Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita 
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Midway in the journey of our life

I came to myself in a dark wood,

for the straight way was lost.
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Glossary

Ana: power.  Used in contrast to awza.

Awza: usually translated as influence; in terms of Burmese politics might be better understood as legitimacy.  Used in contrast to ana.  Not to be confused by any young readers as related to “awesome.”

BABA:  Burma-America Buddhist Association; an association of Burmese-Americans in the Washington DC area.  It maintains the Mingalarama monastery in Silver Spring MD.

Cetana: goodwill.  Used to characterize the motivation that makes an action in part or completely beyond criticism.  In my mother’s idiom, acts that had bad results were often excused by “he meant well.”  Houtman, a man of wisdom but not of few words, defines it as “the unwavering intentionality behind completion of a good deed of Buddhist charity” on page 159 and as “to have a fixed purpose to carry out a benevolent scheme” on page 162.

Dhamma (Pali and Burmese spelling for the form more commonly encountered in the US: dharma): truth, correct understanding, righteous duty.  In a sense, the content of Buddhism.

NLD:  National League for Democracy, the (outlawed) main opposition party since 1990.

Sangha:  Community of ordained Buddhist monks and nuns.


Vipassana:  usually translated as “contemplation” or “insight contemplation.”  A certain kind of meditation and mental discipline with a long and strong tradition in Burmese Buddhism, especially since the mid-19th century under King Mindon.  
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RELIGION AND POLITICS IN BURMA

HOW BURMESE BUDDHISM DIDN’T LOSE ITS WAY

Overview

Most of the peoples of most of what is now Burma have been practicing Buddhism for more than 1,000 years.
  The whole point of Buddhism is to deal with the suffering, the problems of our lives, by putting them aside – by transcending the cares of life.  As a senior Burmese Buddhist monk living in the USA told me, politics is not the concern of Buddhism.  His concern, his teaching (which is what he does for a living), is how to live without strife, without conflicts, in peace.  It is to transcend political problems, not to engage them.

So, what are the monks and nuns in the streets of Rangoon and elsewhere in Burma doing, protesting against their government, making demands, resisting a proposed new constitution proposed by the ruling military junta, being beaten, jailed, even murdered by the police?  Have they lost their way?  Has their Buddhism changed; been distorted?  Clearly, they have joined many of their lay countrymen in engaging in political strife; indeed some of them are leaders of the protests.  Is this in some way un-Buddhist?

In this paper we shall try to trace the interactions of politics and religion in Burma, from ancient times to the present and from its home in Southeast Asia through to the Burmese diaspora (mainly that in the Greater Washington DC area).  We shall try to discern the way(s), the path(s), of these interactions and try to reach a conclusion – tentative, certainly -- about what, if any, changes have happened to Burmese Buddhism along the way.  The other side of the coin, effects of Buddhism on the politics and the government, is still in play but it seems likely that it is playing a more important role than ever in both the behavior, and hopefully the manner of choosing, the government of the nation.

Roots:  Before the British  (1056-1886)
Burmese-Buddhist as an Identity:  The foundation of something like the Burmese Buddhist State is traditionally dated to the year 1056.  According to this story, King Anawratha of the Pagan dynasty met and was converted by the Theravada Buddhist monk Shin Arahan.
   All analysts agree that the religious and the nationalist traditions have been closely linked ever since.  For example, Ferguson writes: “In Theravada Buddhist countries there seems to be an important symbolic bond between king and monk; in Burma it is possible to document such relationships over a thousand years of history…  The main reason for such bonding is the … special legitimation that each can give the other” (page 66).  Donald Smith notes that while Hinduism promoted loyalty to a sub-national group, the caste, and Islam to a supra-national group, the ummah, Buddhism “…readily lent itself to the development of traditional nationalism, especially in Burma and Ceylon. … The Burmese people cannot think of nationality apart from the religion that they hold…” (pages 82-83).  The point for us is that in the broadly accepted history, and in the minds of most Burmese today, this ancient and continuous history inseparably links Theravada Buddhism with the Burmese nation.

A Not-Untroubled Symbiosis:  The picture from a quick reading of several histories, confirmed in a few conversations, is that the kings and the Sangha lived together in mostly collaborative, but occasionally conflicted ways.  The kings (like the laity) supported the monks materially.  Since the monasteries were the main centers of education, most of the learned men in society were associated with the Sangha and it was common for outstanding monks to assume important roles as officials of the government.  This was a significant “perk” for the Sangha.  On the other hand, there were instances of kings opposing monks and, on occasion, killing groups of them.

The monks occasionally opposed particularly cruel or violent actions of particular kings; for example Houtman (pages 216-220) tells stories such as in the 16th century, when King Bayinnaung was about to burn several thousand defeated rebels alive; monks interceded until he spared all but 70 leaders.  Protests against extreme violence and cruelty on the part of governments are traditional and have long been seen as legitimate actions for the monks.

