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Summary. - After the 1962 ‘revolution’ the Burmese military government committed itself to 
a process of socialist construction. In this paper we assess the nature of Burmese socialism. 

In defining socialism we distinguish between a socialist economy, which concerns the issues 
of public ownership and planning, and a socialist society, which concerns class relations. The 
subsequent discussion of the nature of ownership, planning and development strategy in Burma 
between 1962 and the mid-1970s indicates that while Burma established the formal structures 
of a socialist economy, it did not effectively implement those structures. Furthermore, in 
recent years, due to economic failure, Burma has had to accept policies that imply more private 
activity, including foreign investment. 

Our analysis of the Burmese experience leads us to conclude that Burma does not have a 
socialist economy nor does the leadership have the ability or will necessary to build a socialist 
SOCietY. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

An earlier paper’ put forward the view that 
the post-colonial Burmese economic system was 
determined by the impact of colonial rule on 
the relative strength of the economic, political 
and military sectors, and on the relative 
position of the Burmese in each of those 
sectors. Implicitly downgraded was the import- 
ance of ideology in determining Burma’s 
approach to development. Furthermore the 
imperatives resulting from Burma being a less 
developed country were not taken to be a 
major consideration. In other words Burma’s 
‘choice’ of ‘socialism’ was a function of the 
historical-institutional legacy of their colonial 
experience combined with a desire to assert 
their independence in the face of the legacy. 
Specifically, the British, but even more directly 
during World War II, the Japanese, developed 
the country’s political and military sectors and 
provided the Burmese with the appropriate 
training and experience. Thus in these sectors 
the Burmese were able to enjoy the power 
denied them in the economy. In addition the 
political importance of the military leaders was 
enhanced by the role of the Burmese Indepen- 
dent Army in fighting the British. After inde- 
pendence Burma, with a Burmese population 
possessing limited economic skills but reason- 
ably capable of running the government and 
military sectors, turned to the latter two as the 
only hope for promoting independent econ- 
omic growth. This government- and ultimately 

military-dominated system, became the basis 
for the ‘Burmese way to socialism’. Left 
unanswered in this analysis was the question of 
whether the resulting economic system was 
really ‘socialist’. Of course the answer depends 
in part on the definition of socialism. It also 
depends on the specific institutions established 
and the development policies pursued. This 
paper represents an effort to deal with these 
issues. Section 2 will outline our view of 
socialism. The third section will focus on the 
Burmese approach to development since 1962. 
The relationship between this approach and our 
definition of socialism will be the subject of a 
concluding section. 

2. DEFINING SOCIALISM 

While there is basic disagreement over the 
proper definition of socialism the debate tends 
to take a predictable form. On one side you 
have those who focus on certain institutional 
arrangements. Public ownership of the means of 
production and central planning are considered 
the key ingredients of a socialist model. In fact 
it has been stated that public and private 
ownership are ‘ . . . the only logical and useful 
distinctions . . . ’ between socialism and 
capitalism.2 

On the other side of the debate are those 
who see the institutional categories as perhaps a 

* Our thanks to Tom Naylor for his helpful suggestions. 
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necessary, but not a sufficient, part of a 
socialist system. In their view those who would 
define socialism solely in institutional terms are 
dealing with legal and economic forms rather 
than matters of substance. The substance of a 
socialist society has to do with class relations. 
Socialism is defined in terms of the existence of 
a ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. This ‘dictator- 
ship’ is reflected in the process of social, pol- 
itical and economic change. If the ‘dictatorship’ 
is operational, the changes taking place should 
be consistent with the interests of the mass of 
the working population. 

There are many problems in applying this 
definition. If public ownership and planning 
represent form without substance, this defi- 
nition of socialism focuses on technical end 
results rather than social means. Further the 
exact nature of the end results being sought is 
not clear. Finally, since the building of 
socialism is an ongoing process, judgments 
really have to be made about the direction 
being taken rather than the end results per se. 
Put more simply, it is necessary constantly to 
ask whether or not a given policy is serving the 
interests of the masses. This must be done 
without clear standards and, in the real world, 
under circumstances where evidence is often 
very limited. 

Where does the debate leave us? First, it is 
necessary to consider the practical implications 
of each of the definitions. The next step is to 
outline the standard to be applied when 
analyzing the Burmese experience. 

Defining socialism in institutional terms 
tends to focus attention on questions of econ- 
omic growth or alternatively ‘productive forces’. 
The critical issue is whether public ownership 
and planning provide the most efficient basis 
for generating savings and promoting industrial 
development. The relative merits of socialism 
and capitalism are thus considered in terms of 
growth rates. 

