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Introduction by Andrew J. Rotter, Colgate University 

mong the nations of Southeast Asia, Burma, or Myanmar, has long been an orphan in the 
historiography of U.S. foreign relations. The wars in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, the legacy of U.S. 
imperialism in the Philippines, and longstanding economic and strategic relations with Thailand and 

Indonesia, have yielded a bounty of scholarship on U.S. involvement in the region. Burma (along with 
Malaysia/Singapore) has been neglected. A generation ago, when I was writing a dissertation on U.S.-
Southeast Asia relations in the late 1940s, I relied on a very few number of books—by John Cady, Russell 
Fifield, and David Steinberg—to piece together something about Burma.1 It is a measure of how little things 
have changed that all three of these authors feature prominently in Kenton Clymer’s study. That the time had 
come for A Delicate Relationship cannot be doubted. 

Burma has been neglected because, as Clymer notes, the United States did not generally have vital interests 
there. It was part of the British Empire, under India’s administration, and before 1942 it seemed hardly to 
signify in American diplomacy or popular discourse, though it was fertile ground for missionaries and the 
setting for George Orwell’s searing novel Burmese Days. After 1945 Indochina was convulsed in Cold War 
conflict, in which Thailand emerged at the front lines; the U.S. retained bases in the Philippines that seemed 
in jeopardy from the challenge of the Huks; and even British Malaya had a serious insurgency during the 
1940s-1950s. Burma was hardly placid, but its problems seemed for the most part disinclined to wash over its 
borders, at least in ways that threatened U.S. concerns. Yet, in an off-the-record press briefing in August 
1961, President John F. Kennedy said: “It is probably true in hindsight that it was not wise to become 
involved in Laos, but how do we withdraw from South Korean, from Viet-Nam. I don’t know where the non-
essential areas are.”2 He meant: there were none. The Cold War was a totalizing experience, and the United 
States was a global power, with interests even in the remotest places. 

Even Burma. Kenton Clymer’s authoritative book shows precisely what those interests were, and follows with 
care the course of U.S.-Burma relations from 1945 to the present. As all the reviewers report, Clymer succeeds 
magnificently in the difficult task of reconstructing and analyzing a relationship that seems by its nature to 
resist such sense-making. Some matters were kept quiet, including U.S. support for elements of Chiang 
Kaishek’s Guomindang (KMT) army in the Burmese borderlands. Others were complicated by cultural and 
racial differences that remained largely unstated. Much can be explained, or not, with reference to 
personalities on both sides, and historians who have puzzled at the unknowability of, say, Secretary of State 
John Foster Dulles, should try interpreting the behavior of Prime Minister Ne Win. All of this Clymer sorts 
out, clarifies, and explains. Like all the best historians, Clymer has always made the writing process look a 
good deal easier than it is.   

Are there quibbles? Shelton Woods finds some “loose ends,” especially with regard to current U.S. policy. 
Matthew Walton wonders why Clymer missed or underused several recent books on Myanmar and thinks the 
rise to prominence of State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi is insufficiently explained. Both seem fair 

                                                        
1 John Cady, A History of Modern Burma (Ithaca, 1958); Russell H. Fifield, Americans in Southeast Asia: The 

Roots of Commitment (New York, 1973); David Joel Steinberg, ed., In Search of Southeast Asia: A Modern History New 
York, 1971). 

2 Quoted in Herbert S. Parmet, JFK: The Presidency of John F. Kennedy (New York, 1983), 328. 
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criticisms. Yet all four of the reviewers remark on the scope, soundness, and significance of the book, and 
Anne Foster urges readers not to plunder it for a few facts to support a lecture but to read it all the way 
through. She, and the others, are exactly right.    

Participants: 

Kenton Clymer grew up in Naperville, IL, graduated from Grinnell College, and received his Ph.D. in 1970 
from the University of Michigan, where he studied under Bradford Perkins. He is currently Distinguished 
Research Professor in the Department of History at Northern Illinois University.  In addition to A Delicate 
Relationship, Clymer has written six other books, including John Hay: The Gentleman as Diplomat (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1975); Protestant Missionaries in the Philippines, 1898-1916: An Inquiry 
into the American Colonial Mentality (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1986); Quest for Freedom: The 
United States and the Independence of India (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995);  The United States 
and Cambodia, 1870-1969: From Curiosity to Confrontation (London and New York: Routledge, 2004); The 
United States and Cambodia, 1969-2000: A Troubled Relationship (London and New York: Routledge, 2004); 
and Troubled Relations: The United States and Cambodia since 1870 (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University 
Press, 2007). His two-volume study of the US-Cambodian relationship won the Robert H. Ferrell Award 
from SHAFR in 2005. In 2011-2012 he was a fellow at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for 
scholars. Currently, Clymer is engaged in a study of Gordon S. Seagrave, the “Burma Surgeon.” 

Andrew J. Rotter is Charles Dana Professor of History at Colgate University, where he has taught since 1988. 
He is the author of Hiroshima: The World’s Bomb (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), and he is 
finishing a study of British India, the American Philippines, and the five senses. 

David L. Anderson is Professor of History Emeritus at California State University, Monterey Bay, and Senior 
Lecturer of National Security Affairs at the Naval Postgraduate School. His recent books include The War 
That Never Ends: New Perspectives on the Vietnam War (2007), The Columbia History of the Vietnam War 
(2011), and The Lowdown: A Short History of the Origins of the Vietnam War (2011). Anderson is a past 
president of the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations. 

Anne L. Foster is associate professor of history at Indiana State University and an editor of Diplomatic 
History. She is author (2010) of Projections of Power: The United States and Europe in Colonial Southeast Asia, 
1919-1941. She is currently writing a book manuscript about the regulation of opium in colonial Southeast 
Asia. 

Matthew J. Walton is the Aung San Suu Kyi Senior Research Fellow in Modern Burmese Studies at St 
Antony’s College. He received his PhD in Political Science from the University of Washington and previously 
taught at the George Washington University. His research focuses on religion and politics in Southeast Asia, 
with a special emphasis on Buddhism in Myanmar. Matt’s first book, Buddhism, Politics, and Political 
Thought in Myanmar, was published in 2016 by Cambridge University Press. His next project is a 
comparative study of Buddhist political thought across the Theravada world, to be published by Hurst 
Publishers in 2017. His articles on Buddhism, ethnicity, and politics in Myanmar have appeared in Politics & 
Religion, Journal of Burma Studies, Journal of Contemporary Asia, Journal of Contemporary Buddhism, and Asian 
Survey. Matt is P-I for an ESRC-funded 2-year research project entitled “Understanding ‘Buddhist 
nationalism’ in Myanmar.” He is a co-founder of the Myanmar Media and Society project and of the Oxford-
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based Burma/Myanmar blog Tea Circle and co-organizer and editor of the Oxford-Myanmar Policy Brief 
Series.  