Donald Smith gives the following overview:

“…the king’s interference in religion was far more conspicuous and far more important than the Sangha's involvement in political affairs.  The monarch’s religious functions as the promoter of Buddhism and the protector (and regulator) of the Sangha were universally acknowledged as valid… and there was an unbroken continuity in their performance by the kings regardless of dynasty or ethnic identity.  Apart from the Sangha’s more general functions in education or as an agency of social control, the performance of specifically political acts tended to be isolated instances involving a few individual monks…  [T]he relationship between the king and the Sangha is best described as one of interdependence.  The king patronized the Sangha, appointed its hierarchy, and settled its controversies; the Sangha upheld law and order, was useful in diplomatic missions, and could use its immense social prestige to support the king.  Neither … could long afford to ignore the traditional prerogatives of the other party. (pages 36-37; emphases added)

Myint (2001) gives detailed accounts of interactions between the King and the Sangha in the Court of Ava under King Mindon (early 19th century; the penultimate and last competent ruler of the Burmese heartland before the British conquest).  The accounts including lots of partial splintering of the Sangha into more or less conservative groups.   (Myint refers to some of them as “fundamentalist;” see pages 148-153.)  The overall picture is one of strong royal patronage, sympathy, and collaboration, in spite of stresses and conflicts at more detailed levels.  In spite of some quarrels and a few rebellious monks, Myint says that “Generally, Buddhist monks did not ‘go into rebellion’ until after the British takeover” (page 174.  Smith agrees; see e.g. page 187.)

The Sangha as the Only (Partly-) Autonomous Institution in a Unitary State:  Houtman, Myint, and two Burmese-Americans whom I interviewed note the absence of any tradition or history of peaceful secular opposition in Burma.  Government was absolutist; there was no pluralism in the political sphere.  Houtman is especially insistent on this point.  To oppose a king was to fight him; to use violence and to be prepared for a violent response.  The winners did not kiss and make up with the losers.  Something like this was also true under the British colonial administration.  Houtman (pages 219-220) cites Maung Maung Gyi in what seems to be a unanimous conclusion: “…the Sangha…has been the only autonomous institution mastering the only ideology and practices of freedom to operate in Burma that are capable of organizing opposition to the state.” 

Teravada Buddhism and Vipassana:  The last relevant point from this ancient history is the nature of Buddhism in Burma.  As already mentioned, the Theravada school has prevailed for perhaps 1,000 years, and especially since the mid-19th century there has been a marked increase in emphasis on the meditative, contemplative tradition of vipassana, which was given a major push by King Mindon (1853-78) (Houtman page 7).  Insofar as I understand it, this is in contrast to the Mahayana schools, e.g. as in Tibet.  Even more than other paths of Buddhism, Theravada stresses conservative actions, modest behavior, and most importantly focuses on meditation and contemplation rather than studying ancient texts, reciting prayers or chants, or sexual or other physically outré practices such as are encountered in tantric Buddhism.  Within a religion that is personal and contemplative when compared to others, Burmese Buddhism is especially intensely personal and contemplative.  Unlike Zen, which also stresses meditation, the Theravada school and within it the emphasis on vipassana do not focus on achieving the transformational experience of satori, but more modestly just on surviving and dealing with the problems of daily life.

Colonialism:  Britain and the Creation of Modern Burma  (1886-1947)

Destruction and Creation:  In the mid-19th century the British conquered the territory that is now Burma, in three extremely quick and one-sided wars that not only defeated the rulers but also humiliated the society.  (Both books by Myint give many details and an intense flavor of this experience.)  These wars and the sixty years of colonial rule that followed created for the first time the territorial boundaries of what is now the nation-state of Burma, giving it a new identity.  It also destroyed or damaged most of the institutions of the old regime.

One important facet of this was the subjugation, inclusion, and even co-optation of many of the non-Burmans (i.e. different ethnic groups; some not Buddhist) living in this territory.  Five, eight, and eleven are commonly encountered as the number of major ethnic groups.  The last available census (1983) estimated the ethnic Burman share of the population at 69 percent, which may have been overstated (Steinberg, 2001,  page xx, and personal conversation.  Houtman counts 135 “nationalities” on his page 127.  See also the written summary of his remarks at an April seminar at Georgetown by Kigpen ). This expansion of the territory ruled from one center transformed the “ethnic problem” of the area from one of neighboring warring kingdoms, each with its own majority ethnic and linguistic group and religious practices, to one of the majority/minority status of different groups, speaking different languages and following different religious practices, within the same political jurisdiction.  The fruits of this joining of apples and oranges continue to be important to the present day.

Buddhism Under the British:  The British did not actively persecute the Sangha or attempt to suppress the religion.  But they disestablished it, severed the state from it, depriving the institution and the monks in general of considerable means of support.  They closed off the upward mobility by which some monks had become powerful officials of the Ava government (see e.g. Myint 2001, pages 207-210.)  They substituted more western-oriented education for the old Buddhist-centered one:  “With the exception of [one English school], schooling in the old kingdom had been exclusively monastic… After 1855 popular preferences [shifted to] secular schooling [and] English-language education… The Buddhist monasteries thus lost their critical role in society as the educators of the ruling elites” (Myint, pages 240-241).

The British colonial rulers established a fairly direct rule -- as contrasted to allowing some kind of Burmese institution(s) and/or individual(s) to rule under their tutelage, as they did e.g. in Egypt and as the Ottoman Empire did to an even greater extent.  They used other indigenous, non-Burman ethnic groups as surrogate soldiers (as they did in India) and also used people from different parts of India as clerks and lower-ranking officials.  Thus the Burmese, both Sangha and laity, were subjugated collectively, institutionally and individually.

“With the exception of the Sangha, one is hard pressed to identify any supra-local institution which carried over from pre-colonial through colonial times, and even the Sangha, stripped of its role as educator as well as of royal patronage and supervision, underwent a profound transformation.”  (Myint 2001, page 254.)

Observers all seem to agree that the colonial period marked the first instances of the Sangha’s clear opposition to and rebellion against the government.  Of course one very important fact behind this change is that the government was, for the first time, alien, completely foreign, racist, and oppressive.  The British were not some neighboring group, more or less similar in technology and not all that different in history or world view, that happened to conquer some neighboring territory.  Among the many insults were the British refusal to remove their shoes in monasteries – the soldiers tromped through with their boots on – and the disrobing of many monks.  And, beyond symbolism, their regime also deprived the Sangha in particular of most of its perks.  

