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Preface to the Third Edition

Since the first version of this bibliography was released in 2012, 
the outpouring of books, reports and other publications about 
Burma (Myanmar) that was noted in earlier editions has continued. 
Indeed, over the past few years it seems to have picked up in both 
pace and range, although not always in quality. As one observer 
bluntly put it a few years ago, “There is a vast quantity of literature 
on Burma/Myanmar, some of it quite unreadable”.1 While many of 
these works have been posted online, and are only available in soft 
copy, most have been released in hard copy, and in English. Even if 
the print run was quite small, this has entitled them to a mention 
in this third and expanded edition. The newest works fall into a 
number of categories, which can easily be identified by comparing 
the contents pages above with those of earlier editions. Broadly 
speaking, they cover academic works, official reports, travelogues 
and tourist guides, books for the general reader, and older works 
that have been reprinted to meet a popular demand.

For example, the section on Burma’s politics and government 
continues to grow apace, a result at least in part of the close attention 
being paid to the country’s transition from a military dictatorship to 
a quasi-democratic administration. The advent of President Thein 
Sein’s reformist government in 2011 and the election of a National 
League for Democracy (NLD) government in 2015 prompted a 
surge of publications on the country’s rapidly changing political, 
economic and social landscape. There have also been several new 
books about Burma’s once revered opposition leader, Aung San 
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Suu Kyi, who is now the country’s de facto head of state.2 Given 
her government’s failure to meet unrealistically high popular 
expectations, and her dramatic fall from grace in the eyes of the in-
ternational community (due mainly to her disappointing response 
to the so-called “Rohingya question”), it can be expected that more 
publications on the Nobel Peace laureate and her turbulent time in 
office will appear over the next few years.3

Also, as Burma has opened up to foreign aid and investment, 
there has been an increase in the number of reports by governments, 
international organizations and consultants interested in Burma’s 
political reforms, economic growth and social development.4 At the 
same time, a host of reports have been produced by human rights 
groups and bodies devoted to other causes, such as environmental 
protection. Most can be found online, but small numbers of hard 
copies have usually been produced for governments, donors and 
other interested parties. Many of these works provide useful sum-
maries of past developments, current situations and future plans. 
They also enjoy the benefit of being published in a more timely 
fashion than many academic studies. That said, the increased access 
now available to Burma-watchers carries certain risks. Closer per-
sonal contacts with key players and a greater familiarity with local 
developments can result in deeper knowledge and more penetrating 
analyses of complex issues. However, they can also lead to narrower 
perspectives and a greater tendency towards personal bias.

There has been a marked increase in books written by, and for, 
foreign visitors to Burma, the number of which rose from some 
310,000 in 2010 to nearly three million in 2017.5 Once again, these 
works are a mixed bag, reflecting what Penny Edwards has called 
the “overnight expert syndrome”, which has “fed a rapid demand 
for books on contemporary Myanmar”.6 One noteworthy trend 
has been the flood of travelogues and memoirs by tourists and 
temporary residents, on whom Burma has clearly made a strong 
impression. Many are rather shallow and descriptive, bringing to 
mind Rudyard Kipling’s “Globe-trotter”, “who ‘does’ kingdoms in 
days and writes books upon them in weeks”.7 In keeping with most 
memoirs—and current travel brochures—about Burma, they often 
emphasize nostalgic and romantic themes.8 This trend is also seen in 
books of photographs, which tend to consist of clichéd shots of pic-
turesque pagodas, smiling children and colourful ethnic minorities.9 
That said, there are also some notable collections of high quality 
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images that record Burma’s traditional culture, natural environment 
and colonial-era architecture, all of which are under threat.10 

The number of English language novels about Burma is in-
creasing. Once again, the quality is highly variable.11 While there 
are some notable exceptions, the plots tend to be banal and rather 
predictable, with Burma serving simply as an exotic locus dramat-
icus. Another interesting development has been the publication of 
several graphic novels about Burma, including a number that look 
closely at the contemporary political scene. Most are high quality 
productions, with excellent illustrations, but not all have been listed 
in the bibliography as their texts are not in English.12 There has also 
been an increase in the number of books about Burma intended for 
juvenile readers. They include introductions to Burma’s geography 
and culture, and illustrated stories based on Burmese folk tales. 
There are also several short biographies of Aung San Suu Kyi that 
are aimed at children. Once again, this trend seems to reflect both 
the increased attention being paid to Burma in Western countries 
and the much larger number of people prompted to write about the 
place, for various reasons.