Shelton Woods is a professor of Southeast Asian History and associate dean at Boise State University. He was 
born and spent his first eighteen years in Southeast Asia. He earned a PhD in Southeast Asian history from 
UCLA. His publications include The Story of Viet Nam: From Prehistory to the Present (Ann Arbor: Association 
of Asian Studies, 2013); Vietnam: A Global Studies (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2002); “The Sino-Philippine 
South China Dispute,” American Journal of Chinese Studies 23(2016): 159-172; “Gray Love: The Career of 
Governor John Early in the Cordilleras,” Philippine Studies 33 No.2(2013): 129-162. He is currently 
completing a biography of John Early, an American official in the Philippines during the early twentieth 
century.  
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Review by David L. Anderson, California State University, Monterey Bay 

n a recent talk, former Secretary of Defense Robert Gates noted his education as a historian and the value 
of historical perspective for policy makers.1 Political analysts observe that top policy makers often are 
influenced more by biographies, memoirs, and histories of key decisions than they are by theoretical 

studies of international relations.2 Gates lamented that few officials in Washington read anything, however, 
much less history. It is a shame because well-considered and carefully-authenticated histories, such as this 
book that Kenton Clymer has produced, should be required reading for policy makers. His account is an 
important and accurate representation of how tedious, sensitive, and, as he puts it, “delicate” diplomacy often 
is.  

Clymer’s chronological organization is an obvious choice for a work that traces in detail the long and often 
complicated course of U.S. relations with Burma/Myanmar. He structures the narrative around a number of 
important global trends, most especially American containment strategy toward post-colonial nations. For the 
policy practitioner, the principles of sound policy must be teased from the narrative, but valuable guidance is 
there nonetheless. This book may not be a definitive account of what once was termed ‘third world’ policy 
because the theoretical and archival analysis of post-colonialism, its relationship to America’s containment 
strategy, and how it shapes identity politics are still evolving. Nevertheless, it is difficult to imagine a more 
thoroughly-documented and broad-ranging analysis of U.S. relations with Burma/Myanmar since World War 
II. Clymer has done in this tour de force what he did for U.S.-Cambodian relations in his Troubled Relations: 
The United States and Cambodia since 1870.3 In both books, Clymer uses a wide range of available records to 
provide context and understanding of the work of Foreign Service officers and other Americans (public 
officials, missionaries, and business managers) who formulated bilateral relations. Unlike his earlier work that 
was necessarily devoted in part to the American war in Vietnam as a context for U.S.-Cambodian relations, 
this book on Burma/Myanmar requires a more nuanced analysis. This narrative has so many diverse 
threads—anticommunism, post-colonialism, dictatorship, missionary influence, drug trafficking, human 
rights, and charismatic leaders—that it requires deft scholarship. Clymer is a master of the kind of scholarly 
insight that these subjects require. 

This review focuses on three particular threads that are central to Clymer’s primary focus on the bilateral 
relationship between the United States and Burma/Myanmar but that also apply broadly to U.S. policy 
formulation: neutralism as a strategic option, human agency as policy analysis, and economic sanctions as a 
policy tool. In the ideologically defined conflicts of the Cold-War era, neutralism gained a normative 
construction that suggested rigidity in U.S. national security strategy that had particular implications for 
Burma. The key role of passions and perceptions in and about individual actors is readily apparent in the roles 
of Prime Minister Ne Win, Dr. Gordon Seagrave, and Nobel Peace Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi. After 

                                                        
1 Robert Gates, Secretary of the Navy Guest Lecture, Naval Postgraduate School, 5 January 2017. Gates has 

BA, MA, and PhD degrees in history. 

2 Glenn P. Hastedt, American Foreign Policy, 9th ed. (Boston: Pearson, 2011), 241. 

3 Kenton Clymer, Troubled Relations: The United States and Cambodia since 1870 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois 
University Press, 2007). 

I 
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the establishment of the military junta in 1988, the debate over the efficacy of economic sanctions takes a 
central role in the bilateral relationship. 

A fundamental influence on the history of U.S.-Burma relations is the geostrategic location of Burma itself. 
From Washington’s perspective, Burma is of significance because it shares long borders with China, India, 
and Thailand. During the Cold War, these borders were generally seen in ideological terms, and after the 
Cold War Washington often defined their value in relation to the drug trade. For Burma, however, its 
location had the same salience whether it was subjected to western colonialism, Cold-War rivalry, or 
transnational smugglers. Its territory and sovereignty are regularly at risk from powerful neighbors. One of the 
strongest policy drivers for small states who finally gain their independence from colonial domination is 
nationalism in the form of jealously attempting to preserve international freedom of action. This 
understandable instinct motivated independence leader Aung San, the nation’s first prime minister U Nu, 
Prime Minister Ne Win, and Myanmar’s current administration. 

As Clymer notes, Burmese leaders were “determinedly nonaligned” (53) with the onset of the Cold War. It 
was in response to U Nu’s neutralism that Burma’s colonial legacy and America’s containment strategy were 
most at odds. This circumstance was not unique—it was similar in some ways to Washington’s troubled 
relations with Cambodia’s Prince Norodom Sihanouk over the years, about which Clymer has written—but it 
has a particularized effect on U.S. calculations regarding Burma.  Guarding its independence, Rangoon 
resisted dominance or control by anyone: the United States and China particularly. In terms of strategic logic, 
a neutral Burma served the interests of both countries. The small nation on the border of more powerful 
neighbors could maintain regional commercial relations, and the United States had less concern about Burma 
becoming a domino falling to an aggressive China. Complex pressures against this logic remained constant, 
however. American missionaries created social connections between American officials and minority groups in 
Burma in varying conflicts with the government. Having previously written on American missionaries in the 
Philippines, Clymer skillfully uses missionary sources in this study to deepen understanding of this social 
dimension.4 The on-going saga of Kuomintang remnants—who ultimately become ‘jungle generals’ pursuing 
their own agenda in Burma—introduced another obstacle to balancing orderly U.S. policy in Southeast Asia 
with American support of the Republic of China. Clymer provides a good overall assessment of how, through 
careful diplomacy and policy flexibility, the United States and Burma were able to remain a relationship, not a 
friendship, throughout the 1950s and into the early 1960s despite the presumption in many Cold-War 
studies that Washington could not abide neutralism.5 

The analysis of Burma’s twisting road toward nonalignment makes Clymer’s study valuable, but beginning 
with the 1960s and continuing after the Cold War, individual persons as opposed to systemic or 
governmental forces become critical to the shape and direction of the bilateral relationship. In the 1950s, : the 
politically motivated trial for high treason of the admired American missionary Dr. Gordon Seagrave  for a 
time dominated the public conduct of policy in both nations, but ultimately diplomats and jurists resolved 
the flare-up in ways that maintained the delicate relationship. More formative in a policy sense are the 

                                                        
4 Kenton J. Clymer, Protestant Missionaries in the Philippines: 1898-1916: An Inquiry into the American Colonial 

Mentality (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1986). 

5 See for example, H.W. Brands, The Spector of Neutralism: The United States and the Emergence of the Third 
World, 1947-1960 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989). 
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personalities of Ne Win on one side and Aung San Suu Kyi on the other. Policy analysts would readily note 
that both of these persons could be quite pragmatic and in their different ways represented deep-seated social 
forces. Ne Win was an ambitious, thin-skinned political and cultural nationalist, and Aung San Suu Kyi is a 
sympathetic and forceful symbol of liberal ideals and cross-cultural human identity.  

The study of international relations locates the dynamics of decision making in four general areas: the global 
context, civil society, organizational behavior, and the human factor. Evidence for all of these is found in 
Clymer’s excellent narrative, but perhaps more than in many policy histories, the specific people who make 
the policies are especially critical to this account. Although Clymer prudently avoids a definitive assessment of 
reports of the presumptive racial insult of Ne Win’s wife by Mamie Eisenhower or one of her inner circle, Ne 
Win’s negative perception of the incident had far-ranging consequences. Clymer concludes that “Ne Win’s 
treatment in Washington was a major factor in changing his attitude to the United States” (182). There are 
numerous studies of political psychology that reveal the power of selective perception and personal belief in 
the policy process.6 Focusing on one moment of anger can easily become disproportional, but Clymer quotes 
the U.S. ambassador in Burma that after the Washington visit Ne Win was “in a towering mood of 
xenophobia” (184).  