In reaction to all this, the long-extant tradition of monks opposing extreme behavior of the ruler was expanded – one could say, qualitatively changed, and this is important – to opposing the government itself.  Two monks in particular became famous and remain so to this day as leaders of the fight against the colonial power: U Ottama and U Wisara..  U Wisara, for instance, was among those imprisoned and died there after a 166-day hunger strike.  U Ottama preached that freedom was a prerequisite for attaining nivrana, that slaves could not attain it, implying almost explicitly that the appropriate focus for all Burmese Buddhists, including himself and his fellow monks, was first to free themselves from the British, and only then to return to more traditional Buddhist concerns.  For this he was twice jailed by the British, and he died during his second incarceration.  (See Smith, pages 95-99.)  These and other opposition Buddhists criticized the British rule as an affront to both Burmese nationalism and the Buddhist religion.  In so doing they increased the already-strong integration of the two in the minds of many Burmese.
Not Ab Ovo, but Quite a Bit De Novo:  With the added insult of the Japanese invasion and brief rule during World War II, one could almost say that in 1947 Burma was left to invent itself almost de novo as a nation-state.  Its borders, and especially the territorial inclusion (but not subjugation) of other ethnic groups, were unprecedented.  Much of the precolonial institutional infrastructure was gone, as expressed in the citation from Myint, above. The British court system survived, but it was alien and it was soon dominated by the government (conversation with David Steinberg).  The Sangha – the religious world of Burmese Buddhism, incarnated in the monks --  was the only strong institution that carried over from pre-colonial times.

Independence:  Between the War and the Generals  (1947-1962)

What place would Buddhism have in newly independent Burma?  The Sangha had been disestablished by the British, and had lost its pre-eminent role as the basis of the educational system.  Non-Buddhist ethnic groups were now included in the territory of the nation -- and were rebelling and fighting for their pre-colonial independence.
  

In Buddhist cosmology, secular power protects Buddhism…The Sangha cannot exist without the state’s protection and gifts…  In return, the monks secure king and laymen access to religious merit…The cosmos is thus divided into a sacred and a profane sphere, which are closely linked and mutually dependent.  Both are subordinate to dhamma…This model … has survived despite the attempts of [the British colonial administration] to destroy it, thereby making it the quintessence of both Burman ethnic cultural identity and a part of modern Burman nationalism.  ( Gravers, pages 13, 18).

The conceptual basis and tradition of a closely symbiotic interaction between the rulers and the monks was still powerfully present, but what form would it take in practice?

Re-establishment of Buddhism:  The outstanding Burmese leader at independence was General Aung San (father of Aung San Suu Kyi).  He and his close associates had been and were, first and foremost, Burmese nationalists – they wanted an independent nation, with the British out.  They seem to have adopted whatever help they could get – studying in Japan and adopting fascist ideals for a while, fighting with the Japanese against the British and then siding with the Allies as they saw the defeat of Japan coming.  Secondarily they were, or quickly became, socialists.  This had a particular meaning in Burma that we will go into below.  They were, certainly, Burmese Buddhists but for most of them, at the time of independence, Buddhism does not seem to have played a major role in their lives, worldview, or strategies. 

Aung San himself, sometimes called the “George Washington of Burma,” is generally seen as a believer in “the clear separation of politics and religion;…never having identified with the Buddhist political leaders… and not employing “religion in the service of politics.”  (Silverstein, quoted in Houtman page 243; see the entire Chapter 12, pages 243-263).  He was a Buddhist, and used the idioms, ideas, and images of Buddhism in his speech and writings, but above all he was a nationalist who wanted independence for Burma.

Aung San was an important figure in the provisional government right after independence but was assassinated, together with many colleagues, in July 1947.  His colleague U Nu became the leader, influencing the constitution greatly and becoming the nation’s first Prime Minister in January 1948.  Against the wishes of many in the military, U Nu re-established Buddhism. The  1947 Constitution states, "The State recognizes the special position of Buddhism as the faith professed by the great majority of the citizens of the Union."  Many in the military opposed this because they foresaw it as exacerbating the desires for independence of the non-Buddhist, non-Burman ethnic peoples who were now – against the will of most of their leaders -- citizens of this new state (conversation with David Steinberg).  These military leaders were factually correct in this fear.  Ironically, since 1990 the military have sought to turn this issue on its head, with no success, as we shall see below.

Socialism and Buddhism:  Socialism was favored by the leaders of newly-independent Burma primarily as a tool of nationalism: to promote economic growth in a society where most businessmen had been ethnic Indians or Chinese (although many had been born in Burma), or the now-absent English.  It was also seen as somehow in line with Buddhism in its concern for equality and for the poor, but this was not the main point.
  Ironically in this sense, many in the Sangha opposed it as they saw it as stealing by the state (when it nationalized virtually everything).  The Sangha had depended significantly on the State for hundreds of years, and generally did well enough in that dependence, but both history and common sense told them that it would be extremely risky to depend only on the State – to have one unitary government be the owner of everything.
   They weren’t wrong.

