country would fall apart without them.
Last year, the official English newspaper, New Light of Myanmar, gave the junta's rationale for seizing power in the 1988 crackdown, in which hundreds and even thousands were killed.

As no political leader, organization nor individual was able to control the situation and solve the problems, the Tatmadaw, the most powerful and disciplined institution, had to take over the state duties due to unavoidable situation,- the newspaper said.

Certainly, military analysts say, many in the ranks must be horrified by the brutality their comrades showed last week to the Buddhist monks, who are the moral core of Myanmar.

But this is a tough, self-contained institution, cemented by fear and privilege, that has remained united through a half century of national upheavals.

If a soldier disobeys an order, he may be killed, analysts said. 
At the same time, soldiers earn more than civilians, send their children to the best schools and have brighter career prospects than civilians. They also have opportunities to tap into the gray economy of graft.

They are a society within a society,- a former military attaché said, speaking on condition of anonymity. When you have an officer corps that is completely cut off - they can't listen to V.O.A., BBC, they don't have CNN - they get what they're told. They have nothing to base a comparison on.
In 1988, when members of almost every institution had joined the pro-democracy uprising, the military did not crack, said U Win Min, a lecturer at Payap University in Chiang Mai, Thailand, and an expert on Myanmar's military.

A few lower-ranking members of the Myanmar Air Force and Navy marched with the pro-democracy crowds, he said, but only one officer broke ranks.

In any transition to come, there will be civilians fighting with each other, whereas the military will remain united and they will remain institutionally a cohesive power,- he said. 
The attacks on monks have damaged the stature of a government that professes to draw much of its legitimacy from its ties with the Buddhist faith.

There will be many commanders who disagree with the order to attack monks, but they cannot disobey,- Mr. Win Min said. If they disobey, they will be shot. Like the battlefield. Disobeying an order is the highest crime in the Burmese military. 
But Win Min, who maintains extensive contacts with active duty officers, said the violence against monks was limited mostly to the main city, Yangon, formerly Rangoon, and to Kachin State, in the far north. In other areas, like Mandalay, Myanmar's second largest city, their treatment was less brutal, he said.

The troops who fired into crowds were mostly from the same frontline divisions who led the suppression of the 1988 uprising, he said. They are known for their brutality against civilians in ethnic minority areas. 
Whenever I talk to my friends about brutality they just see it as enemy area,- he said. They rule by fear, because without fear people won't obey their orders. They see that they are doing their job in protecting the state.

So these battle-hardened officers are inclined to shoot when people demonstrate in the streets if they are told that the demonstrators are led by people in exile or foreign colonial powers.
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