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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
ECHO OF
MYANMAR'S PAST

To understand
Myanmar today—a
nation grappling with
the heavy weight of

colonial history,
military rule, and
ethnic conflict—one

must first walk along
the metaphorical River
Of Lost Footsteps.
This phrase,
immortalized by Thant
Myint-U in his seminal
work River of Lost
Footsteps: A Personal
History of Burma,

evokes more than a
simple historical
timeline. It speaks to
the erasure of an
empire, the drowning
of ancient kingdoms,
and the sediment of
countless stories
buried beneath modern
politics. The river is
both a literal and
symbolic artery of
Myanmar, carrying the
footprints of kings,
monks, British officers,
and ordinary villagers
whose lives have
shaped a nation in
constant flux. In this
comprehensive article,
we will journey along
that river, exploring
the deep currents of
Myanmar’s past, the
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reverberations of its
colonial encounter, and
the fragile hopes for its
future. Through the
lens of the River Of
Lost Footsteps, we
uncover not just a
history of a country,
but a meditation on
memory, loss, and
resilience.

THE BOOK THAT
DEFINED A
GENERATION'’S
UNDERSTANDING
OF MYANMAR

Published in 2006,
Thant Myint-U’s River
of Lost Footsteps
remains one of the
most accessible and
profound histories of
Myanmar available to
English-language
readers. The author, a
former UN official and
grandson of the
legendary UN
Secretary-General U
Thant, blends his
personal family saga

with the grand
narrative of Burma’s
turbulent 200-year
history. The title itself
is poetic: a river that
has erased the
footprints of the past,
leaving behind only
faint impressions. This
metaphor resonates
because Myanmar’s
history has been
systematically
rewritten—first by
British colonial
administrators, later by
military regimes that
sought to control the
national story. The
River Of Lost
Footsteps is thus a
call to recover those
silenced voices.

The book is structured
not as a dry academic
treatise but as a
flowing narrative that
moves from the
grandeur of the
Konbaung Dynasty to
the devastating Anglo-
Burmese wars, through
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the chaos of World War
[, and into the long
decades of isolation
under Ne Win's
“Burmese Way to
Socialism.” Thant
Myint-U’s prose is
elegant, and his ability
to weave personal
recollections with
historical analysis
makes the material
deeply engaging. For
anyone wanting to
grasp why Myanmar is
the way it is, the River
Of Lost Footsteps is
an indispensable
starting point.

The
Metaphor
ical River:
What Is

Lost and
What
Remains

Rivers in Southeast
Asian culture often
symbolize both life and
destruction. The
Irrawaddy River, the
heart of Myanmar, has
nourished rice paddies,
supported trade, and
witnessed the rise and
fall of capitals like
Mandalay and Bagan.
Yet the “lost footsteps”
in the title suggest
something more
somber: the footprints
of those who walked
these banks are
washed away by time,
colonialism, and war.
Thant Myint-U writes
with a palpable sense
of mourning for what
was lost—the intricate
court culture, the
Buddhist scholarship,



the independent
sovereignty that Burma
once possessed. But he
also finds resilience in
the everyday people
who continue to tread
new paths along the
same river.

The metaphor extends
beyond geography.
The River Of Lost
Footsteps represents
the forgotten histories
of ethnic minorities like
the Karen, Shan,
Kachin, and Rohingya,
whose footsteps are
often omitted from
official narratives. It
also alludes to the lost
opportunities for
democracy after Aung
San’s assassination in
1947, which set the
country on a tragic
detour. Every step
along the riverbank is a
reminder that history is
never fully lost—it
merely waits to be
rediscovered.

THE PRE-COLONIAL
GRANDEUR:
FOOTSTEPS OF
KINGS AND MONKS

Before the British
arrived, Burma (now
officially ~ known as
Myanmar) was a
powerful kingdom with
a rich cultural heritage.
The River Of Lost
Footsteps traces this
era through the lens of
the Konbaung Dynasty
(1752-1885), the last
ruling house of Burma.
Under kings like
Mindon Min, the capital
Mandalay became a
center of Theravada
Buddhism, art, and
literature. The royal
palace, surrounded by
high walls and moats,
was a microcosm of
the cosmos itself. Yet
even then, cracks were
forming. The British
victory in the First
Anglo-Burmese War
(1824-1826) stripped
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Burma of its western
territories and set the
stage for a century of
erosion.