Vipassana yet again:  Meditation -- vipassana – had been strongly promoted before the colonial period by King Mindon.  The practice was seen, and used, by U Nu as “…an informal instrument for government reform and for the establishment of a bureaucracy emancipated from greed and corruption.” (Houtman, page 8)  Under U Nu the state trained and promoted the spread of vipassana teachers all over Burma.  In so doing they strengthened the foundation for opposition to their oppressive successors in government, under whom Burmese citizens protesting the government – monks and lay persons alike – use this meditation as a tool to strengthen themselves (e g. in jail) and also to keep their protest actions in a proper non-violent mode.  This has both helped to maintain the resistance, and helped to maintain and increase its supporters outside Burma, in the period to which we now turn.

Disaster:  The Military Dictatorship  (1962-present with a few short interruptions)

Background to Civil-Religious Interactions:  How to distill the complexities, the extreme nature, the variations over time, the strong emotions, and the mountain of books, journalistic articles, web sites, and other sources of information that characterize the last 47 years of Burmese history?  For our purposes, the minimum seems to be to note – in only one paragraph each -- four sets of facts and trends, before we can appropriately describe and analyze the interactions of Buddhism, the military dictatorship, the opposition, the Sangha and the populace (by no means mutually exclusive categories).  These four sets of facts are:

· The isolation, economic devastation, and political repression

· In particular, the regime’s repression and attempts to control the Sangha
· Continuing ethnic tensions and conflicts

· The nature of the civil opposition since 1990, the outlawed NLD and Aung San Suu Kyi.

As is well known, the generals began to turn Burma into “the hermit kingdom” after they took power in 1962.  They destroyed many institutions needed to run a modern economy and society, including all private businesses.  They exiled the Indo-Burmese who were important in the civil service.  They nationalized all businesses and suppressed Chinese businessmen.  This left very few people who had any idea of how to run a business.  Most civil society institutions were thrown out of country and/or outlawed, and replaced by the wonderfully nicknamed  “GONGOs” i.e. “governmentally organized non-governmental organizations
   Except for the Sangha (for which see next paragraph), they left essentially no avenues for personal growth except through the military and groups it controlled; no place for “voice” at all.  They intentionally and pretty thoroughly destroyed pluralism.  The effects of all this plus extreme economic mismanagement and corruption transformed the economy from the richest in southeast Asia in the late 1940s to the poorest today (at least before the recent exploitation of rich deposits of natural gas); the country is classified by the UN and the World Bank in the poorest group of countries worldwide, of which almost all except Haiti, Guyana and Burma are in Africa.

The government support for the Sangha, with U Nu having privileged Buddhism in the Constitution of 1947 and supported the Sangha in important material ways, disappeared when Ne Win took over in 1962.  The nationalization, the “socialism” that has resulted in a much bigger concentration of wealth, and the continued impoverishment of the people have weakened the monk’s standard of living because even at their low level of needs, they depend on the charity of the people -- and except for the military and their associates, almost all the population is tremendously poor.  (This greater dependence on the military made the monks’ boycott of rice from the military in 1991 an even more powerful statement.)  Beyond these indirect injuries, in 1980 the regime purged the Sangha, installing sympathetic (or, at least, passive) monks in leadership positions, forcing every monk to register, and in general instituting a regime of repression among Buddhist religious communities and institutions throughout the country.  When monks took lead roles in the 1988 protests; many were jailed, tortured, or lost their lives; some fled to exile.  (This story is recounted in detail in Houtman, Myint 2001, and many other sources.)   Repression was the rule until a liberalization in 1992, which we describe a few paragraphs further on in the section on the regime’s use of Buddhism as a tool.

Ethnic tensions continue even though much of the rebellious areas has come under some degree of government control.  (See earlier discussion on pages 4 and 5 of this paper.) Given the correlation of ethnicity and territoriality within the current borders of the country – “every minority is a majority in its territory”– desires for independence, or at the very least significant autonomy, have not gone away.   Kigpen says that two major ethnic groups, the Karen and the Shan, still have armed forces fighting the regime (seminar at Georgetown, April 2008).  The Karen have been at war for independence virtually non-stop for sixty years, and their military successes in earlier days led to the fall of the U Nu government.
  Thus “freedom” to the military regime means (among other threats) internal rebellion, at the very least more autonomy for the non-Burman ethnic regions and quite possibly division of the present state into several independent nation-states.

As is pretty well-known today, in response to riots and other huge turmoil in 1988, continuing through 1990, the military regime allowed more or less free elections in 1990.  The opposition coalesced into the “National League for Democracy” led by Aung San Suu Kyi (daughter of independence hero Aung San), which gave the generals a nasty surprise when it gained 82 percent of the seats in the legislature.  The regime simply ignored the results, ruling through a junta (first called the SLORC and now the SPDA) which still reigns, and which among other things outlawed the NLD and has had Aung San Suu Kyi either in jail or under house arrest for most of the time since then. (She is free to leave the country but would not be allowed back, and so chose to stay even though her husband (who has since died) and children were living in England.)  Especially with the winning of the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1991 she has become an icon of non-violent bravery and resistance to oppression the world over, and is currently living under house arrest in Rangoon, continuing to defy the regime.

With this basic background, we can do a little analysis.

Ana and Awza:  Ana and Awza are important concepts in Burmese Buddhism.  Usually translated as “power” and “influence” respectively, in current Burmese politics awza, influence, is better translated as “legitimacy.”  The ideal ruler has much awza, his ana is based on this as well as such things as soldiers, police, and weapons, and he does not need to rely on these other sources of ana except in extraordinary circumstances.  Even in a less idealistic view, the ruler is not supposed to use ana unless he has awza.  (Houtman, much of Chapter 8, pages 157-176).  It’s important for us to realize that even though Burma has almost no democratic tradition, like most other societies it does have a religious and philosophic tradition that requires the ruler to have some legitimacy.  In Burma this legitimacy can have no other source than performance –it does not come from a supposed descent from gods, or heaven-conferred right to rule, or (in the last 150 years) from descent from the last king..  And in the absence of democracy it cannot come from the process by which the ruler(s) are chosen.