When the definition revolves around class 
the matter of growth rates becomes secondary. 
It is not that growth is unimportant but more 
important are the evolving ‘relations of pro- 
duction’. Issues such as the nature of the econ- 
omic decision-making process, the basis for 
determining economic reward, workers’relations 
to technology and expertise etc. become the 
key to socialist construction. Comparison with 
capitalism must take account of the pre- 
occupation of socialism with eliminating class 
divisions. To be more specific, the Soviet 
Union, for example, clearly socialist in insti- 
tutional terms, is not socialist in the minds of 
many of those who emphasize the question of 

class. At one level there is a growing literature 
that deals with the supposed restoration of 
capitalism in the USSR. Within this ‘school’, 
there may not be agreement on exactly when or 
why capitalism was restored, but there is agree- 
ment on the result of Bolshevik rule. A vari- 
ation on this theme is the view that in terms of 
essential features, i.e. ‘. . . the domination of 
labour and the production process by capital in 
the interest of capital accumulation’, Soviet 
development has not differed from the historical 
experience of capitalist societies.3 Using this 
framework, it can be said that socialist con- 
struction in the USSR has not really been 
attempted. 

One implication of the class-related defi- 
nition is that few, if any, societies are. likely to 
be considered socialist. The only question is 
whether to call the many ‘failed’ self-proclaimed 
socialist countries capitalist or to provide some 
third designation. In any case, at least at the 
extreme, socialism becomes a self-serving 
utopian concept used as a base from which to 
attack capitalism. 

What then constitutes socialism? The experi- 
ence of the past 60 years should make at least 
a couple of things clear. First, countries that 
call themselves socialist have exhibited certain 
common features. The most obvious are their 
emphasis on public ownership of the means of 
production and some form of planning. Second, 
these countries have evolved in many different 
directions. Aside from a total reversion to 
private ownership and the market, there is no 
easy or objective way to determine the point at 
which a particular country has ceased to be 
socialist. In fact as a starting point, it is necessary 
to accept that a socialist ‘revolution’ can lead in 
many directions. These include, for example, 
the command economy of the USSR as well as 
the self-managed market socialism of Yugo- 
slavia. Despite their differences both these 
countries may remain socialist. This does not 
mean that the varieties of socialism are to be 
treated as equally desirable. However it also 
does not mean that the existence of variety 
justifies referring to some of the variations as 
capitalist or at least non-socialist. 

Polanyi has pointed out that: 

A study of how empirical economies are instituted 
should start from the way in which the economy 
acquires unity and stability, that is the interdepen- 
dence and recurrence of its parts . . . Empirically, 
we find the main patterns to be reciprocity, redis- 
tribution and exchange. Reciprocity denotes 
movement between correlative points of sym- 
metrical groupings, redistribution designates 
appropriational movements towards a center and 
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out of it again; exchange refers here to vice-versa 
movements taking place as between ‘hands’ under a 
market system.4 

The first thing to note about Polanyi’s 
categories is that he is referring specifically to 
types of economy. Although the nature of the 
society is related to ‘. . . the way in which the 
economy acquires unity and stability . . . ‘, 
society is a term that encompasses other con- 
siderations. In particular the term society can 
be used to reflect class relations and the way 
power is distributed and used. Our approach to 
socialism will distinguish between socialism as 
it related to the economy as opposed to the 
society. 

In Polanyi’s terms socialist economies are 
redistributive economies although not all redis- 
tributive economies are socialist. The unique 
institutional feature of socialism is public 
ownership of the means of production. It 
should also be noted that all redistributive 
economies, socialist included, rely on some 
form of planning as the means by which the 
‘centre’ performs its ‘appropriational move- 
ments’. It is here that a problem arises. A 
socialist (redistributive) economy may intro- 
duce aspects of the market usually associated 
with an exchange economy. There is no reason 
to assume that a rigid line exists between 
Polanyi’s three forms of economic organization. 
However, there is a natural tension between the 
market as a price-determining institution and 
planning. To the extent that a price-determining 
market comes to dominate economic activity 
(and the question can only be dealt with 
empirically), the result may be a transition 
from a redistributive to an exchange economy. 
The process leading to this possible result, is, as 
Sweezy suggests, a ‘. . . dialectical one of 
reciprocal interaction’.5 It is a process that 
ensures society wilJ not be socialist for long. 
This is so because, to follow Sweezy’s argument 
a step further, increased dependence on the 
market increases the power of enterprise 
managers and reduces the extent to which 
centralized planning acts as the basis for 
guidance and control. ‘Under these circum- 
stances the juridical form of state property 
becomes increasingly empty and real power 
over the means of production, which is the 
essence of the ownership concept, gravitates 
into the hands of the managerial ilite.‘6 Such a 
result can be seen as the negation of socialism 
even in the limited form of public ownership. 