Clymer’s presentation of Aung San Suu Kyi’s influence on American official thinking is a clear example of 
human agency. The meetings in Myanmar of Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and President Barack Obama 
with the Nobel Peace Prize-winner drew more attention than their meetings with government leaders. Clymer 
observes that the opportunity to create some space between China and Myanmar was a factor in these official 
visits, as it had been when Secretary of State John Foster Dulles visited the country in 1955, but concern 
about China was not the Americans’ primary reason for going to Yangon in 2011 and 2012.  Clymer captures 
the moment: “The charisma of Aung San Suu Kyi is considerably more important than China, and her 
influence on American policy has been unprecedented. . . .Those who looked to Suu Kyi to guide American 
policy were not thinking of China” (310-312). 

Finally, Clymer discusses at some length Washington’s difficulties in fashioning a policy after the brutal 8888 
Uprising of 8 August 1988. The American public, Congress, and three presidential administrations (George 
W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George H.W. Bush) turned to increasingly stronger economic sanctions to punish 
Yangon’s oppression. The majority of the public and of Congress emotionally demanded sanctions, but many 
policy experts doubted their effectiveness. A recent article on Vladimir Putin’s Russia has made the important 
point that economic sanctions generally will not deter behavior that the target government considers essential 
to its security, but it makes the point that sanctions have value nonetheless.7 If the behavior to be penalized 
can be expected to reoccur, sanctions (especially strong sanctions) add an anticipated cost to any calculations 
the offending nation makes with regard to other decisions. Also, once imposed, sanctions become bargaining 
chips. They can be increased or reduced as a powerful lever in a bilateral or multilateral relationship. 
Sanctions add costs over time to the target state. Clymer notes that the role of sanctions toward Myanmar was 
then and is now hotly contested among American officials. His case study of the course of sanctions toward 

                                                        
6 Rose McDermott, Political Psychology in International Politics (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 

2004). 

7 Daniel W. Drezner, “Bringing the Pain: Can Sanctions Hurt Putin Enough to Make Him Give Up Crimea?” 
Foreign Policy (7 March 2014) http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/03/07/bringing-the-pain/ 

http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/03/07/bringing-the-pain/
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Yangon contributes valuable insights into the use of sanctions as a foreign policy tool. He notes that the junta 
modified its behavior, thus making a rapprochement possible. U.S. actions, including sanctions, affected that 
behavior, but were insufficient themselves to redirect the relationship. 

Clymer’s book is narrative history at its best. It combines an assessment of important historical themes with a 
rich tapestry of personalities and specific incidents, both major and minor, over more than six decades. It 
gives agency to actors on both sides of the relationship. The historical documentation is extensive, and at 
times the book even incorporates bits of gossip, relating hearsay as reported by missionaries and diplomats. 
This broad net of research makes the volume extremely valuable, not only for its own “delicate relationship” 
thesis but also as a resource for other research. For example, the revelations about the continuing use of the 
herbicide 2,4-D (one of the ingredients in Agent Orange) in Burma long after it had left its poisoned trail in 
Vietnam and the Reagan administration’s casual dismal of criticisms of its use invites a line of investigation 
into that sad saga. As Clymer notes, America’s bilateral relationship with Burma has often been fragile, and at 
the moment the relationship with Myanmar is one of “cautious optimism” (320). American strategists would 
be well advised to heed what this narrative reveals about maintaining a healthy balance in international 
relations. 
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Review by Anne L. Foster, Indiana State University 

enton Clymer has focused his recent scholarship on telling the stories of U.S. relations with relatively 
small nations, first Cambodia and now Burma/Myanmar. These nations have only episodically risen 
to prominence in United States foreign relations, and even scholars of the field probably know only 

those episodes, and could not explain the longer trajectory of relations. For Cambodia and Burma/Myanmar, 
the United States also has only sometimes loomed large, although with much more power to disrupt (to put it 
lightly) when it did. In both the recently published A Delicate Relationship: The United States and 
Burma/Myanmar since 1945 and in Troubled Relations: The United States and Cambodia since 1870, Clymer 
has accomplished two valuable tasks: he provides the grand narrative of U.S. relations with each country, and 
he invites us to think about the meaning of these quotidian relations for our understanding of the history of 
each country, and for the history of the conduct of foreign relations more generally.1 Some may be tempted to 
sample A Delicate Relationship for the authoritative version of particular events in U.S.-Burma/Myanmar 
relations to shore up a lecture or confirm a claim in an article, but I urge them to read more systematically. It 
is a rewarding experience. 

A Delicate Relationship traces, over fourteen chapters plus an introduction, the narrative of the ways in which 
the United States and Burma, at the end of the story Myanmar, have negotiated political, economic and, in 
the early years, missionary relations mostly since 1945, but with some pre-war context to explain especially 
the effects of the long missionary involvement in the country. Burma defied expectations at nearly every turn, 
complicating Clymer’s task. It is a heavily Buddhist country with a Muslim Rohingya minority we have read 
about in the news recently, but including other ethnic minorities, some of whom are Christian, many of them 
converted by the American Baptist missionaries who have been in the country since the early nineteenth 
century. It is a country with immense natural resources, including oil, which purposefully turned its back on 
most international trade and investment for many years. It is in a strategic location between India and China, 
and had to endure the presence of Kuomintang troops in Burmese territory near the China border for years, 
yet it also largely forged its own path during the Cold War, prompting the major powers to negotiate relations 
issue-by-issue from year to year. It is a country with modest history of narcotics production before World War 
II which rose in the 1970s and after to supplying an enormous percentage of the world’s heroin (and later, 
though not mentioned in this study, methamphetamines). Its largely isolationist government cooperated 
throughout the later 1970s and especially 1980s with the most strenuous antinarcotics efforts of the U.S. 
Drug Enforcement Agency. In short, in many ways Burma/Myanmar does not fit into the broader Cold War 
foreign relations narrative. 

Although A Delicate Relationship is not a book about Burma/Myanmar, Clymer is sufficiently well versed in 
Burmese history and sensitive to Burmese goals that the book serves as a helpful introduction to internal 
struggles and challenges, especially those connected to broader political and economic trends. Burma faced 
two major challenges soon after gaining independence in 1947: the claim of ethnic minorities to autonomous 
status or even independence, and the presence of Kuomintang troops on Burmese soil, preparing to harass or 
even attack the People’s Republic of China. One result of each of these challenges was a dramatic increase in 

                                                        
1 Kenton Clymer, A Troubled Relationship: The United States and Cambodia since 1870 (Dekalb: Northern 

Illinois University Press, 2007). This is the abridged version of the two volume study published in 2004: Kenton 
Clymer, The United States and Cambodia, 1870-1969: From Curiosity to Confrontation and The United States and 
Cambodia, 1969-2000: A Troubled Relationship (New York: Routledge, 2004). 

