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Indians in Burma 
Problems and Prospects 

K Krishna Moorthy 

W H E N o n M a r c h 2 , 1962, General 
N e W i n a n d his m i l i t a r y re

vo lu t ionary team snatched the reins 
of power in B u r m a , officials a t the 
I n d i a n Embassy on Merchant 
Street, in Rangoon, probably h a d 
more reasons fo r w o r r y than other 
fo re ign missions. Some of the dip
lomats as w e l l as leaders of the 
I n d i a n communi ty in B u r m a h a d a 
l u r k i n g fear that Bandi t N e h r u 
migh t in his casual w a y m a k e some 
r e m a r k or other against m i l i t a r y 
regimes i n general a n d I n d i a w o u l d 
start her relat ions w i t h the new 
regime on the w r o n g foot. (Pandi t 
Nehru 's publ ic ly expressed regret 
a t the r o y a l over throw of par l ia-
menta ry democracy in Nepal in 
December 1990 perhaps s t i l l dis
turbs K i n g M a h e n d r a ) . 

For tunately , the I n d i a n Ex t e rna l 
Af fa i r s M i n i s t r y agreed qu ick ly 
w i t h the thesis of the men posted 
in Rangoon that the m i l i t a r y regime 
h a d come determined to stay fo r a 
l ong t ime and D e l h i real is t ica l ly 
accorded recogni t ion to the m i l i t a r y 
government. I n fact, I n d i a was 
the first to announce acceptance of 
the Ne W i n adminis t ra t ion . 

Some diplomats, pa r t i cu l a r ly 
Western representatives, f ound It 
i r on i ca l that deposed U Nu ' s sup
posedly closest f r iend , Pandi t 
Nehru , should have appeared to be 
in such haste to deal w i t h those 
w h o h a d humi l i a t ed U N u . They 
thought tha t I n d i a n fore ign pol icy 
was beg inn ing to acquire some of 
the facets of in te rna t iona l pragma
t i sm a n d cynic ism. T h i s realist ic 
De lh i recogni t ion of the foots of 
l i fe in B u r m a was na tu ra l l y we l 
comed by I n d i a n leaders i n Ran
goon a n d I have reason to believe 
that the Burmese F o r e i g n office 
was also gra tefu l f o r Ind ia ' s qu ick 

decision, (There were some in 
Rangoon w h o felt at that t ime that 
cold w a r entanglements w o u l d have 
been suspected had P e k i n g been the 
first to recognise the new ru le r s ) . 

I n d i a and the M i l i t a r y Regime 
De lh i started w i t h g o o d w i l l to 

wards the revo lu t ionary m i l i t a r y 
government and the goodwi l l has 
by a n d large been reciprocated by 
the Burmese Government wh ich , 
fo r instance, was extremely help
f u l i n repa t r i a t ing the I n d i a n A i r 
Force m e n w h o h a d fa l len into the 
hands of N a g a hostiles. 

A weak a g r a r i a n State, on ly just 
beginning to t h ink c lear ly of going 
anywhere , loosely administered 
B u r m a shares her border w i t h two 
d y n a m i c a l l y progressing b i g neigh 
bours, C h i n a a n d Ind i a , and the 
t roubled areas of East Pakis tan, 
Laos and T h a i l a n d , I n her policy 
of neutra l ism, Burmese ca l l their 
country 'neutra l a m o n g the neu 
t ra ls . ' B u r m a was among the f i r s t 
to recognise the P e k i n g Communist 
Government and by a n d large 
determinedly pursues the line of 
keeping herself a loof f r o m the 
Western cold w a r . The K i n g of 
M a n d a l a y in the last century may 
have deluded h imsel f that M a n d a 
l ay was the centre of the w o r l d 
and there m a y s t i l l be some in 
B u r m a , i nc lud ing officials, who be
lieve that ' i f the w o r l d w o u l d leave 
B u r m a alone, there w o u l d be no 
need f o r indus t r ia l i sa t ion . ' Bu t the 
present m i l i t a r y leadership is cer
t a in that the w o r l d w i l l not leave 
B u r m a alone a n d that B u r m a has 
to catch up w i t h his tory. 