To summarize, in our view as long as public 
ownership and planning are predominant the 
economy is socialist. Considerations of class are 

important in order to assess the exact nature of 
the society’s commitment to socialism. It is 
important that a society calling itself socialist 
recognize the relevance of class as a critical 
aspect of socialist construction. In other words, 
while the notion of the ‘dictatorship of the 
proletariat’ is essential to an analysis of alter- 
native socialist experiences, it is not useful in 
defining whether or not the economy is in fact 
socialist. 

In the case of Burma we will first focus on 
ownership and the role of planning as the basis 
for determining the type of economic system in 
effect. In addition the country’s development 
strategy, particularly as it relates to such 
matters as incentives, decision-making, 
expertise, technology and education will be 
investigated in order to clarify further the 
nature of the Burmese system. 

3. BURMESE STRATEGY OF 
DEVELOPMENT 

After the Burmese Army had seized power 
in Burma in March 1962, the leaders expressed a 
need for a political order that would conform 
to the establishment of a new society. The 
Western institutions of parliamentary demo- 
cracy had been tried twice and found wanting, 
now it was time to give shape to ‘Burmese 
socialism’. In this sense, it was a revolutionary 
change. 

From the very onset of the takeover, the 
leaders of the ‘revolution’ were motivated by a 
concern that ideology as a guide for action was 
important in the construction of the society 
that they had envisaged. A month after taking 
custody of the country, the ideology was 
defined in a policy statement called the 
‘Burmese Way to Socialism’ (BWS). The state- 
ment emphasizing the establishment of a 
‘socialist democratic state’, had as its major 
objectives the reformation of the economy 
from semi-private to socialist; the elimination 
of ‘alien’ influences from all spheres of activity; 
a social change of values and attitudes; and 
finally the establishment of a national identity 
or, in short, promoting ‘Burmanization’,7 

The major organ for initiating programmes 
reflective of the objectives was the Burma 
Socialist Program Party (BSPP), set up in July 
1962, 4 months after the seizure of power. 
Since then the Party has been chiefly respon- 
sible for the co-ordination of political and econ- 
omic activity in the country. The supreme 
power, through the Party constitution, is vested 
within the Revolutionary Council, which has 
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control and supervision of both the party and 
the government, and it is at the behest of the 
Council that decisions are actually enforced. 

The role of the Army in the administration 
of Burma is critical. Historically, the Party has 
been significantly staffed with members of the 
armed forces. Especially in the leadership, the 
presence of military personnel has been acutely 
felt. Even after the formation of a civilian 
government in 1972, and the recruitment of 
personnel from civilian life, the leadership still 
came from within the army. The hierarchy was 
in fact comprised of those who had divested 
themselves of offices in the defence services. 
Power was further centralized through the con- 
stitution of 1974, which declared Burma a one- 
party state. 

(a) Ownership purrerns 

The structural nature of the Burmese econ- 
omy has been well documented; however, the 
operational significance of the structures is less 
clear. The major support for the BWS was to 
come from the peasants and workers, described 
as the ‘vanguard and custodians of a socialist 
democratic state’. In compliance with that 
declaration, the means of production were to 
be placed under state ownership. However, a 
policy of nationalization across the board was 
not considered efficacious and, instead, a com- 
plex ownership structure was created. The 
policy that was enunciated specified types of 
ownership and operation within the country’s 
economic system. Of immediate concern were 
key large-scale industries, such as oil and mining, 
the banking system and trade - foreign, 
domestic wholesale and retail. These all came 
under immediate state control. Agriculture was 
a different matter altogether. 

(i) Agriculf ure 
The ‘Law to Protect the Rights of Peasants 

and Tenacy Act’ was passed by the government 
in May 1963. The Law provided the peasant 
with de facto ownership of land, and specified 
that he be the master of his own produce.* The 
first step in the transformation of the rural sec- 
tor was the abrogation of tenancy rents.’ The 
intent was to break the back of the rural elite 
and to transfer power to the newly formed 
village land committees which would oversee 
developments in agriculture. By April 1965, alI 
tenancy rents were abolished by decree,” and a 
new structure in the rural sector began to take 
form. 

Attempts at socialization were made through 

the proclamation of a cooperative credit 
scheme. The goal was to provide incentives, 
especially for low-income peasants. Rather than 
perform an ‘investment function’, the credit 
scheme was designed to help the peasant in his 
everyday affairs. This was seen as a means for 
gaining the peasants’ trust and consequently 
strengthening the reformed structure in agri- 
culture.11 Further efforts included the establish- 
ment of tractor stations and cooperatives to 
stimulate a communal attitude among the rural 
populace. These measures, combined with a not 
too serious co-operative movement, have been 
the sum total of governments’ involvement in 
agriculture. Agriculture, then, has operated on a 
private basis; though the legal aspects are still 
not very clear. What is clear is that though land 
is ‘owned’ by the State, the peasantry in effect 
remains outside direct state control. In 
addition, despite the state’s professed desire to 
organize the rural population in a co-operative 
manner, their sporadic efforts at socialization 
have provided little cause for celebration. Pro- 
ductivity has lagged and the organizations (e.g. 
cooperatives) have performed poorly. As one 
author notes, this has been due to ‘ . . . prob- 
lems of maintenance and underutilization’, 
which are seen as ‘persistent’,12 Given recent 
policy decisions, it seems unlikely that a change 
in basic ownership patterns, e.g. collectivization, 
will take place in the foreseeable future. 