Thant Myint-U vividly
describes the courtiers,

the palm-leaf
manuscripts, and the
monastic education

system that produced
a literate society. The
footprints of these
monks and scholars
are now faint, but they

still influence
Myanmar’'s deep
attachment to

Buddhism. The River
Of Lost Footsteps
reminds us that
modernity did not
simply arrive with
European guns; it was
a long, painful
negotiation between
tradition and colonial
force.

The
British
Colonial
Footprint
and Its
Erasure

The British conquest of
Burma was completed
in three stages, ending
with the exile of King
Thibaw in 1885. The
colonial administration
transformed Burmese
society in ways that
still reverberate. They
dismantled the
monarchy, abolished
the traditional court
system, and opened
the country to Indian
and Chinese
immigrants. The
economy shifted from
self-sufficient



agriculture to export-
driven rice production,
managed by chettiars
(Indian moneylenders).
This created deep
social fractures: ethnic
tensions between
Bamar and minority
groups, rural
indebtedness, and a
feeling of cultural
humiliation.

The River Of Lost
Footsteps captures
the confusion of this
period—how the British
“lost” the footsteps of
the past under the
weight of bureaucratic
indifference. They built
an educational system
that taught English but
neglected local history.
They divided
communities along
ethnic lines, sowing
seeds of conflict that
would explode after
independence. Thant
Myint-U’s own family
history is intertwined
with this colonial world:

his grandfather U
Thant was educated in
a national school that
resisted colonial
influence. The personal
stories humanize the
grand narrative,
making the River Of
Lost Footsteps feel
intimate and urgent.

WORLD WAR 1I
AND THE CRUCIBLE
OF THE RIVER

No event scarred
Myanmar more than
the Second World War.
The country became a
brutal battleground
among the British,
Japanese, Chinese, and
local forces. The River
Of Lost Footsteps
describes how the war
washed away what
little stability
remained. The
Japanese occupation
promised

independence but
delivered exploitation
and famine. Over
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300,000 civilians died,
many in the forced
labor camps of the
Burma Railway. The
political landscape was
also transformed: the
Burma National Army,
initially allied with
Japan, switched sides
under Aung San,
setting the stage for
post-war negotiations
with Britain.

The “lost footsteps”
here are the countless
individuals who
perished in the
chaos—their stories
never told. The river’s
current swept away
villages, families, and
hopes. Yet from this
devastation emerged a
brief moment of unity.
In 1947, the Panglong
Agreement brought
together ethnic leaders
and Aung San’s Anti-
Fascist People’s
Freedom League,
promising a federal
union. That vision was

almost immediately
betrayed when Aung
San was assassinated
in July 1947. The River
Of Lost Footsteps
marks this as the point
where Myanmar’s path
veered off course, into
decades of civil war
and military rule.

The
Military
Dictators
hip:
Erasing
Every
Footstep

Beginning with General
Ne Win’s coup in 1962,
Myanmar entered a
long nightmare of
authoritarianism. The



River Of Lost
Footsteps details how
the regime sought to
control not only the
economy but also
history itself. They
rewrote textbooks,
banned foreign books,
and isolated the
country from the world.
The “Burmese Way to
Socialism” destroyed
the economy, turning a
once-rich nation into
one of the poorest in
Asia. The footsteps of
dissenters were
violently
erased—thousands of
students, monks, and
activists were killed in
protests like the 1988
uprising.

Thant Myint-U’'s
narrative is especially
poignant when
describing the effect
on his own family. His
grandfather, U Thant,
was a global figure who
could not return to his
homeland freely during

Ne Win’s rule. The
River Of Lost
Footsteps becomes a
profound meditation on
exile, memory, and the
yearning for a home
that no longer exists.
The book also warns
that when a regime
erases the past, it
cripples the ability to
imagine a different
future.