In the process the Ne W i n Govern
men t a l so has to take measures to 
ensure tha t the U n i o n does not 
b reak up, a threat w h i c h was the 

most impor tan t factor in the m i l l 
t a ry act ion in M a r c h . The Ne W i n 
team calls i tself the true inher i tor 
of the A u n g San t rad i t ion a n d haa 
great f a i t h in the concept of a mo
dern State, devoid of the quasi-
religious overtones w h i c h bedevilled 
the U Nu regime. Na t iona l i sm and 
a f o r m of state capi ta l i sm f o r m 
the large base for its in te rna l pol i-
cies. There is no p l ay ing w i t h the 
idea of a Buddhist base. In this 
attitude General Ne W i n has more 
in common w i t h the ideas of Presi-
dent Nasser or Alger ia ' s Ben Bel la 
(who both reject an I s lamic bias 
and favour A r a b social ism) than 
for example w i t h Pak i s tan whose 
motivat ions are I s lamic . 

There are some w h o theorise that 
B u r m a can be neutra l on ly so long 
as China w i l l let her be neutra l . 
There is no expressed fear in 
B u r m a of any physical threat f r o m 
the other b ig neighbour, I nd i a , and 
for the record Pek ing has so far 
been more than considerate in her 
relations w i t h Rangoon. Ac tua l ly , 
China has gone out of the w a y to 
woo B u r m a . I f one examines 
Burma ' s fore ign relations in the 
last few years, one w i l l f ind that 
the country has often quivered 
w i t h phases of hostile attitudes to 
one fore ign Power or another. 
There was the an t i -Br i t i sh phase in 
the very ear ly days after indepen 
dence w h i c h took B u r m a out of the 
Commonweal th ; then there was the 
bitter an t i -Amer ican phase fol lowing 
the K u o m i n t a n g troubles on the 
nor thern border; and last ly the a m i 
Japanese phase resul t ing f r o m d i m 
culties in securing increased repara 
tions payments. On the issue of 
reparations, B u r m a felt she has 
a b a d ba rga in in compar ison w i t h 
Japanese dealings w i t h some othe 
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Earlier this month the Burmese Government amended Burma's Money-lenders' Act, a legacy of the 
British days. The new law restricts money-lending to Burmese nationals and precludes all non-nationals, 
mainly Indians and Chinese, from money-lending. 

The. new law reflects the change in the place of the Indians and Chinese in Burma in the country's 
economy. 

In this article the author, who is the Delhi Correspondent of the Far Eastern Economic Review and has 
visited Rangoon several times during the last two years, examines the Burmese image of India and the Indian 
community's long-term prospects in Burma. 
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countries occupied d u r i n g the w a r . 
Japan has recently expressed her 
desire to resettle the reparat ions 
issue. The Burmese have been 
prudent in assuming their hostile 
phases against distant countries and 
have been careful not to be ca r r i ed 
a w a y so f a r by a belligerent stance 
towards Pek ing o r I n d i a . B u r m a 
hag not been shy of annoy ing Ind ia , 
as in the money-order question, but 
there has been no significant dispute 
between the two countries. 

Burmese Neutrality 

Despite the mess that the poor ly 
t ra ined adminis t ra tors and the popu
lace seeking religious mer i t and 
social status made of the country 
in w h i c h there was fo r years a l ack 
of sense of nat ional direction, m a n y 
Burmese officials have taken pride 
in wha t they cal l their country's 
' real neu t ro l i t y . ' Pak is tan and 
Malaya , according to them, have 
been imperia l is t stooges and non-
al igned I n d i a w i l l i n g to m a k e com-
promises in re turn f o r fore ign a id . 
Rangoon th inks poor ly o f I n d i a fo r 
her fa i lure to s tr ike a settlement 
w i t h China in the H ima layas ; this 
was a v iew w h i c h U Nu also repu
tedly shared and this belief led to 
his miscalculated offer fo r media t ion 
between Ch ina a n d I n d i a , Af te r 
a l l , the Burmese made quick w o r k 
of their border problem w i t h China 
and came to an agreement in the 
enlightened self interest of both the 
countries. The Burmese point out, 
w i t h r i g h t f u l pride, that the agree
ment w i t h China on the Burmese 
boundary is a ma jo r e n d firm inter
nat ional commitment P e k i n g has 
been persuaded to make. 

When the Burmese won freedom. 
I n d i a acted w i t h restraint a n d good
w i l l as the Burmese l a n d reforms 
affected l a r g e estates owned by 
Indians . U Nu has publ ic ly ac
knowledged Burma ' s grati tude fo r 
India ' s a rms assistance to beat off 
rebel forces at a crucia l moment 
when they were threatening Rangoon. 