(ii) Industry 
The industrial structure has come under con- 

stant revision during the past 18 years. The 
process of nationalization initiated in 1962 had 
as its major objective the takeover of key large- 
scale enterprises. Initially some large-scale 
enterprises were just placed under government 
supervision but by 1969 these too were 
nationalized.13 In contrast, small-scale industry 
has remained predominantly private. It is also 
important to note that small-scale industry 
accounts for a majority of the employment in 
the industrial sector. Almost 80% of the labour 
force in industry is to be found here. On an 
individual basis over threequarters of the firms 
in this category employ 10 people or less.r4 A 
final form of ownership is certain co-oper- 
atively-owned agricultural and commercial 
enterprises. In 1975 co-operative ownership 
accounted for less than 2% of the total number 
of factories in the industrial sector.” 

Three features of Burmese industry should 
be emphasized. First is the dominant position 
of industries making use of raw materials 
coming from the farms, mines and forests of 
Burma. Rice, textiles and lumber mills represent 
the most significant areas of industrial activity. 
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Second, at least until 1977, little success had 
been achieved in establishing import-substituting 
industries or in the development of a heavy 
industrial base.i6 Finally, although agriculture 
is in private hands, the mines and forests which 
provide so much of the basic industrial input, 
do come under state controL 

Well into the 197Os, control over industry 
was highly centralized, with production 
decisions, prices and wages and investment 
levels determined by the central authorities. In 
the mid-1970s, as a result of poor economic 
performance and the general malaise in the 
country, substantial changes were undertaken. 
Basically there was an effort to ‘liberalize’ the 
economy in order to cope with deteriorating 
economic conditions. The ‘Guidelines for Oper- 
ating along Commercial Lines’, enacted in 
1975,:’ represented a response both to the 
rigidities and inefficiencies manifested in the 
highly centralized system, and to the poor per- 
formance of the State Economic Enterprises 
(SEEs).18 The cornerstones of the ‘Guidelines’ 
were two key changes. First, although initially 
enterprises had been able to rely on state sub- 
sidies to offset commercial failure, they were 
now expected to work on commercial principles 
of profitability. One aspect of this was that in 
1975 management committees were given con- 
trol over all decision-making pertaining to the 
production process. rg Second, a bonus scheme, 
designed specifically to stimulate production 
and encourage efficient operation of the SEES 
was introduced. The bonus scheme reflected 
the new emphasis on ‘material’ rather than 
‘moral’ incentives.20 

Information detailing the operation of 
industry is limited. Even less clear is what is 
likely to happen in the future. There is no 
reason to believe that authorities will be willing 
to allow decentralization to affect their power 
to determine the future of Burmese industrial 
development. At the same time, the 1975 
policy measures were vehemently defended by 
the leadership, who described them as a natural 
move in the development of Burmese 
socialism.21 

Two recent developments are bound to have 
a significant effect on the future of the 
industrial sector. Prior to 1976, private activity, 
although allowed in marginal non-agricultural 
areas, such as handicrafts and other small-scale 
activity, was under rigid controls. It was not 
until 1973 that private investment, previously 
curtailed, was allowed again - though at this 
point there was nothing more than a ‘declar- 
ation of intent’. With the passage of ‘Bights of 
Private Enterprise Law’ in 1977, the govern- 
ment formally indicated its willingness to 

accept a change in polic~.~~ The reactivation of 
the private sector is, to a great extent, a con- 
sequence of the ‘aid’ that Burma has requested 
from the multilateral agencies, specifically the 
World Bank and the IMF. These aid packages 
come with their usual conditions. Chief among 
them in the Burmese case is the restoration of 
market forces and the admission of foreign 
capital to exploit the country’s development 
potential. 23 The interposing of Western advice 
has an effect that would shift the Burmese 
economy into one that is clearly export- 
oriented. 

The other development concerns foreign 
investment. The traditional government oppo- 
sition to foreign investment is welldocumented, 
but it has been waning in the past few years. At 
the Third Party Congress, held in February 
1977, certain concessions were made, allowing 
foreign capital to operate in a joint venture,24 
with ownership effectively vested in state enter- 
prises. The question remains, how far are the 
authorities willing to go? Decision-making, 
ownership and the distribution of gains are 
among the issues that have to be resolved. It is 
one thing to pass laws, when international loans 
are at stake, but it is quite another matter to 
implement policies that represent a fundamental 
change in the existing economic system. How- 
ever, at least on the surface, evidence supports 
the conclusion that Burma is undergoing a basic 
change in its industrial structure. 