K 
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opium production, with a host of disruptive consequences inside Burma. Any one of these challenges might 
have tested the ability of a new government to rule effectively. Burmese officials sometimes rose to that 
challenge; sometimes did not, as one might expect. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the heart of the book is the long 1950s, from Burmese independence to the 1962 
coup bringing General Ne Win to power. The more than 100 pages devoted to these approximately 15 years 
provide important insights into not only the U.S.-Burma relationship, but also the many constraints shaping 
choices available to Burmese officials. Scholars of Burma as well as of the United States will benefit from 
reading this section. For instance, one of the first international challenges newly independent Burma faced 
was the spillover of the Chinese Civil War into Burmese territory when fleeing Kuomintang (KMT) troops 
retreated into northern Burma and did not leave. For scholars of the United States, this looks like a Cold-War 
story about the apparent advance of Communism and intransigence of KMT resistance. For scholars of 
Burma, it looks like a story about the continuing struggle of Rangoon to exert control over rebels and foreign 
influence in the northern part of the country. Clymer’s careful narrative explores the various interconnected 
parts of this long and troublesome episode, demonstrating the connections and influence among the local and 
international levels of these events. Burma faced enormous challenges in gaining even a modicum of control 
over its territory, distracting Burmese officials from more positive tasks of development and providing 
justification for increasing the size of the Burmese military. This section provides an unexpected highlight, 
too: a photo on page 130 of then Vice President Richard Nixon in longyi and gaung baung.2 

Burmese international relations were minimal during the Ne Win years, and Clymer covers them effectively, 
if briefly. The return of Burma, renamed Myanmar after 1989 by the military government then in power, to 
international prominence in 1988 with the famous 8888 revolt and rise of Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of 
famous Burmese nationalist Aung San and currently leader of the Myanmar ruling party, the National League 
for Democracy, is the subject of the final two chapters. More than the chapters on the 1950s, these focus on 
the U.S. side of the story, probably due to accessibility of sources. Clymer again, however, carefully threads 
through heated political claims to provide a dispassionate accounting of events, although he clearly has 
sympathy for Suu Kyi, who he met just before 1988. Myanmar’s attempt at a democratic turn, persistent and 
incomplete as it has proven, deserves to be told alongside the stories of other revolutions in 1988 and 1989 as 
part of the end of the Cold War. The U.S. reactions to events in Myanmar, however, also demonstrate the 
ways in which this political movement was understood as separate from those events, demanding a less 
immediate response. Historians of U.S. foreign relations, especially those wanting to understand motives and 
policy after 1989, would do well to read these chapters to see the interplay of economic interests, 
personalities, public demands, and commitment to principles in shaping U.S. actions overseas. 

A Delicate Relationship tells the story of what some might call an inconsequential relationship, between a small 
nation which only mattered sometimes and a large nation which only paid sustained attention sometimes. To 
be sure, we come away understanding both Burma and the United States fully. But even more, from Clymer’s 
capable hands, we have a nuanced, multi-layered story of ordinary, quotidian politics, and get to see how 
personality and chance work together with economic and political interest to shape foreign relations. 

                                                        
2 The longyi is the traditional men’s garment for the lower body; gaung baung is the traditional head covering 

for men. 
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Review by Matthew J. Walton, St Antony’s College, University of Oxford 

enton Clymer has written a very compelling account of the turbulent and multi-faceted relationship 
between Burma/Myanmar and the United States (U.S.) since World War II. His command of U.S. 
and British archival materials allows him to skilfully reveal the debates on the U.S. side—between and 

within different agencies—that helped to shape U.S. policy towards the country throughout the 1950s. The 
book’s very thorough documentation does not detract from the compelling narrative that Clymer paints 
throughout: the urgency of impending Communist attacks on Rangoon in the years following independence 
in 1948 and the confusion and misdirection surrounding negotiated withdrawals of Kuomintang (KMT) 
troops from Burma in 1954 are clearly conveyed to the reader. 

The middle chapters deal mostly with Communism, the emerging Cold War context, and the KMT presence 
in Burma, the latter of which was the primary tension between the two countries at the start of the 1950s. 
These, in addition to the chapter on Gordon Seagrave, the controversial ‘Burma Surgeon,’ are excellent and 
Clymer maintains a good balance between reporting on shifting and conflicting U.S. perspectives and also 
providing critical analysis of biased or problematic views from American officials. The KMT is always present 
as a background factor in these chapters, most notably re-emerging at the start of the 1960s to fuel increased 
anti-American sentiment in the years leading up to General Ne Win’s coup in 1962. 

Clymer’s analysis often helpfully adds nuance to standard one-dimensional views of central American Cold-
War era figures. His detailed narration of the frustratingly complex negotiations over American aid to Burma 
in the mid-1950s (including multiple attempts to find a way around the 1951 Battle Act that restricted aid to 
countries that also did business with the Soviet Union) demonstrates that both Secretary of State John Foster 
Dulles and President Dwight D. Eisenhower were more accommodating to arrangements with neutralist 
countries than they are often portrayed. Clymer often has to guess at certain things that are simply unavailable 
in existing sources, such as when U.S./CIA support for the KMT actually began, or whether the U.S. was 
supporting Karen and other ethnic armed movements in Burma in the early 1950s. But he effectively 
triangulates analysis of multiple sources to provide as informed a guess as possible. 

The last few chapters deal with a different era, one in which U.S. concerns shifted largely to cooperation on 
anti-narcotics programs and ultimately to Burma interest groups lobbying the U.S. government on issues such 
as sanctions. As U.S. engagement with Burma entered lower-profile phases in the 1970s and early 1980s, 
diplomatic correspondence appears to have been significantly reduced, especially after U.S. Ambassador 
Burton Levin stepped down in 1990 and was not replaced. But Clymer also includes some relevant but little-
known episodes from the mid-1960s, such as the escapades of former Burmese government official Bo Setkya, 
who attempted to organize a revolt against General Ne Win’s post-coup government and at one point in time, 
eluded authorities by hiding out in the Washington, DC residence of Louis Walinsky, an American economic 
advisor to the Burmese government in the 1950s who was himself very critical of Ne Win. 

Clymer emphatically dispels the myth that the U.S. downgraded diplomatic relations in 1990, instead 
revealing the increasingly critical stance of certain key U.S. political figures that seemingly contributed to the 
Burmese government’s refusal to accept Fredrick Vreeland’s credentials to replace Levin. He chronicles 
growing pressure from the U.S. Congress for unambiguously strong responses to human rights violations in 
Burma/Myanmar that gradually led to a sanctions regime constructed piecemeal throughout the 1990s and 
early 2000s. The book ends with an overview of President Barack Obama’s re-engagement with Myanmar on 
various levels, including his historic visit in November 2012. 

K 
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While Clymer has made excellent use of U.S. and U.K. archives, as well as various private personal collections, 
it is surprising that there is not more regular use of other scholarship on Myanmar, especially where this 
would fill in some of the gaps in archival materials or provide a different perspective on key events. For 
example, Mary Callahan’s book on the expansionist, state-building tactics of the Burmese military throughout 
the 1950s, is cited only once early on, but not at all throughout the chapters on the KMT and Communist 
threats, where her use of Burmese archival sources could provide a helpful complement.1 Similarly, the 
omission of Yoshihiro Nakanishi’s fantastic recent book on the military state in Burma is unfortunate, as his 
analysis of Burmese anti-Communist rhetoric in the 1950s and the military government’s domestic reforms in 
the 1960s and 1970s would seem to be an important counterpart to the U.S. accounts of those decades.2 

This comment is not intended as the boilerplate “the author did not use [native language] sources” complaint; 
that clearly is not Clymer’s intention, nor is it his expertise. But high quality English language academic 
writing that uses Burmese language sources is increasingly available. Not using those sources effectively (or at 
all) when they could enhance analysis of English language archival materials is disappointing, especially for a 
book that delivers very well in so many other respects. 