Events of the last twenty years have drastically shaken any claim of the military regime to awza:  the 1988 revolt, which was driven almost completely by economic issues, the evidently unexpected shock of the overwhelming defeat in the 1990 elections, the continuing protests after that including, importantly in this dimension, the monks’ boycott in 1991.  Economically and socially the results of the military rule have been catastrophic for the people.  And of course, the “Saffron Rebellion” since 2007, which was also driven mostly by economic issues.  The  military regime cannot help but have realized for some time now what everyone knows: that it depends on power -- ana -- alone; it has no awza left.  Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD, in contrast, have strong awza but no ana whatsoever.
  This is of course a formula for political instability.  The Sangha, with its ability to withhold approval passively (as in refusing to accept alms from anyone in uniform) and to protest actively, is the only institution in Burma with at least a bit of both.  This has been the case since 1990 and remains so today, and the political activities of the monks cannot be understood without taking this fact into account.

The generals who run Burma must also be aware how the government of the Soviet Union lost its ana after losing its awza; how the communist party of China has substituted economic results for socialist ideals as the principal basis for its awza, and how the same thing has been happening since about 1989 in Vietnam.  Unfortunately for all concerned, the generals in Burma are too paranoid, maybe too isolated from information, maybe too deficient in cross-cultural understanding, maybe just too scared-stupid, to undertake any serious economic or political changes to increase their legitimacy.  

The few halting steps they have taken to gain some legitimacy have been, for the most part, attempts to use Buddhism. 

The regime’s attempts to use Buddhism as a tool:  The Sangha numbers about 168,000 monks and 239,000 novices – over a half million males – and about 24,000 nuns (1997 estimates; see Houtman page 213.).   This is only about 1 percent of Burma’s population, but “With its roots deep in every village, where people have integrated support for the Sangha into their every day lives,…  the Sangha exercises a formidable influence on political opinion.”  (Houtman, page 219.)  There are 51,322 monasteries in the country.

This influence – usually more potential than active – as well as the events of 1988-90 which must have scared the military regime considerably, seem likely to be among the main reasons why, beginning in 1992, the regime eased its restrictions on, and increased support for, the Sangha to some extent.  This may well have helped calm things down but ultimately did no good as in 2007 the monks took to the streets again in the so-called “Saffron Revolution.”  

In addition to attempting to appease the Sangha, the regime has been propagandizing a notion of the unity of a Burmese – Myanmar, in its terms – nation and people.  It is ignoring and repressing the ethnic minorities, and trying to sell the concept of a homogenous, Buddhist-Burmese community.
  It uses Buddhist words and concepts to justify itself in spite of its multiple actions so alien to Buddhism.   (Houtman throughout Chapter 4 and especially page 92 et seq; others)   This is no surprise; “Buddhism is an important force for legitimacy [in Burma] and no leader can be seen to be against it” (Steiner page 45).  For example:

· The leading generals build pagodas, a traditional show of piety by rulers in ancient times.  Than Shwe, the top banana, has built three.  The regime refers to the forced labor used to build these pagodas and other public works as voluntary “acts of merit” by the workers.
· They say they act with cetana – good intentions – implying that their acts cannot be wrong or, at a minimum, should not be criticized or opposed.  “We mean well.”  Or “It’s for your own good.” Or “We are the Government and we are here to help you.” 

· Since 1997, they have allowed more Buddhist-oriented TV stations and articles in the press. 

· They often appear in public with white robes over their uniforms.

· They have published a guide to an important sutra, the Mangala Sutta, said to be full of political indoctrination in its interpretations.  (Houtman page 130.)

· They use the (largely true) prevalence of Buddhism to help sell the (otherwise mostly false) stories about “Myanmar, one nation, one people” which is aimed at suppressing the drives for autonomy or independence of ethnic minorities, and also the political opposition.

Events since 2007 show that these efforts have failed to convince many people, including the monks and nuns.  This very month, the  referendum on the new Constitution (which was drafted behind closed doors by the military rulers) can be seen as a two-way attempt to placate the rebelling populace:  First, it’s a classic instance of making a gesture to democracy (even if there is no actual democracy in it) to help keep the lid on in times of trouble.  Second, the referendum is an attempt to substitute process for the (abysmal) results of their rule as a source of awza – legitimacy.

The other side of the coin of the regime’s unsuccessful attempts to use Buddhism to strengthen their position has been the opposition’s very different and somewhat more successful approach, to which we now turn.

The civil opposition’s use of Buddhism, especially vipassana, as a tool:  Houtman especially stresses the importance of vipassana in helping Aung San Suu Kyi and her comrades to survive.  For example:

“Senior NLD members stress a number of Buddhist practices.  The most important is vipassana, which operates at the level of coping psychologically with imprisonment and repression.  This is so, particularly with the older generation…  The three most senior leaders … practice vipassana” (Houtman, page 307).