(iii) Trade 
Perhaps the most profound policy effects 

were in the area of domestic and foreign trade. 
According to one Burmese scholar, the national- 
ization of all trading activity has been rhe major 
cause of the country’s economic ills. The take- 
over of trade has brought about ‘grave internal 
dislocations in the market [which] have fully 
taxed its administrative capacities, diverted 
energies from other programs and adversely 
affected all classes in society’.25 The govern- 
ment’s attitude toward trade reflected a 
number of considerations. First of all, control 
of trade was necessary to implement the 
government distribution policy. This policy was 
one aspect of the stated commitment by the 
leaders of the revolution to socialist construc- 
tion. Second, prior to nationalization, trade was 
not controlled by the ethnic Burmese, but 
rather by the Chinese and Indian minorities. 
The nationalization of trade, therefore, also 
played a key role in the government’s policy of 
Burmanization.26 In fact, to extend the argu- 
ment made in the introduction to this paper, 
the government’s attitude toward national- 
ization in agriculture, industry and trade 
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reflected in part the role of the ethnic Burmese 
in each of these areas. To be more precise, in 
agriculture, once the colonial legacy of tenancy 
and land alienation were dealt with so as to 
leave Burmese in control of the land, national- 
ization became a less pressing issue. In industry, 
which was foreign dominated, and trade, 
dominated by ethnic minorities, nationalization 
was seen as necessary to assert Burmese inde- 
pendence. Third, the policy of central control 
over trade was related to the government’s 
desire for isolation in international affairs. This 
philosophy, related to notions of independent 
development, made it essential for the state to 
maximize its control over trade in order to 
minimize foreign contact. The government’s 
efforts in the area of trade had grave economic 
consequences. They also emphasize the practical 
limits of policy.z7 

In agriculture, after 1962, the State Agri- 
cultural Marketing Board moved swiftly to take 
control of the entire paddy and rice trade. The 
pricing policy pursued in the rural sector was 
doomed from the very beginning. Price stability 
was the major goal of government policy. In 
addition, procurement prices for paddy were 
fixed at fairly low levels. This defies logic, for if 
agriculture was to be in private hands, prices 
had to be high enough to allow cultivators to 
cover their costs while also providing a surplus 
for investment. Prices were in fact not high 
enough for these purposes. Another result of 
low rice procurement prices was that many 
farmers shifted from rice to the production of 
higher profit grains. This in turn caused a 
significant loss of revenue for a government 
dependent on rice exports for a major portion 
of its receipts.= Declining rice exports also 
contributed to a shortage of foreign exchange. 
Before the Ne Win takeover, Burma was a major 
rice exporter. After 1962 the country’s export 
capacity was found seriously wanting. One 
significant result of the shortage of foreign 
exchange was that the SEES had to face a 
shortage in key imported inputs.2g Rice pro- 
curement prices remained low until 1972-1973 
and then, after a substantial jump in 1973- 
1974, stabilized.30 

Nationalization also created havoc in the 
administration of domestic trade. The people 
put in charge of various sales, trading and distri- 
bution agencies were ill-prepared to carry out 
the functions of the experienced dealers, whom 
they had replaced. The peasant was hit 
extremely hard by the inefficiencies in the 
distributive sphere. In 1967 matters came to a 
head as chaotic conditions in the market, com- 
bined with bad harvests, caused a drastic drop 

in government procurement.31 The inability of 
the trading sector to conduct itself efficiently 
was evident as late as 1976. A World Bank 
study mission which toured Burma at the end 
of the year reported that progress in Burma had 
slowed due to a ‘declining flow of resources 
reaching the social sectors’ and further reflected 
that the cause of this was that little effort had 
been made ‘to develop supporting services or 
even maintain them at their previous level of 
efficiency’.” 

A final consequence of the nationalization 
of trade was the emergence of an illegal black 
market. This market seriously compromised the 
central authorities’ ability to control distri- 
bution. The emergence of a black market and 
its prosperity, especially during the 1965-1975 
period, reflects not only inadequate govem- 
ment pricing policies, but also inefficiencies in 
the functioning of the state distribution system. 
The fact that the black market thrived on the 
sale of essential rather than luxury items is a 
further reflection of the failure of the govern- 
ment-controlled economy.j3 

The government did little to combat black 
market activity. It was only with steps taken 
after 1975 to liberalize the economy, combined 
with the introduction of the Commodity and 
Service Tax,% that the public sector actually 
provided the black market with competition. It 
must also be emphasized that revenue siphoned 
off by the black market represented a sub- 
stantial loss of funds for the government. This 
seriously hampered their financial effort. 
Carrying this a step further, one can safely 
assert that Burma’s need to look outwards for 
the financing of its economic development 
resulted to a great extent from its inability to 
counter the activities of its illegal shadow 
economy. 