There is also a brief section on Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of independence hero General Aung San, 
currently State Counsellor and de facto head of the present National League for Democracy (NLD)-led 
government. The narrative of her emergence as the focal point of the democratic opposition in 1988 is also 
somewhat thin, a striking contrast with the detailed attention Clymer gives to important episodes in previous 
chapters. There is only one paragraph (259-261) on this pivotal few weeks that includes a generic laudatory 
statement from then-U.S. Ambassador Burton Levin but gives no hint of the ways in which public attention 
for a brief but tumultuous period flitted between many different potential opposition leaders (including her 
older brother Aung San Oo) before settling (improbably, in many people’s views at the time) on her. 
American diplomatic communications must have included attention to the contingency of what is now 
unquestioningly seen as her ‘destiny’ (scholarly and personal accounts of the days surrounding the 8888 
Movement certainly do3) and the absence of those dynamics is a missed opportunity. 

One element that emerges clearly throughout Clymer’s analysis, especially in the chapters dealing with the 
early Cold-War era, is how maddeningly simplistic U.S. policy and analysis on Communism was at the time. 
While this is not a surprise, one almost finds oneself wanting to yell back at the diplomatic cables he cites or 
shake some sense into a blockheaded, ideologically-driven State Department official. Clymer’s critical view of 
imperialistic (and often outright racist) American perspectives is blunt and apt. Because he writes about these 
aspects so clearly, it makes a reader familiar with the ideological debates of 1950s Burma long for a slightly 
more critical take on American interpretations of Burmese political ideologies as well. Admittedly, there is not 
as much scholarship on the range of Burmese political thinking in this era, but what there is could be a useful 

                                                        
1 Mary P. Callahan, Making Enemies: War and State Building in Burma (Ithaca, New York; London: Cornell 

University Press, 2003). 

2 Yoshihiro Nakanishi, Strong Soldiers, Failed Revolution: The State and Military in Burma, 1962-1988 
(Singapore, 2013). 

3 See, for example: Ward Keeler, Fighting for Democracy on a Heap of Jewels. Working Paper No. 102, Centre of 
Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University, 1997. 
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complement to the standard diplomatic assessments of Prime Minister U Nu as simply ‘a devout Buddhist.’ 
Providing a more complete picture of the internal politicking (both personal and ideological) of the 
government U Nu was leading would also help prevent a reader walking away with the impression that he and 
others in his administration were arbitrarily erratic, rather than attempting to satisfy a wide range of domestic 
constituencies as well as major powers in their determination to maintain a ‘neutralist’ policy. 

It surely has not escaped Clymer’s attention that some of the sources and sentiments he uncovers could be as 
relevant for contemporary Myanmar as they were for newly-independent Burma. For example, an extended 
assessment by Louis Walinsky of the kinds of people the U.S. tended to send over as technical advisors 
bemoans the presence of, inter alia, “maladjusted persons…adventurers…[and] impractical academicians” 
who enjoyed “ostentatious living standards…which tended to make them a cultural enclave within the 
broader community” (144). This complaint is, of course, regularly and appropriately levelled against the 
current wave of development professionals who have invaded Myanmar since its opening up in 2011. 

Similarly, although the cover photograph of former U.S. President Obama greeting Daw Aung San Suu Kyi 
reflects the point at which Clymer’s analysis ends, the recent election of Donald Trump as U.S. President 
reinforces the importance of understanding the complex and sometimes incongruous aspects of the 
relationship between the U.S. and Burma/Myanmar. While many would have expected ties between the two 
countries to improve with a Hillary Clinton victory (given her apparently close relationship with Aung San 
Suu Kyi), recent events in Myanmar have shown that even the current government led by the former 
opposition NLD might be more open to Trump’s style of engagement and policy orientations. Regrettably, it 
appears that what Myanmar wants now is legitimation of the security-centric attitude it has adopted and a 
sympathetic ear for concerns about terrorism and illegal immigration instead of a critical ally pushing a 
human rights and democratization agenda. In Trump, Myanmar’s leadership will have gotten what it 
seemingly wants, inaugurating the next uncertain stage in these two countries’ “delicate relationship.” 
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Review by Shelton Woods, Boise State University 

he story of American relations with Burma since 1945 is an important one that has until now not 
been told” (1). This first sentence in A Delicate Relationship: The United States and 
Burma/Myanmar Since 1945 sets the stage for a magnificent unfolding of a heretofore largely 

ignored, but vitally important story of the post-World War II political dance between the United States 
(U.S.) and Burma/Myanmar.1 Kenton Clymer’s writing is captivating, making even the political novice take 
note of how individuals, governments, and countries come to detest and respect one another. The 402 pages 
(320 of which encompass the very important introduction along with the book’s fourteen chapters) are worth 
their weight in gold for illuminating a dark story.  

Two-thirds of the book is devoted to U.S.-Burma relations up to 1962, leaving just over a hundred pages to 
cover more than fifty of the study’s seventy years. No matter. The political developments during the first 
fifteen years after World War II laid the foundation for the subsequent half century. Clymer makes extensive 
use of archival materials and first-hand accounts in presenting the development of Burma-U.S. relations. 
Again, his presentation is unmatched and this volume will become the standard for future scholars who study 
this political relationship. 

Given the extensive material in the book, it is best to encapsulate the study by exploring four themes that 
weave their way through this volume. While not found in every chapter, these issues color much of Burma-
U.S. relations. These topics include: the unlikely individuals and their sometime-inexcusable antics that 
shaped the bilateral relationship; the uniqueness of U.S.-Burma relations when compared to other U.S.–
Southeast Asian interactions; China’s role in shaping U.S.-Burma relations; and the paradoxical sweet and 
sour nature of a seventy year connection. While these four issues form a solid picture of this bilateral 
relationship, there are a few loose ends that a future volume should address. 

The Role of Individuals in U.S.-Burma Relations 

From its beginning, this book is about individuals as much as nations. Setting the stage for this theme, 
Clymer begins with his recollection of fleeing New Delhi’s oppressive 1987 summer heat to India’s hill 
station of Shimla with his wife, Marlee. While there, he connected with fellow academician Michael Aris who 
subsequently introduced the Clymers to his wife, Aung San Suu Kyi. The four struck up a friendship 
cherished by all parties involved—including both sets of young children. Clymer later notes that the Burma 
scholar David Steinberg wrote that “ʻNo living foreigner has shaped contemporary United States policy 

                                                        
1 Professor Clymer notes about the use of Burma versus Myanmar: “A note on nomenclature. Burma derives its 

name from the predominant ethnic group, the Burmans (or Bamars). The British took over Burma in three successive 
wars in the nineteenth century and used that name for their colony. When Burma achieved independence, the new rulers 
retained the name. However, in 1989 the ruling military junta changed the official name to Myanmar and also changed 
the names of many cities and roads…. Normally name changes of this sort have not resulted in much controversy. But 
not in Burma. Because the change of names was instituted by what was perceived to be an illegitimate and oppressive 
regime, the opposition forces continued to use the older names, as did the United States government. Thus what name 
to call the country has a political dimension…. There are honorable people on both sides of this debate. In this book 
Burma is used for the years before 1989. After that Myanmar and Burma are used interchangeably, reflecting the mixed 
usage in the United States” (viii). I follow the same practice in this review. 
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toward a single country more than Aung San Suu Kyi’” (4). Clymer’s early reference to Aung San Suu Kyi 
lays the groundwork for a book about the inordinate power of individuals in shaping U.S.-Burma relations.  