Aung San Suu Kyi is not an intense Buddhist.  Her role models are said to be her father and Ghandi, and she studied the Gita and other Hindu texts while young.   But she not only uses the practice to strengthen herself (“my real meditation took off only during my years of house arrest,” cited in Houtman page 339), she also uses the language to criticize implicitly the cruel and violent acts of the regime.  For example, she points out (the obvious) that the regime does not practice metta, loving kindness, which in Burmese Buddhist tradition has long been held to be a necessary facet of the behavior of the ruler   (Houtman pages 320 et seq, especially 325.)  Immediately after being released from house arrest in 1995 she visited one of the most famous monks in Burma, the so-called Thamanya Sayadaw, an outspoken critic of the government.  “Though her politics are within the Buddhist idiom, this is largely because it [was how] she was brought up, which her father and prior politicians used, and which is the idiom with which the majority can be addressed.” (Houtman, page 294).  Analogously to her father who was first and foremost a Burmese nationalist, she is first and formost an advocate for freedom, democracy, and above all better lives for the Burmese people.  Religion is a tool for the lay opposition, not a driving force.

Ironically it has been the repression (and worse) practiced by the regime that has led Aung San Suu Kyi and many others to intensify their Buddhism, especially vipassana.  Buddhism may well be stronger in Burma today than in 1962 (unmeasurable and therefore untestable as a hypothesis; just a thought).  Aung San Suu Kyi said, “I am very greatful to the [regime] that I was allowed this period in which to practice my meditation.”  Again, “house arrest has given me the opportunity to try to overcome my own weaknesses and faults, especially through meditation.”  And “I think a lot of us within the organization have been given the opportunity to develop sprititual strength because we have been forced to spend long years by ourselves under detention and in prison.  In a way, we owe it to those people who put us there.”  (various sources, quoted by Houtman, page 193)

The Saffron revolution: Reaction of the Sangha:  

Twenty thousand people, including nuns, monks and ordinary Burmese, marched through the streets of Rangoon yesterday demanding freedom for Aung San Suu Kyi, the Nobel laureate, in a dramatic escalation of the country’s Buddhist-led “Saffron Revolution.” Ten thousand monks, joined by about the same number of ordinary supporters, marched from the gold-covered Shwedagon Pagoda through the centre of Burma’s largest city in the biggest anti-government demonstration since the bloody suppression of the first democracy movement in 1988. 

Bystanders cheered the monks as they walked by yesterday, and presented them with flowers and drinking water and balm for their bare feet. For the first time, they were joined by about a hundred Buddhist nuns in pale pink robes. Men who appeared to be plainclothes police, some of them armed with shotguns, followed the marchers or watched them pass by. “We want the people to join us,” the monks chanted.

The All Burma Monks Alliance, based in the country’s second city, the monastic centre of Mandalay, issued a statement urging ordinary people “to struggle peacefully against the evil military dictatorship till its complete downfall and to banish the common enemy evil regime from Burmese soil forever.”  (London Times, 24 September 2007)
Many monks and nuns individually, and some important Sangha institutions in Burma, have been in open revolt against the military regime for over six months now.  Even stronger than the earlier resistance to the foreign British colonial power, this revolt is against the tyrannical regime of their own, Burmese, Buddhist, military leaders.  While it can be said that Aung San Suu Kyi and the outlawed NLD, on the secular wing, are using Buddhism in various ways to support their movement, it’s also not too much to say that Burmese Buddhism itself has risen and is now an active political force in Burma.
  
Diaspora:  Burmese in the Greater Washington DC Area

Overview:  Before 1980 there were only about 10 Burmese families permanently resident in the  Washington DC area.  In fact a few of those families went back to Burma after many years here.  Around 1980 immigration increased markedly, and today there are hundreds of Burmese families in the area, an association, and a monastery with two resident Burmese Buddhist monks.

The DC area is one of several places in the USA with many expatriate Burmese, others being New York and some cities on the west coast, and interestingly Fort Wayne Indiana.  Many have also gone to Canada, Australia, and Hong Kong; the British colonial heritage of the English language shows up importantly in this pattern.  

The Fort Wayne Burmese community numbers several thousand people and, unlike that in Washington, is geographically concentrated and includes a cluster of stores, restaurants and other facilities run by Burmese  and catering to the community.  The origin of a Burmese diaspora in this unlikely place is one man:  born in Burma, a member of the minority Karen ethnic group, whose life was changed by missionaries from the USA and who became a clergyman in Fort Wayne.  He maintained contacts in Burma, and in the late 1980s gave shelter and material help to a few Burmese fleeing persecution in Burma.  With his help they were able to get jobs and settle down there, and from then on it became an instance of the usual history of migrants going to a place where they had friends, relatives, countrymen, and contacts. 

BABA and the Mingalarama monastery in the Washington area:  Back to the DC area:  BABA, the Burma-America Buddhist Association, was started in 1978 when a famous monk from Burma visited the US, led a 15-day retreat in Boston, visited Washington and other cities, and left behind in the USA two younger monks, one on the east coast and one on the west coast.  BABA today has 517 members (families or unmarried individual adults).  Considering family size and the fact that there are many Burmese who are not members, this suggests a diaspora in the DC area on the order of 1,000 adults.  Mr. Khin Maung Win, the current president of BABA and my teacher and guide, estimates the number at several thousand.

BABA’s activities are very much focused on Buddhism – there is only a bit of a social agenda, and no apparent political one.  It supports the Mingalarama monastery located in Silver Spring MD -- see their web site at http://www.mingalarama.org/temple/.  BABA supports two Burmese monks whom they brought from Burma, who live on the temple grounds and teach meditation (NB importance of vipassana) and otherwise spread Buddhist practices and teachings to anyone who expresses interest.  The assistant monk speaks very little English but the Chief monk is almost fluent and very articulate (more about him below).  Last year BABA began classes to teach youngsters the Burmese language, and they have also been building up a library.  