(b) Planning 

The commitment of the BSPP to central 
planning is well documented. Although planning 
in Burma predates the BSPP, only after the 
revolutionary government’s takeover did plan- 
ning become part of a commitment to build a 
socialist state. Plans announced soon after the 
seizure of power in 1962 were however of a 
short-term nature. These plans were not part of 
a coherent long-term economic outlook, but 
rather each plan seemed a response to the prob- 
lems emerging from the one preceding it. One 
scholar concludes that ‘ . . . the socialism of 
Burma . . . is truly the ‘Burmese way to 
Socialism’, producing an unplanned socialized 
economy of disproportional development’.” 
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In September 1972, the first steps were 
taken to draft a long-term development strategy. 
This strategy was embodied in the ‘Long Term 
and Short Term Economic Policies of the 
Burma Socialist Program Party’, popularly 
referred to as the Twenty-Year Plan. The 
Twenty-Year Plan is made up of five 4-year 
plans. The first actually lasted less than 3 years, 
the second covered 1974-1975 to 1977-1978 
and the third, now operational, is for the 
period 1978-1979 to 1981-1982. It would 
appear that a formal planning structure is in 
place. The question is the substantive nature of 
that planning structure. 

There is little information detailing the 
operation of planning in Burma. Basic goods, 
in terms of growth rates and sectoral develop 
ment are determined and specified by the 
central authorities. In that sense planning is a 
top-down process. Exactly how planned goals 
are made operational, or if in fact they are 
effectively turned into guidelines for those 
responsible for production, is not clear. What is 
clear is that investment programmes are deter- 
mined by central directive. Whether this is done 
as part of a comprehensive integrated central 
plan is another matter. The central authorities 
seem to be primarily concerned with insuring 
an acceptable distribution of output as well as 
controlling foreign trade and investment. 
Simply put, planning does not appear to be 
based on sound data or to be managed by com- 
petent people able to control the economy.36 
The implications of the Burmese approach to 
planning, in terms of socialist construction, will 
be dealt with in the concluding section of this 
paper. 

(c) Development strategy 

It is hard to identify a coherent development 
strategy being pursued by the Burmese. Econ- 
omic policy has consisted of a series of commit- 
ments. First, a commitment to socialism, 
although this may be more accurately seen in 
terms of a rejection of capitalism. Second, a 
commitment to independence even to the point 
of isolating Burma from the world economic 
community. Finally, a commitment to provide 
the population with at least a minimal level of 
nutrition along with expanded social services. 
The latter was to be done even if it meant 
increased balance-of-payments problems, a 
reduction in productive investment and a 
declining rate of economic growth.” In this 
regard there is no indication that the state has 
been willing to squeeze the labour force in 
order to increase the rate of investment. It is 

true that government procurement prices for 
agricultural output have generally been kept 
low. However, this has been done in order to 
make food available to the population at 
reasonable prices, not in order to generate a sur- 
plus for investment. 

As has already been noted, schemes in 
industry, trade and agriculture have not been 
part of an integrated development strategy. In 
addition, even given the control potential of a 
one-party state along with public ownership 
and planning, the Burmese still find it difficult 
to implement projectsss There are also prob- 
lems in the area of technological development. 
There is no indication of any significant invest- 
ment in modem technology in either agri- 
culture or industry during the post-1962 
period. Although changes were made in the 
marketing and ownership structure, basic pro- 
duction techniques remained the same. One 
survey of Burmese agricaitural development 
concludes that rice production in Burma rose 
because more and more land was brought under 
cultivation and not due to any increase in yields 
per hectare.- Furthermore, import-substituting 
industry was not developed. The Burmese con- 
tinue to rely on foreign imports to meet non- 
food consumption needs and to provide 
necessary capital goods. Certainly the Burmese 
look forward to industrial growth and hope to 
take further advantage of their mineral wealth. 
However, despite these goals no significant 
gains in productivity have been observed. The 
end result is that despite its economic potential, 
Burma remains an underdeveloped country. 

The recognition of economic failure is 
reflected in the changing attitude of state 
authorities. Since 1973 there have been policy 
changes involving private industry, foreign 
investment and decision-making. In their 
seeming acceptance of an expanded role for 
private industry the central authorities have 
recognized the need to take fuller advantage of 
the entrepreneurial skills of the population. Up 
to now these &ills have tended to manifest 
themselves primarily in the illegal black market. 
In the case of foreign investment it is a matter 
of generating funds without significantly 
reducing consumption levels or social services. 
The need for funds is not all that motivates the 
change in attitude toward the outside world. 
The Burmese also need the expertise of those 
capable of organizing and managing large-scale 
development projects. Finally, the Burmese 
have moved toward decentralizing decision- 
making in the state industrial sector. The need 
for decentralization reflects the rigidities and 
inefficiencies in the existing system. 
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While it is too early to make a definitive 
judgment, the proposed changes represent a 
significant reversal of Burma’s approach to 
development. Of course, aswith many proposals 
in the past two decades, the changes may turn 
out to be more apparent than real. One fairly 
clear intention of Burmese development 
strategy since 1973 has been to propose 
changes in order to satisfy agencies such as the 
World Bank. The leadership appears to feel that 
by moderating their stand on socialism and 
economic independence they wiII loosen the 
purse strings of the developed capitalist 
countries. 