On the American side, multiple non-diplomatic individuals were responsible for souring relations between the 
two countries. For sake of length, just three are mentioned in this review. First, missionaries represented the 
highest percentage of Americans in Burma when compared with any other Southeast Asian country including 
the Philippines—an American colony between 1898 and 1946. As a side note, Clymer has also written the 
definitive work on American missionaries in the early years of American colonial rule in the Philippines.2 In 
1813 Adoniram Judson, an American Baptist missionary arrived in Burma and his work inspired a steady 
stream of fellow evangelists to make Burma their new home. Clymer explains how these Americans came to 
support and defend Burma’s minority groups who were more receptive to the Christian message than the 
dominant ethnic Burmans, who were mostly devout Theravada Buddhists.  

From its inception as a post-war independent country, Burma’s main domestic and foreign headaches were its 
ethnic minorities and its relationship with China. While American missionaries had little to do with Burma-
China relations, they were quite protective of their highland converts. Clymer unfolds this sticky problem in 
chapter three, “The Trial of the ʻBurma Surgeon.’” Gordon Seagrave, the son, grandson, and great grandson 
of American missionaries to Burma built a hospital in Namhkam. His personality, theology, and sense of 
entitlement combined to make him despised by fellow missionaries, and in turn he criticized their emphasis 
on evangelism rather than a more social gospel. Seagrave was a first-rate self-promoter and during World War 
II he wrote several books that gained a wide-audience in the U.S.  

During the first years of Burma’s independence, its officials sought to unify the country which meant the 
elimination of recalcitrant indigenous armies fighting for their own independence. In the course of events, Dr. 
Seagrave was accused and proven guilty of harboring enemies of the state—something he denied until 
evidence proved that he was lying. Clymer explains the trial, appeal, and aftermath of this sordid affair. As he 
notes, it was an unfortunate, yet typical, overreach by Baptist missionaries, particularly those who were most 
familiar with the culture and languages of the newly independent state. 

A second example of how an individual sabotaged potential friendly relations is the case of the shadowy Julian 
Licht. Perhaps due to time and space constraints Clymer does not mention how this American, who was 
neither a missionary nor a government official, came to be the closest American adviser to General Ne Win in 
the late 1950s. Licht vigorously opposed American offers of assistance and economic partnership with Burma, 
advising Ne Win to reject these overtures. Consequently, while on the cusp of taking control of Burma’s 
politics, Ne Win was influenced by an American who pushed the general away from America’s offer of 
friendship. 

However, of the numerous individuals who harmed Burma-American relations none was more surprising and 
dreadful as that of Mamie Eisenhower—the U.S. president’s wife. While Ne Win was at Walter Reed Medical 
Center in the summer of 1960, his wife, Kitty, along with other attendants, walked the halls as they kept the 
General company. A reported incident that Clymer thoroughly researched for his book turned Burma’s future 
long-time leader against the U.S. like never before. It is said that Mrs. Eisenhower reportedly saw the Burmese 

                                                        
2 Kenton Clymer, Protestant Missionaries in the Philippines, 1898-1916: An Inquiry into the American Colonial 

Mentality (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1986). 
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contingent in the hallway and loudly said “Get those damned niggers out of here” (181). Upon hearing this 
report from his wife, Ne Win immediately left the hospital though the doctors pleaded with him to stay for 
his health’s sake. He would not listen to them and this insult defined his trip and subsequent view of America. 

The Uniqueness of U.S.-Burma Relations 

Prior to World War II, Burma, like every other Southeast Asian country, save Thailand, was dominated by a 
Western imperial power. Like the rest of Southeast Asia, Burma also witnessed the horrors of World War II. 
Despite these and many other similarities between Burma and the rest of Southeast Asia, America’s relation 
with Burma was unlike any of its other diplomatic interactions in East or Southeast Asia. Clymer weaves this 
theme throughout the entire volume. This fact alone makes Clymer’s book a must-read for even the political 
novice.  

One issue the author covers which demonstrates this uniqueness is the stubborn neutrality that Burmese 
politicians clung to in the midst of the Cold War. As each year passed and countries lined up behind the 
reported People’s Republic of China/USSR block versus the U.S./Western Europe group, the Burmese 
refused to fully commit to either party. While Southeast Asian political leaders like Indonesia’s Sukarno, 
Cambodia’s Norodom Sihanouk, and South Vietnam’s Ngo Dinh Diem were toppled while others like 
Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos enjoyed enormous American aid, and Indonesia uniquely sailed 
through the dangerous Cold War waters. Clymer presents many examples of both the China and U.S. 
courtship of Burma.  

Clymer also explains why Burmese officials remained wary of any type of joint venture. For example, the 
political dance around the Burma-America project to build a modern highway between Rangoon and 
Mandalay stretched the patience of both countries to the breaking point. Without specifically using this 
language, Clymer illustrates that the frustration between each country’s negotiators was, in fact, rooted in 
both economic and philosophical worldviews. For its part, America believed that it should choose the 
contractors for the project since it was funding most of it. The Burmese, on the other hand, did not want 
foreign companies that they did not choose to enjoy inordinate economic influence in their country. 

Burma was also a bit unique in its more-than-general exasperation with the type of American officials that 
landed in the country. Burma was not a coveted assignment by American diplomats and other officials. 
Burmese officials loudly complained that the Americans, whether connected with private American 
companies, the State department, CIA, or even the Fulbright program, were corrupt, self-serving, and, in 
short, the quintessential “ugly American” so clearly portrayed in Eugene Burdick’s and William Lederer’s 
book.3 Clymer notes that Burma’s frustration with inept Americans spilled over so that in 1962 Burmese 
officials decided to suspend America’s Fulbright Educational Exchange Program. This new policy was made 
with no warning or consultation with American officials. In the early 1960s, Burma also would not participate 
in America’s nascent Peace Corps program. Perhaps this explains why for more than twenty years (1990 to 
2012) the U.S. did not have an ambassador to Burma. 

KMT Problems 

                                                        
3 William Lederer and Eugene Burdick, The Ugly American (New York: Norton, 1958). 
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The twin domestic headaches that Burma faced during its first fifty years of post war independence were the 
ethnic minority rebellions and the persistent presence of Chinese Nationalist (KMT) soldiers. Three of the 
volume’s fourteen chapters are titled, “The Kuomintang Embarrassment,” “Changing Course on the 
Kuomintang,” and “The China Border, a `Polite Coup,’ and Return to Democratic Government.” All three 
of these chapters—and none follow immediately after the other—point to a third major theme in Clymer’s 
presentation of U.S.-Burma relations. Following their defeat by the Chinese communists, KMT soldiers and 
officials retreated to Taiwan. There was also a significant number of KMT soldiers who crossed China’s 
southern border and took up residence in northern Burma. This minor irritant became a multi-decade cancer 
on Burma’s society largely due to the Korean War. Clymer does not necessarily directly tie the U.S. decision 
to protect Taiwan with its decision to support the KMT army in Burma—but the connection is there.  