The monastery site, about one acre just off the New Hampshire Avenue exit of the Beltway, has three buildings: a temple, a small residence hall for the two monks, and a kind of small school/meeting hall/office.  The lower floor of the temple houses the library, mostly books in Burmese but also books in English and audio-visual media.  BABA is currently in a fund-raising campaign to raze the existing monk’s residence and build a larger residence and guest house on the space; they have the plans finished, a contractor who is one of their members, and are currently in the middle of the permitting process.

The major regular activity of BABA is a teaching and meditation session every second Sunday.  The monks teach in Burmese for about an hour or more, followed by lunch, a formal or informal business meeting of BABA, and socializing.  The normal turnout for these events is about 50 people – 30 families – but for special occasions the turnout is larger.  I attended one that included a birthday celebration for one of the senior men that drew about 150 people.  Another one, on 11 May just after the disastrous cyclone, drew over 200 people and included prayers, and collecting donations, for disaster relief. Once a year they bring in some prominent Buddhist teacher from Burma and hold a 10- to 15-day retreat with him.  The communications and logistics between here and Burma make it difficult to arrange this in general, and it may be that the recent cyclone disaster will delay or even eliminate this event this year.  

The Chief monk, Ashin Cara, is an impressive person.  Now 55 years old, he was hired from Burma by BABA to be their teacher in 1999, and has lived at the monastery since then.  He has a green card; speaks English imperfectly but expresses himself well, showing command of many ideas, nuances, etc. in English.  He is clearly a very intelligent person.  He teaches vipassana meditation, etc.   He claims to eschew any political activity himself but understands the political activities of the monks in Burma as appropriate for them, because they live there and face the problems there.  In response to a question, he says that Buddhist practices here are just the same as in Burma.  There is assimilation, i.e. some expatriates stop following Buddhist practices, but for those who do, the practices and the teachings do not change.  He says that he is happy in his present situation, and in response to my question expresses a kind of un-emphatic, not at all urgent wish to perhaps return to Burma at some time in the future.  My guess, based on nothing but my own speculation, is that he may see that he is much more important to his “congregation” here than he would likely be in anything he could do in Burma, and also enjoys a much better material standard of living, as well as freedom, all of which compensate him for whatever loneliness he may have for his native country.

BABA members are middle-aged or older.  The youngest, on whom more below, is  37.  Most of those whom I interviewed have been in the USA for 15 or more years; Mr. Win came to the USA in 1955 to attend college and has been here since..  At least the ones I met – men and women alike -- are educated professionals, including a dentist, two librarians, an accountant, one instructor at SAIS (teaches the Burmese language); a journalist; an IT specialist with a Masters degree, etc.  U Sein Win, a member whom I met, was elected to the Parliament in the 1990 elections and is now the Prime Minister of the Government of Burma in Exile (more about this below).  He has a PhD in mathematics.  There may have been a bias in the subset of Burmese expatriates whom I got to interview, but this professional level must also reflect the very real brain drain experienced by Burma as the military regime directly or indirectly forced out the most educated, most ready to succeed abroad of their citizenry.

They speak mostly Burmese with each other, interspersed with a smattering of English.  They dress and behave like middle-class Americans, and the range of cars in the parking lot is consistent with this; a few BMWs, one fairly new Mercedes that I saw once, the rest more modest with a good number of SUVs and some pick-up trucks.  The license plates are roughly equally divided between Maryland and Virginia, with almost none from DC.

Many of my interviewees express the same vague desire as the Chief monk, to return to Burma “sometime” – when they retire; when conditions there change, etc.  Several others were more vehement, as in an “I definitely want to go back” or “I would love to go back” in very strong tones from two political exiles (in separate interviews).  Mr. Win confirms that most of his many Burmese-American friends and acquaintances do want to go back permanently.  They all have family and friends there.  Some go back for regular visits; they say that there is no problem for them to get visas or other manner of permission since “they [the military regime] only worry about the protestors.”  Others go back infrequently or not at all; some of them would face jail if they did.

The youngest member of BABA, a member of its executive committee, and one of the more recent arrivals is a younger man who had to flee the country after taking part in the student rebellion in 1988 .  His story includes living for a time in the jungle in the Burma- Thailand border area and being one of the first of the diaspora to make his way to Fort Wayne, in 1992.  He did an undergraduate and a masters degree at the University of Indiana, where there was a connection: the Dean of Foreign Student Affairs had been with the USIA in Burma.  He became an IT expert, came to Washington in 1999, worked for the World Bank for a year, moved to Monterey CA, back to Thailand, and back to Washington.  He met his mother for the first time in 20 years, last year in Thailand.  As someone who was intimately involved in the protests of 1988-90, he says that the monks were at first reluctant to get involved.  But, he says, especially the younger monks, seeing the terrible living conditions of the people, got more and more active.  He says that the older monks are still reluctant to join the protests.

He says that he would “love to” go back to Burma, and that he could do so with the  regime’s approval if he would agree to use his IT skills to work for them – which he does not want to do.  He mirrors the more general analysis of Houtman and other writers, saying that there is no space in Burma today for someone like himself to develop a career as he might choose.  He sees the potential to make a lot of money in his country, with his scarce skills, if and when the country opens up economically and liberalizes politically just a bit.  (He didn’t say it, but his image is clearly similar to what happened since the 1980s in China and a bit later in Vietnam.)

The flow of immigrants is said to be on the increase very recently.  Since the crisis and military crackdown in Burma last year, many “refuseniks” are in Thailand or the Karen-controlled area of Burma.  Many of these people want to come here, but the US had classified the Karens as a terrorist group and this made it very difficult for residents of that area to get visas.  A few months ago the State Department waived this barrier to immigration and I am told that an increase in this kind of migrant has begun.