THE DEMOCRATIC
TRANSITION AND
ITS TRAGIC
UNRAVELING

Between 2011 and
2021, Myanmar
experienced a
remarkable yet fragile
democratic transition.
Aung San Suu Kyi, who
had been under house
arrest for years,
became the de facto
leader. Hopes were
high that the River Of
Lost Footsteps would
finally be crossed,
leading to a new,
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inclusive nation.
Economic sanctions
were lifted, foreign
investment poured in,
and the country
opened to the world.
But beneath the
surface, old tensions
remained. The military,
still deeply entrenched
in politics and the
economy, refused to
surrender control. And
the Rohingya crisis of
2017 exposed the deep
flaws in the transition:
the very democracy
that Suu Kyi
represented was
complicit in ethnic
cleansing.

Thant Myint-U’s later
works, such as The
Hidden History of
Burma, continue the
metaphor of the river.
He argues that the
transition failed
because no one had
fully acknowledged the
lost footsteps—the
grievances of ethnic

minorities, the trauma
of colonial divide-and-
rule, and the military’s
refusal to be held
accountable. The coup
of February 2021,
which returned
Myanmar to full
military rule, confirmed
his fears. The River Of
Lost Footsteps now
flows with the blood of
a new generation of
protesters, as the
country descends once
more into chaos.

The Role
of Ethnic
Minorities

Footsteps



Purposely
Erased

A crucial theme in the
River Of Lost
Footsteps is how
ethnic minorities have
been systematically
marginalized. The
Bamar majority has
dominated political and
cultural institutions
since independence.
Groups like the Karen,
Kachin, Shan, and
Rohingya have fought
for autonomy or
recognition, often
through long-running
insurgencies. Thant
Myint-U, though of
Bamar descent,
acknowledges that a
truly democratic
Myanmar must honor
these diverse
footsteps. The river
does not belong to one
ethnic group; its waters
carry the stories of all
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who live along its
banks.

The book’s nuanced
treatment of identity
and nationalism is one
of its strengths. It
avoids simplistic
narratives of
victimhood or villainy,
instead showing how
colonial structures,
Cold War politics, and
local power struggles
created a web of
conflicts that persist
today. For anyone
seeking to understand
why Myanmar has not
become a peaceful,
prosperous federal
union, the River Of
Lost Footsteps offers
essential insight.

LESSONS FOR THE
PRESENT: WHAT
THE RIVER
TEACHES US

Reading River of Lost
Footsteps in the 2020s
feels eerily prophetic.
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The 2021 coup,
followed by a bloody
civil resistance and the
rise of armed
resistance movements,
mirrors earlier cycles of
hope and betrayal. The
“lost footsteps” are
now those of the young
doctors, artists, and
civil servants who are
fleeing or fighting.
Thant Myint-U’s work
reminds us that history
rarely repeats exactly,
but it often rhymes.
The river does not stop
flowing; it only changes
course.

One of the most
powerful lessons from
the book is the danger
of historical amnesia.
When a nation forgets
its past—or when a
regime deliberately
obscures it—there is no

foundation for
reconciliation. The
River Of Lost

Footsteps is not just a
title; it is a call to
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preserve memory. For
Myanmar to ever heal,
it must first recover the
footprints that were
washed away. This
means acknowledging
colonial crimes, the
violence of military
rule, and the suffering
of minorities. It also
means honoring the
moments of unity, like
Panglong, that offered
a different path.

The
Global
Relevanc
e of the
River
Metaphor

While the River Of
Lost Footsteps is
specific to Myanmar,



its metaphor resonates
far beyond. Every
nation has its lost
footsteps—the
marginalized
communities, the
erased histories, the
silenced dissenters.
From the Rwandan
genocide to the Civil
Rights movement in
the United States, the

CONEGusON T

*Thant
Myint-U’'s book is a
masterclass in how to
tell a national story
that is both honest and
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hopeful. It does not shy
away from tragedy, but
it also celebrates the
resilience of the human
spirit. That is why the
River Of Lost
Footsteps continues
to be read and
referenced by scholars,
journalists, and
activists around the
world.

WALKING BESIDE
THE RIVER

In the end, the River
Of Lost Foot

12

River Of Lost Footsteps

2023-10-10