Any discussion of Burmese development 
strategy must include a number of additional 
observations. We have alluded to, but not 
sufficiently emphasized, the success the central 
authorities have had in the area of nutrition and 
social services. Even during bad rice harvests 
minimum consumption levels have been 
maintained. Of course Burma is part of the rice 
bowl of Asia. Historically it has been a major 
rice exporter. In other words, it has always pro- 
duced enough to feed its domestic population. 
In fact it can be argued that the failures of the 
present regime are in part reflected in unstable 
rice harvests. How can it be considered an 
achievement to maintain minimal nutritional 
levels in a country with a food surplus? The 
answer involves recognizing the critical role of 
distribution in preventing hunger. Even a nation 
with a food surplus can have a majority of its 
population going hungry. In fact an argument 
can be made that an underdeveloped, food sur- 
plus country with balanceof-payments problems 
and/or heavy foreign debt payments is under 
pressure to pursue policies that will insure that 
its population is hungry. The distribution 
policy of the present regime is thus properly 
considered a significant achievement. The 
regime has eliminated absentee land ownership 
and the accompanying problems of tenancy. It 
has seen to it that reduced output, whether due 
to climate or government policy, has been 
absorbed by reductions in exports not domestic 
consumption.q Control over food distribution 
has been an important aspect of the existing 
organization of the economy. The result is that 
on the average, in terms of food consumption, 
the population of Burma has probably never 
been more secure. 

An increase in security is also reflected in 
the areas of education and health care, where 
the achievements of the Revolutionary Govem- 
ment are most impressive. Literacy rates in 
Burma are high by the standards of other 
developing countries. Since Ne Win took power 

in 1962, there has been a significant increase in 
the number of schools, with a corresponding 
increase in the number of students and teachers 
as wel14i Increases are also evident in the 
numbers of both middle and high schools and 
other advanced educational institutions. 
Expenditures have been constantly on the 
increase, though in real terms they have 
declined, with a high point achieved in 1973.42 
Similarly the health sector has showed consider- 
able promise. Significant increases in hospitals, 
hospital beds and doctors are noted.43 The 
result of this was that between 1962 and 1972 
there was a decline in the infant mortality rate 
from 147.6 to 66.5 per 1000 and in the 
maternal mortality rate from 4.9 to 1.9 per 
1000. In addition life expectancy went up by 4 
years from 40 in 1962 to 44 in 1972.44 After 
slowing down in the middle 197Os, expenditure 
on public health rebounded to a new high in 
1978.* Government priorities may be ques- 
tioned, but the results of recent social policy 
have been impressive. 

A second observation has to do with the role 
of the BSPP in mobilizing mass participation in 
economic and political decision-making. Efforts 
have been made to establish peasant and worker 
councils in agriculture and in industry. 

From its very inception the BSPP has carried 
out programmes to train cadres which would 
later form the party’s nucleus. These cadres 
were sent out by the Peasant Affairs Bureau of 
the party created in 1966, to organize councils 
in the countryside. A fair amount of success 
was achieved with the formation of a Central 
Peoples Peasant Council (CPPC) described as a 
hierarchy of elected appointed councils to 
represent the interests of the peasants.% By 
March 1969, when the first national meeting 
was held, the councils had become functional 
units. 

The socialization of the industrial working 
class followed a pattern similar to that in agri- 
culture. Under the tutelage of the BSPP, the 
Central Peoples Workers Council (CPWC) was 
established in 1968.47 The goals specified were 
similar to those in agriculture: improvement in 
organization and production, alliance with dif- 
ferent sectors of the economy and national 
defence.48 The Chinese experience indicates the 
difficulties involved in attempting to realize the 
goal of mass participation. Nevertheless, the 
effort must be recognized as part of overall 
development strategy. It is particularly signifi- 
cant in evaluating the BSPP’s commitment to 
building a socialist society. 

A third observation involves the political 
realities of Burma. In Burma, whatever the 
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main features of the specific development 
strategy, economic development must take 
place in the absence of basic political unity. 
Since independence, Burma has been afflicted 
by ongoing political insurrection. Considerable 
resources are given over to supporting military 
efforts designed to contain and/or eliminate 
these threats to national unity. The exact 
nature and merit of the various insurrections 
are not the issue here. What is relevant are the 
limits placed on economic development when 
the political environment is unstable. 