The two issues of the KMT and the Korean War muddied the diplomatic waters between Burma and the 
U.S. This fact is not surprising to scholars of East Asia-U.S. relations, but the significant implications of these 
two issues are dramatic for several reasons. First, despite the chaos that the KMT soldiers and their families 
caused in Burma, the U.S. appeared helpless to pressure the leader of China’s Nationalist Party in Taiwan, 
Chiang Kai-shek to force their removal. While it became obvious that the continued KMT presence almost 
destroyed any hope of a close U.S.-Burma alliance, American officials, particularly in the CIA, supported a 
derelict, insubordinate contingent of the KMT over the 30 million Burma citizens. Secondly, the CIA 
operated completely independently from the State Department which mistakenly assured Burmese officials 
that the U.S. did not provide support to the KMT. Clymer notes that Karl Rankin, the U.S. chargé d’affaires 
in Taipei, convinced Washington decision makers that continued support for the KMT was in the best 
interest of the U.S. In an embarrassing exchange between American Ambassador William Sebald, who flatly 
denied any U.S. support for the KMT, and General Ne Win, the American diplomat was told: “Mr. 
Ambassador, I have it cold. If I were you, I’d just keep quiet” (101). Clymer lucidly demonstrates that 
American officials alternately advocated and provided support for the KMT in Burma and then claimed they 
were helpless to insist on a KMT solution. Clymer is objective in his discussion of this subject, providing 
support for each position with first-hand reports and a multitude of primary documents. 

Sweet and Sour Relations 

This brings us to the volume’s fourth theme, the see-saw nature of post-war U.S.-Burma relations. It is a 
credit to Clymer that he presents this important subject without a hint of editorial frustration with the cyclical 
nature of U.S.-Burma interaction. Every promising development between the two countries was derailed by a 
new or long-standing chasm that divided the nations. 

While both sides share responsibility for the repeated hot and cold relations, Clymer demonstrates that much 
of the blame is due to Burma’s post-war leadership. Yet, the meticulous research uncovers the blunders on 
both sides of the relationship. For Burma, the 1947 assassination of Aung San just months into his political 
leadership, the subsequent rule by U Nu, and the more than three-decade military rule by Ne Win, made 
Burma’s domestic politics heavily slanted away from democracy. With more than a tinge of paranoia by the 
Burmese, America’s relationship with Burma was perhaps most hampered by Burma’s domestic policies and 
America’s desire to fit Burma into its global puzzle of Cold War allies. 

One bright spot of cooperation that unfortunately did not last, was the 1970s-1980s U.S.-Burma joint effort 
to deal with the narcotics trade. As part of the Golden Triangle, the opium trade helped prop up Burma’s 
extremely fragile economy. A common goal to rid the world of heroin addiction made a strange alliance 
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between the Reagan and Ne Win administrations. Clymer carefully unravels the web in this coordinated 
venture in chapter twelve entitled “The Narcotics Era.” Eventually this joint project broke down as America 
refused to pay for the harvested poppies and some of Ne Win’s associates were involved in the illegal trade. 
This was just another example of a promising development that never came to a positive fruition. 

Loose Ends 

As with any volume that breaks new ground, there are topics that call for more in-depth research and 
development; for this work, three specific matters need more attention. While Clymer refers to the 
importance of the Buddhist Sangha, this reader is not fully convinced that its true significance is fully 
appreciated. Perhaps a reference to the importance of the 2008 award-winning documentary “Burma VJ: 
Reporting From a Closed Country” would help the readers appreciate the role of the Buddhism and its 
monks in shaping national politics in the post Ne Win era.4 

A second loose strand in the story is Burma’s abrupt policy change in 2011. After sixty years of playing cat 
and mouse with the U.S., Burma seemed to settle down and it made significant overtures to the U.S. which 
included a visit to Burma by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and the following year by President Barack 
Obama. Then in May 2013 President Thein Sein accepted an invitation to meet with President Obama in 
Washington D.C. Political prisoners in Burma were freed and Aung San Su Kyi openly met with American 
top officials. While Clymer does not attribute these radical changes to what he terms the “deft diplomacy of 
the Obama administration” he does appear to give a great deal of credit to America’s State Department (318). 
It seems more likely, however, that these changes are rooted in Burma’s domestic affairs rather than changes 
in America’s diplomatic or economic approach. 

The book concludes with a relatively new wrinkle in U.S.-Myanmar relations: Myanmar’s relationship with 
North Korea in relation to arms sales and reported interest in nuclear information. For Southeast Asian 
scholars, however, it would seem that the focus of U.S.-Myanmar relations is not the North Korean question; 
rather, it will be the familiar tune of China’s relationship with Myanmar. As a fully integrated member of 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Myanmar does not have to stand alone against a growing 
hegemonic China. However, it would be helpful to learn more about whether Myanmar will seek closer ties 
with the U.S. or hedge its bet on China. No matter what the future holds, however, we have a much clearer 
present-day context of U.S.-Myanmar relations thanks to the scholarship and accessible presentation provided 
by Clymer.  

 

                                                        
4 Anders Østergaard, Jan Krogsgaard, Lise Lense-Møller, Simon Plum, Janus Billeskov Jansen, Thomas 

Papapetros, and Conny Malmqvist, Burma VJ: reporting from a closed country (2010). 
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Author’s Response by Kenton Clymer, Northern Illinois University 

 am deeply grateful for the time each reviewer spent reading the book with care, and I am quite 
overwhelmed with the many positive assessments. The scholarship on U.S. relations with Southeast Asia 
has blossomed ever since the war in Vietnam–about the only positive consequence of the war. Burma had 

been mostly overlooked, however, largely I think because beginning in 1962 Prime Minister Ne Win isolated 
his country, kept diplomatic relations to a minimum, kicked out many foreigners and their institutions, made 
interaction with foreigners who remained (including diplomats) difficult, restricted tourism, and took little 
interest in Vietnam. Thus, except for the narcotics issue, the country faded from American attention—until 
the dramatic events of 1988 thrust it once again back into the international spotlight where it remained for 
over two decades. This lack of historical attention was a major impetus for A Delicate Relationship. The study 
deals with the issue of neutralism in the Cold War, how personal factors affected diplomatic relations, the 
importance of missionaries, and the age-old tension between idealism and realpolitik considerations in policy 
formation.  

There are three points that I would especially like to highlight. One is my contention that in the early years of 
the Cold War in Southeast Asia, in American eyes Burma was the equal in importance, or at least near equal, 
of Indochina, something that has been forgotten because Vietnam soon absorbed almost all American 
attention in terms of what was happening in Southeast Asia. The United States feared that Burma would be 
the first domino to fall to communism, and Burma’s fervent neutralism complicated the American response. 
It was further complicated by the existence of the revolt of various ethnic minorities, who were 
anticommunist and pro-western, while the government of the Union of Burma was leftist.  

The second point involves the period after 1988: the efficacy of the sanctions regime imposed on Myanmar’s 
military government in the wake of its brutal repression of demonstrations and its failure to recognize the 
results of elections it had itself organized in 1990. My conclusion–admittedly a somewhat speculative one – is 
that the sanctions contributed to the changes that took place in Myanmar after 2010, but not in the way 
anticipated by the supporters of sanctions. Rather, the sanctions proved effective, I argue, by unintentionally 
creating a Burmese dependence on China which, over the years, felt suffocating to the Burmese leadership. As 
Larry Dinger, the U.S. chargé d’affaires, said to me in 2009, “Some of the generals have Chinese shrapnel in 
their legs” (a reference to earlier Burmese government conflicts with Chinese-backed communist rebels), and 
they resented the growing dependence on China.1 Opening to the world was one way to counter this 
dependence. This does not in any way discount Shelton Woods’s point that internal Burmese dynamics may 
have been the most important factor in the Burmese leaders’ decision to open the country and make reforms. 
But I suspect that the sanctions also played a role in their determination to make changes. 