Also worthy of note is the increasing number of references to 
Burma, and even the inclusion of separate chapters about Burma, 
in broader studies of the region, and of particular subjects. There 
was a time when—books about insurgencies in Southeast Asia 
aside—such wide-ranging surveys usually ignored Burma or only 
referred to it in passing. For decades, there was neither the interest 
nor the expertise available to give it closer attention. Even stand-
ard textbooks about the region lacked significant Burma-related 
content.13 This is no longer the case. For example, Anthony Reid’s 
stimulating new history of Southeast Asia expertly folds critical 
aspects of Burma into his wider narrative of developments in the 
region.14 There is a useful chapter about Burma in Khaki Capital, a 
recent study of the political economy of armed forces in Southeast 
Asia.15 The Everyday Political Economy of Southeast Asia, published 
by Cambridge University Press in 2016, includes a chapter on trade 
union politics in Burma.16

As noted in earlier editions of this bibliography, there is a grow-
ing number of works written in English, or translated into English, 
by Burmese authors. Most major bookshops in Yangon now have 
a few shelves of memoirs, travel books and other works by local 
writers, doubtless encouraged by the influx of tourists, the easing of 

BM613_000d_Preface-to-3rd-ed-prelims_27-36.indd   29BM613_000d_Preface-to-3rd-ed-prelims_27-36.indd   29 30/12/2021   11:58:19 am30/12/2021   11:58:19 am



Preface to the Third Editionxxx

restrictions on freedom of expression and, probably, the increased 
availability of modern printing equipment. These books tend to be 
produced by boutique publishing houses, and in small numbers, but 
together they offer new and interesting perspectives on aspects of 
Burmese politics and history.17 That said, the field is still quite nar-
row. One Western scholar visiting Burma wrote in 2015 that “I was 
surprised at how difficult it was to find translated contemporary 
literature by Burmese writers”.18 This echoed an earlier comment by 
the author Wendy Law-Yone, who noted in 2010 that “precious few 
[books in Burmese—novels especially] have been translated into 
English”.19 As the following checklist indicates, this situation is 
gradually improving, as local novelists, poets and artists gain wider 
recognition. One notable example of this trend is Burma Storybook, 
edited by Petr Lom and others.20 

All these developments must be counted as positive contribu-
tions to the broad field of Burma studies, but another is a cause for 
concern. It used to be common practice for the personal libraries of 
major figures in Burma studies to be purchased by institutions. The 
British Library, Cornell University, the University of Heidelberg 
and the National Library of Australia, among others, acquired 
excellent collections of books, manuscripts and ephemera from 
former officials, academics and others with close connections to 
Burma.21 Even before the country became fashionable in the West, 
there was a wish to preserve its scholarly and literary heritage. 
Albeit at a slower pace, this practice continued into the 1970s and 
1980s. More recently, however, libraries, universities and research 
institutes seem to be increasingly reluctant to acquire hard copies of 
books, either to fill gaps in their collections or to keep them up to 
date. The reasons given for this attitude vary between institutions, 
but usually start with a lack of funds and insufficient shelf space. It 
would be a tragedy for Burma studies if existing collections were 
allowed to decline in value, or significant private libraries were 
broken up, simply because no institutions were willing or able to 
give them a home.22 

This edition of the bibliography, like those published in 2012 
and 2015, only lists books, reports and monographs that have been 
published in English and in hard copy since 1988. For other works, 
including e-books, online publications, articles and short items, 
readers will need to look elsewhere. As stated in earlier prefaces, 
Michael Charney’s Living Bibliography of Burma Studies was not 
substantially updated after its 2004 iteration, and was formally 
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closed down in 2012.23 While in need of increased financial sup-
port, the Online Burma/Myanmar Library (OB/ML), begun by the 
Burma Peace Foundation in 2001, is still functioning, thanks to 
the efforts of the indefatigable David Arnott.24 Its database is or-
ganized into more than ninety categories and 3,000 sub-categories. 
They guide readers to about 35,000 links to individual documents 
and more than 10,000 websites or multiple documents. These in 
turn give access to potentially millions of other Burma-related 
documents.25 Needless to say, the OB/ML includes a great many 
works not listed here, notably those found only online. 

This edition of the bibliography follows much the same pattern 
as the earlier two. There are, however, a number of changes.

The original title of the bibliography has been retained and, in 
all new and revised chapters, “Burma” rather than “Myanmar” has 
been used for the country’s name. This does not reflect its formal 
title, or current usage, even by die-hard critics of the 1989 name 
change, such as Aung San Suu Kyi.26 However, “Burma” has been 
retained for this edition, simply for consistency. All titles of books 
and reports have been cited as they were published, including the 
use of both “Rangoon” and its 1989 replacement, “Yangon”. Some 
minor amendments have been made to the introduction, and 
David Steinberg has updated his foreword. The original acknowl-
edgements page has been substantially revised to take account 
of contributions made by various Burma-watchers since the first 
edition of the bibliography was published six years ago. Also, a few 
individual entries carried forward from earlier editions have been 
amended. This has mainly been to correct errors and account for 
changed circumstances, such as the publication of new editions. 