A final observation concerns the military 
rulers of Burma. Whatever their commitment to 
socialism it is clear that they lack experience in 
economic affairs. Up to this point our analysis 
has focused on organizational structures and 
development strategy in order to determine 
whether or not Burma can properly be con- 
sidered a socialist country. For those primarily 
interested in the question of why a country as 
well endowed as Burma remains underdeveloped 
the answer must be sought not just in the area 
of organization and strategy, but, as already 
suggested, also in the area of implementation. It 
is here that the inexperience of the leadership 
in economic affairs, the limited numbers of 
trained managers and planners, poor communi- 
cation, political instability etc. have acted to 
restrict Burma’s economic growth. 

4. BURMA AS A ‘SOCIALIST’ STATE 

It is difficult to make a definitive judgment 
concerning socialism in Burma. Public owner- 
ship and planning, the essential features of a 
socialist economy, are part of the country’s 
institutional structure. However, as the previous 
section of this paper reveals, public ownership 
is largely absent in the dominant agricultural 
sector and does not affect about 80% of the 
labour force in industry. In turn, planning does 
not appear to be based on sound data or 
managed by competent people in control of the 
economy. A critical look at public ownership 
and planning suggests other problems. Econ- 
omic growth in the state-owned industrial and 
mining sectors has not been such as to reduce 
the importance of the private agricultural sector 
nor has any serious effort been made to 
collectivize agriculture. Furthermore, presum- 
ably in order to make the economy more pro- 
ductive, the reforms of the 1970s emphasized 
production goals and management dominated 
decision-making committees. These policies, 
combined with the seeming acceptance of 
foreign investment and an expanded role for 

private industry, raise questions about the 
government’s commitment to public ownership. 

In the case of planning efforts, real control 
seems to have focused on the area of distri- 
bution. Even here planning, in the sense of a 
clearly established set of goals, effectively 
implemented and enforced, does not seem to 
exist. This conclusion is supported by the size 
of the black market which implies that, despite 
planning and the nationalization of trade, the 
central authorities are not in control. Also, as 
Section 3 of this paper makes clear, the distri- 
butive sector of the economy has been an area 
of particular uncertainty as well as inefficiency. 
This is not a sign of effective planning. Finally, 
the same policies that raise questions about the 
government’s commitment to public ownership 
weaken the potential for effective planning. We 
refer specifically to decentralized decision- 
making and an expanded role for private indus- 
try. If fully implemented these policies increase 
the importance of the market at the expense of 
a central plan. 

The evidence makes it difficult to accept the 
designation ‘socialist’ for the Burmese economy. 
As far as the society within which the economy 
functions, its socialist credentials are even more 
dubious. There is every reason to believe 
Burmese society is governed by a leadership 
which is largely removed from the masses. The 
command economy approach has strengthened 
the bureaucracy. Peasants in particular, reacting 
to the incompetence of the authorities, have 
been alienated from the leadership. In addition 
the worker and peasant councils have increas- 
ingly tended to become instruments for the 
BSPP’s control over the country rather than a 
base for promoting mass participation. 

The building of a socialist economy and a 
socialist society is at best a difficult and on- 
going process. A minimum requirement for 
success is an efficient and unified leadership 
capable of mobilizing the mass of the popu- 
lation. The ‘Burmese way to socialism’ must be 
seen in light of the goals, attitudes and circum- 
stances of post-colonial Burma. The dominant 
theme after independence was a rejection of 
capitalism as distinct from a commitment to 
socialism. Capitalism was associated with 
colonialism and continued dependence. The 
military government, although more specific in 
its commitment to socialism than the govern- 
ment of U Nu, reflects this same history. In 
addition, respect for the central authorities, 
necessary if they are to fulfil their role as the 
vanguard for socialist construction, has been 
undermined by their failure to run the ewn- 
omy efficiently. The post-1962 leadership also 
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has been unable to achieve effective political omy is socialist. Those who do choose to call 
control over large areas of the country. To the Burmese economy socialist must in par- 
summarize, while Burma calls itself socialist, titular take account of recent tendencies to- 
the socialist economic institutions of public wards an ‘exchange economy’, reflected in the 
ownership and planning appear to lack sub- reforms of the 1970s. Whatever the conclusion 
stance. For this reason we believe it is more use- about the economy, there is little evidence that 
ful, at least for the present, to identify Burma’s Burma either is now, or is in the process of 
economy as dominated by the redistributive becoming, a socialist society. The leadership, 
form of integration (see note 4). This designation although demonstrating a certain social concern, 
focuses attention on the central economic role clearly lacks the ability and the will necessary 
performed by the government while leaving to build a socialist society. 
open the matter of whether or not the econ- 
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