The third point involved the role of China in U.S. policy formation, especially in more recent years. 
Unquestionably, China mattered during the Cold War. Covert support for the Kuomintang forces in Burma 
was directly related to the U.S. containment policy, and assistance to Burma was intended as a way to keep 
Burma away from the People’s Republic of China’s control. However, with the current evidence available, it 
seems to me that China was not a major factor in forging U.S. policy during the years after 1988—despite 
universal perceptions in China itself to the contrary. To be sure, in recent years the United States has become 
concerned again about China’s assertiveness in foreign affairs, and President Barack Obama’s famous ‘pivot’ 

                                                        
1 Author’s Interview with Chargé d’affaires Larry Dinger, US Embassy, Rangoon, Burma, 10 December 2009. 
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toward Asia reflected this. But with respect to Myanmar, the China factor was negligible. If David I. 
Steinberg, who is not an effusive supporter of Aung San Suu Kyi and who objected to the sanctions regime, 
can acknowledge that she was the major influence on American debate and policy, then China was not the 
driving force. 2 Those who supported Suu Kyi were concerned about democracy and human rights, and not 
about China. Perhaps when the diplomatic documents are declassified, we will discover that China was more 
important than I think. For now, I will accept the assessment of the U.S. representatives in Burma who are 
quite emphatic in stating that China did not figure much, if at all, in American policy formation toward 
Myanmar.3 Incidentally, on Burma’s relations with China during the period, Steinberg and Fan Hongwei’s 
recent book is a godsend.4 

Now for a few responses to specific points that the reviewers make. Anne Foster notes that after independence 
in 1948, Burma faced two major challenges: the ethnic rebellions, and the presence of the Kuomintang forces. 
I would add to this a third challenge: the Communist rebellions which began very soon after independence 
and for a time appeared on the brink of success.  

Michael Walton mentions my use of British and U.S. archival sources. I also found the Australian archives to 
be very useful. Indeed, I would recommend that anyone who writes about U.S. relations with Southeast Asia 
should use the Australian records. Being in the neighborhood, Australia watched Southeast Asia closely and 
often made observations about U.S. policy and had discussions with U.S. officials which do not always appear 
in the U.S. records. 

I was pleased that Woods and Walton mentioned important actors who are not well known to U.S. 
historians: Julian Licht, who advised Ne Win; Bo Setkya, who turned against Ne Win and was the subject of 
a U.S. manhunt for a few weeks when Ne Win visited Washington in 1966; and Louis Walinsky, an 
important economic adviser both for the U.S. and Burmese governments. Walinsky wrote a very long book 
about Burma, that is still well worth consulting.5  

I was also pleased that Walton mentioned the failed effort of President George H.W. Bush to appoint his 
friend, Frederick Vreeland, U.S. ambassador to Burma in 1990, following the return home of Ambassador 
Burton Levin. Because the United States had no ambassador in Burma from 1990 to 2012, it is sometimes 
suggested that the U.S. government deliberately downgraded its relations with Burma because of the 
oppressive nature of the regime. In fact, Bush wanted to keep relations at the ambassadorial level, and when 
the Burmese government rejected Vreeland, he tried to appoint Parker W. Borg, a senior, highly qualified 

                                                        
2 David I. Steinberg, “Aung San Suu Kyi and U.S. Policy toward Burma/Myanmar,” Journal of Current 

Southeast Asian Affairs 29:3 (2010): 35-59. 

3 Author’s interviews with Chargè d’Affaires Michael Thurston, U.S. Embassy, Rangoon, Burma, 8 February 
2012, and Ambassador Derek Mitchell, US Embassy, Rangoon, Burma, 27 December 2013. 

4 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemmas of Mutual Dependence 
(Copenhagen, Denmark: NIAS Press, 2013.  

5 Louis Walinsky, Economic Development in Burma, 1951-1960 (New York: Twentieth Century Fund, 1962). 
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diplomat, to that position. The Borg nomination never advanced, however. This was part of a larger pattern: 
the administrations from President Ronald Reagan to President George W. Bush, initially preferred to 
approach relations with Burma on a realpolitik basis and resisted punitive measures, while the Congress kept 
urging sanctions.  

Walton’s more critical comments of the book are welcome, appreciated, and justified. I should have made 
better use of available studies of Burma, particularly those relating to more recent years. As a partial self-
defence, I did make an effort to incorporate contextual material about Burma/Myanmar from important 
scholars of Burma, notably David I. Steinberg, Thant Myint-U, Michael Charney, and Robert H. Taylor, as 
well as the insights of journalist Bertil Lintner and others, and read some memoir accounts, including Wendy 
Law-Yone’s very useful Golden Parasol.6 On two occasions, I consulted materials in the Myanmar National 
Archives, formally interviewed four Burmese officials (former and active), as well as dissident activist Aung 
Din in the United States; while teaching a course at Yangon University in December 2013 I discussed 
relevant matters with Yangon University history and international relations faculty. But I concede his point: I 
should have done more with the recent existing scholarship, including Mary Callahan’s impressive work, 
especially her insights about the Ne Win period.7 

Regarding Walton’s point about the discussion among American officials about which Burmese opposition 
leader to support in 1988, I do mention that Ambassador Levin did not immediately support Aung San Suu 
Kyi, that he initially thought a new leader would emerge from the military, that he also liked U Tin Oo, a 
former commander in chief of the Myanmar armed forces and later a cofounder of the National League for 
Democracy. I noted that Levin’s despatches to the State Department in this period “must have been . . . 
impassioned.” (262) But unfortunately, whatever Levin wrote to the department, and whatever debates about 
whom to support in Burma at this point, remains classified. Much of the record should soon be available (the 
State Department normally declassifies materials after thirty years). I was, however, fortunate to find some of 
Levin’s personal letters in the papers of another foreign service officer, David L. Osborne, housed in the 
Eisenhower Presidential Library; and I also interviewed Levin and his military attaché. In the end, Levin 
became a very strong advocate for Aung San Suu Kyi, but she was not someone he immediately saw as 
Burma’s future leader.8 

Again, my deep appreciation to David Anderson, Anne Foster, Michael Walton, and Shelton Woods.  

                                                        
6 David I. Steinberg, Burma: A Socialist Nation in Southeast Asia (Boulder: Westview, 1982), and other many 

other works; Thant Myint-U, The River of Lost Footsteps: A Personal History of Burma (New York: Farrar, Strauss Press, 
2006) and The Making of Modern Burma (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Michael W. Charney, A 
History of Modern Burma (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Robert H. Taylor, The State of Burma 
(London: C. Hurst, 1987); Bertil Lintner, Outrage: Burma’s Struggle for Democracy (Bangkok: White Lotus, 1990); 
Wendy Law-Yone, Golden Parasol: A Daughter’s Memoir of Burma (London: Chatto & Windus, 2013).  

7 Mary P. Callahan, Making Enemies: War and State Building in Burma (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2005). 

8 See also Burton Levin, “Reminiscences and Reflections on 8/8/88,” Burma Debate (summer 1988), 4-12. 
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