I n Feb rua ry 1949, I n d i a had i n i 
tiated a Commonweal th move to 
assist the preservation of the l a w f u l 
government o f B u r m a . Also pa r t i c i -
pat ing in the move were B r i t a i n , 
Pakis tan , Ceylon and Aus t ra l i a , By 
the second week of M a y that year 
Ind i a , B r i t a i n a n d other countries 
announced their intent ion of he lp ing 
B u r m a out o f her pl ight , I n d i a was 

l ibera l , despite her o w n problems, in 
assisting B u r m a w i t h a loan of Rs 
100 m i l l i o n in September 1955, I n d i a 
also gave B u r m a credi t f o r m a k i n g 
extensive purchases in I n d i a . 

It is unfortunate that there is not 
much visible appreciation of Ind ia ' s 
assistance, though there is m u c h en-
thusiasm w i t h Chinese assistance 
wh ich was announced on ly d u r i n g 
the sixties. Hundreds of Chinese ex-
perts w i l l be go ing to B u r m a d u r i n g 
the coming years fo r the implemen
tat ion of var ious indus t r ia l projects, 
but the Burmese Government has 
cancelled the inv i t a t ion to a few 
dozen I n d i a n doctors to w o r k in 
B u r m a w h i c h suffers f r o m a dis
tressing shortage of medical per-
sonnel. There may , of course, be 
reasons for the Burmese Govern
ment's second thoughts on the ques
t ion of invi ta t ions to I n d i a n doctors. 
I f B u r m a o r some other non-aligned 
countries in the l ong r u n show a 
preference fo r Chinese technicians 
and experts, it could be due to 
Peking 's attitude to such assistance. 
F o r instance, Chinese experts in 
Nepal w o r k at local salary levels 
and there are no ind iv idua l profit 
motives. 

Distrust of Indian Trader 
The reasons f o r the under ly ing 

popular distrust a n d dis l ike of the 
i nd iv idua l I n d i a n in B u r m a are s im 
ple, h is tor ical and imperial is t . As 
part of the t e r r i to ry governed by the 
B r i t i s h f r o m De lh i , thousands o f 
Ind ians moved into the province of 
B u r m a . Some of them no doubt 
were pioneers, who brought the land 
under the plough. The average 
Burmese of those days was certain
ly less Industrious than the I n d i a n 
and the Chinese. Bo th these com-
muntties prospered on l and and in 
commerce. The numerous I n d i a n 
C i v i l Service men also exercised 
their over lordship on the Burmese. 

B u t i t is useless today to harp on 
the I n d i a n communi ty ' s contr ibut ion 
to whatever l i t t le economic develop
ment B u r m a had before the w a r 
years. The image of the Ind ians in 
B u r m a is not that of cultured good 
Samaritans, but that of mercenary 
exploiters w h o came in a flood af
ter the B r i t i s h take-over of B u r m a . 
This impression persists a l though 
thousands o f Ind ians i n B u r m a are 
in near menia l jobs. The shrewd 
M a r w a r i operators, the Chettiars 
and other money-lenders combined 

to w i e l d a tremendous economic 
force in the count ry where a power
f u l indigenous entrepeneur class s t i l l 
has to emerge. State capi ta l i sm is 
the Burmese Government 's answer 
to the l a g in i nd iv idua l na t ional i n i 
t iative. Acco rd ing to a Burmese 
Minis te r in office before the m i l i t a r y 
takeover, the Ind ians have an esti
mated Rs 800 m i l l i o n avai lable in 
their hands in B u r m a fo r invest
ment. The Chinese communi ty had 
a round Rs 500 m i l l i o n . Over the 
years there has been a continuous 
attempt to k i c k the Ind ians and 
Chinese out of the avenues of com 
merc ia l profi t in the country. Licen
s ing policies n a t u r a l l y favour the 
na t ional , as in a n y other developing 
A s i a n a n d A f r i c a n country . But un
t i l quite recently the Ind ians and 
Chinese got a round these restrictions 
th rough organised cor rupt ion of the 
adminis t ra t ion a n d the Burmese 
business communi ty and pol i t ic ians. 
The Burmese often became the 
f ront men openating fo r I n d i a n or 
Chinese businessmen fo r a commis
sion. W i t h greater or ientat ion to
wards t rad ing by the State a n d 
greater vigi lance by the m i l i t a r y 
administrators , the field of underhand 
ac t iv i ty by the Ind ians na tu r a l l y has 
shrunk . 