This is still a “select” bibliography in that it does not try to in-
clude all hard copy publications on Burma, or in all languages, but 
an effort has been made to make it more comprehensive. It now 
lists quite a number of works that, for various reasons, were left out 
of earlier editions. This is partly to provide a more rounded picture 
of Burma, but also to fill out some sections that readers felt were 
too thin. I have also relaxed my initial firm stance against reprints, 
books printed on demand and self-published works. The emphasis 
is still on original works produced by established publishing houses, 
governments and international organizations. However, an increas-
ing number of older works on Burma are now being reprinted by 
reputable firms. To exclude them all would deprive readers of some 
useful sources on key subjects. The same consideration applies to 
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self-published books and works printed on demand, some of which 
deserve a mention. Pirated copies of foreign works, reprinted in 
Burma, have not been included.27

There are now 2,133 works listed, compared with 928 in the first 
edition and 1,318 in the second edition. The much larger number 
has necessitated some structural changes. Instead of the twenty-nine 
chapters and forty-four sections found in the 2015 edition, there 
are now thirty-five chapters and seventy-two sections. For example, 
there are now separate chapters on the Second World War, Aung 
San Suu Kyi and the “Rohingya Question”, to account for the 
greater number of titles now listed in those categories. The chap-
ter on politics and government is still the longest, and has been 
divided chronologically. New sections have been created to cover 
works published when Burma was under the State Law and Order 
Restoration Council (SLORC) and its nominal successor, the State 
Peace and Development Council (SPDC), after the paradigm shift 
from direct military rule to President Thein Sein’s “disciplined de-
mocracy” in 2011, and since the creation in 2016 of a semi-elected 
NLD administration under Aung San Suu Kyi. These categories 
are rather arbitrary in that they ignore the issues covered within 
each time frame, but it is hoped that such a device will help readers 
find particular works more easily. Sections have also been added to 
other chapters to make it easier for readers to find what they are 
looking for.

When I began this project in 2010, it was my intention personally 
to inspect, or at least to sight, every work listed in the bibliography, 
drawing on my own resources and those of the main libraries in 
Canberra and elsewhere. Given the large number of works cited in 
this latest edition, however, and the difficulty of accessing hard cop-
ies of every one, I have had to modify that aim. However, an effort 
has still been made to verify each entry, usually by cross-checking 
the details in more than one source. In the first edition, I was also 
determined to exclude works that were listed in publishers’ cata-
logues and on the websites of the major booksellers but had not yet 
been published. That resolution was slightly relaxed in the second 
edition, as I was keen to include a number of important works that 
I was reliably informed were close to commercial release. I have 
taken a similar approach here, although a few books currently listed 
on major websites have not been included because of uncertainty 
over their publication dates.28

There are now three appendices. The first is a revised and updated 
essay on publications that readers may find helpful if they wish to 
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become more familiar with specific aspects of Burma, or if they are 
going there for the first time. Once again, it is a personal selection 
and would profitably be read in conjunction with the recommenda-
tions of other Burma-watchers with particular areas of expertise.29 
The second appendix lists a range of maps and charts of Burma that 
are currently available either through commercial outlets or from 
other suppliers. If the websites of major booksellers are any guide, 
the demand for maps has grown significantly in recent years as more 
people have visited Burma, either for business or pleasure.30 The 
third appendix lists a selection of feature movies and documentary 
films made about the country and released in English. Some have 
had a greater impact than others, but in their own ways they have 
all added to the romance, mystery and allure of a country that, until 
thirty years ago, was relatively unknown.31 The extent to which they 
have added to a greater understanding of Burma’s history, politics 
and culture, however, is debateable.

It is perhaps worth repeating that the main aim of this checklist is 
to provide academics, officials, students and members of the general 
public with an easily accessible list of works on Burma produced 
in hard copy, and in English, since the 1988 uprising. It includes a 
wide range of publications, covering many subjects, in an attempt 
to provide readers with the broadest choice possible. However, the 
inclusion of a particular work does not signify an endorsement 
of it or agreement with any of the opinions expressed in it. Once 
again, the watchwords of this checklist have been comprehensive-
ness and balance. No attempt has been made to exclude a work 
because of its perceived failure to meet criteria such as quality or 
political correctness. As Paul Duguid once remarked, albeit in a 
different context, an eclectic collection like this resembles “a church 
jumble-sale bookstall, where gems and duds are blessed alike by the 
vicar because all have been donated”.32 As always, it is for the reader 
to decide on the quality and value of each title.

Brisbane
May 2018
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