The I n d i a n business commun i ty 
in Rangoon is cer ta in ly feel ing the 
squeeze now. T h o u g h the Burmese 
Government has inv i t ed the I n 
dians and the Chinese to put their 
money into indus t r i a l projects, i t is 
not sold on the idea of quick deve
lopment of industries by f reewheel 
i n g non-national investors. The 
controls on indus t r i a l investment 
w i l l be severe. I n this the Burmese 
policies m a y not be ve ry different 
f r o m measures taken by Ceylon. 
N o r is the Burmese Government 
w i l l i n g to go out of its w a y to at
tract foreign investments, (The 
Japanese, however, have in recent 
weeks made admirab le progress in 
tie-ups w i t h State enterprises.) 

Ind ians Shy of Burmese Citizenship 
A danger in the coming years to 

the Ind ians in B u r m a stems f r o m 
the fact that a m a j o r i t y of them did 
not t r y to become Burmese citizens 
and th row in their lot completely 
w i t h the country. The reservations 
o f the Ind ians in B u r m a have been 
as numerous as those of I n d i a n ex
patriates in more distant lands. 
Thousands of Indiana shuttle bet-
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ween Rangoon, Calcutta a n d Madras 
w i t h loya l ty on ly to their profits. The 
number o f people in B u r m a ho ld ing 
I n d i a n passports Is a round 550,000 
and a large number of the Ind ians 
are money-lenders, part- t ime or f u l l 
time, exploi t ing the Burmese through 
h i g h interest rates, much higher 
than those prevalent in their home 
country, I n d i a . The danger is that 
i f and when the Burmese Govern 
m e m feels convinced that, w i t h the 
increasing contro l of business and 
industry by the State, there is no 
place in the economic structure for 
the I n d i a n business community , a 
stroke of Ne Win ' s pen can start a 
quick process of weeding them out 
o f B u r m a . A n d in their thousands 
the Bengal i , the M a r w a r i and the 
South I n d i a n now i n B u r m a w i l l 
have to find a new home and a new-
life in their own country. 

I f the Ind ians i n B u r m a run into 
trouble there is not m u c h hope of 
their receiving sympathy f r o m offi
c ia l quarters in New De lh i . The 
P r ime Minis ter has a l l a long advis-
ed I n d i a n expatriates that they 
should as f a r as possible settle down 
as citizens of the count ry of their 
adoption. I n A f r i c a o r i n A s i a the 
I n d i a n communities have been re 
luctant to act on this principle. 

Impact of Indian Rice Purchases 

In official relations betwen I n d i a 
and B u r m a the errat ic I n d i a n rice 
purchases in recent years are a bone 
o f contention, a l though I n d i a in 
earlier years pa id badly needed 
sterl ing for rice purchases f r o m 
B u r m a . F o r B u r m a a s fo r T h a i l a n d 
whoever buys her rice is her f r iend. 
Repeatedly at in ternat ional confer
ences Burmese delegates have f r o w n 
ed on I n d i a n attempts to achieve 
self-sufficiency in rice. There is a 
s t rong rice lobby in the E C A F E for 
example and there have been sugges
tions (hat I n d i a could assist B u r m a 
to produce and m a r k e t more rice 
since B u r m a is more suited to pro
f i table production of rice than I n d i a . 
In this context Burmese officials 
have d i e d to me the example of 
China 's rubber deal w i t h Ceylon. 
(Wha t B u r m a and T h a i l a n d some
times f a i l to take notice of is that 
I n d i a has had a record of famines 
and s tarvat ion deaths. The war and  
the occupation of B u r m a by the 
Japanese stopped imports of rice 
wh ich m a y have averted or al levia

ted the disaster of the Bengal Fa
mine. W h a t happened two decades 
ago could happen again.) 

A p a r t f r o m the economic facts, 
after a l l , some Burmese have to ld 
me that I n d i a , "a b ig a n d r i c h coun
t ry , ' ' can lean over backwards to 
assist the "weak and less prosperous 
neighbour". Also, apart f r o m for
m a l fore ign and economic relations, 
a crucia l factor fo r I n d i a in her 
relations w i t h B u r m a i n the coming 

years is a confronta t ion w i t h China 
w h i c h , despite its tremendous inter
n a l problems, is extending consider
able developmental assistance. W h a t 
an Indones ian Minis te r once to ld me 
applies to B u r m a also : "Cannot 
I nd i a , w i t h a T h i r d F i v e Year P l a n 
amount ing to more than Rs 100,000 
m i l l i o n specifically al lot even a 
meagre one per cent to help less 
developed countries in South A s i a 
and A f r i c a " ? 
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