Political Activity:  On the first two of my three visits to the monastery, I did not get much conversation or feeling about political activism.  (There may be some bias in the interviews in that some may have not wanted to admit to someone they don’t know that they are acting against the military regime.  And I am unfamiliar with these people, so am not well qualified to pick up signals.)  Without exception among my interviewees, however, they make no secret of their dislike for the military regime.  Many told me that they intend to vote against the proposed new constitution; the common motive seems to be a sort of “a plague on all their works” feeling against agreeing with or supporting any initiative of the regime – in addition to quarrels with the content of the document itself.  No one I talked with associated the evils of the regime with Burma, still less with Buddhism.  Rather, they see it as a problem of a few bad and very powerful people who are in power without legitimacy; they still see the country, and certainly the religion, as good.

However, on my third visit there, which was after cyclone Nargis and drew about 200 people, I met a number of people who are explicitly politically active against the regime.  Temporary signs on the Prayer Hall wall not only pleaded for donations for disaster relief but also included “Freedom for Burma” messages.  Among these, U Sein Win told me about the Burmese Government in Exile, of which he is currently the Prime Minister.  His story is as follows:  He was elected to the Parliament in the 1990 elections.  He was not a member of the NLD but of one of the other opposition parties, which merged into the NLD after the post-election crisis.  Several months after the elections, it became clear that the military were not going to recognize them, and 30-odd people who had been elected took a decision to go abroad and establish a Government in Exile.  By now they live in various countries all over the world, and are supported financially by Norway, Denmark, and the US governments (the last through the National Endowment for Democracy).  They meet every four years or so, and elect a Prime Minister; he was elected at the last meeting, which was in Washington in 2004.  Meetings have taken place in Sweden, Ireland, and elsewhere; they are now discussing where to have the 2008 meeting.

I was told by some interviewees about a number of different kinds of political maneuvering, at moderately high and high levels within Burma and within the military.  These stories reflected the fact that we see today, that Senior General Than Shwe is still in power – in other words the maneuvers have not succeeded.  There was a focus on trying to get somewhat more liberal members of the junta into positions of greater power, which backfired.  Now the hope is more focused on younger, less senior military officers – who do not have such high vested interests in the status quo – being motivated by not only the generally incompetent and corrupt government, but by the shooting of monks in 2007 and the generals’ horribly cynical reaction to disaster relief aid after the recent cyclone, which everyone feels will result in many thousands of unnecessary deaths.  As one interviewee put it, “First they shot the monks, and now they are letting people die.”  The hope is for a coup by junior officers, without a clear view (as far as I could tell) of what might follow.

The Saffron Revolution:  Of the 19 or so people whom I interviewed, only two did not see the monks’ protests as appropriate.  One of these two, a man around 45 or 50 years old, told me that his views on the monks’ protest activities in Burma would surprise me and were not in line with those of his fellow expatriates.  He opined that the monks had been deceived and were being used by “politicians,” and that their proper role and place was in the monastery, teaching and meditating.  He is not a supporter of the regime, at least according to what he said, but apparently feels that the protesting monks have indeed “lost their way,” to use my terminology here.  He was quite vehement about this; his manner was consistent with someone who has had to defend his views many times.  The other dissenter on the question of the monks’ political protests, a lady in her 60s, was just as vehement, saying “It really broke my heart when I saw [the monks protesting in the street].  They should pray in the monasteries and leave politics to the politicians.”  Both of these interviewees opined that some of the protestors dressed as monks might not be “real” monks, saying that anyone can shave his head and put on a robe, etc.  There is a strong flavor of the same conspiracy theory in these two individuals’ (whom I interviewed separately, on different days) take on the question.

Other interviewees see the monk’s protest activities not only as reasonable and legitimate, but also as in line with tradition.  One man says that he is surprised not at the activity but at the scale of it, which he sees as explained by how bad things are, and have been for so long, in Burma.  Many others made essentially the same points: the monks have a duty and a tradition to protect the people against the deeds of an evil ruler; these rulers have been so bad, for so long, that the last resort of a street protest is not only acceptable but even a moral duty of the monks; the monks “are human too” and are outraged by the performance of the military regime; through their necessary daily begging for food the monks are in close touch with the people and see just how bad things have been for a long time; as long as the protesters do not engage in any violent acts, and are protesting on behalf of the people, they are not inconsistent with Buddhism generally or with the monks’ vows in particular.

Several interviewees have the same historical picture that I found in the literature and that is summarized above in this paper: that the Sangha and the kings had a mostly non-conflicting relationship in pre-colonial times, that political action by the monks really started under the British regime, that the intimate daily contact of the monks with the people impresses on the monks how bad things are and thus impels them to protest.  Every one of my interviewees without exception agreed that the forces behind the protests, especially in 1988-90 and even in 2007, were economic problems: sudden shocks such as increases in fuel and food prices, and de-monetization of the currency without compensation, against a background of lack of opportunities to earn a decent living.  Over time, of course, there has also been a growing reaction to the brutality of the repression, and freedom from this regime has become an overriding goal.  But my interviewees agree with the experts and the written literature that a desire for democracy has never been a major driver of the rebellions.  Indeed one interviewee talked about misunderstanding of the concepts, saying that freedom means justice, and if a regime is just then the people are free, and there is no need for the forms of democracy.  (Note this is a classic Islamic view.)

Identity:  Most of my interviewees were clear, implicitly and explicitly, in their views of the place of Buddhism in their lives.  It’s important to them.  And what’s important is not “the reincarnation stuff” as one younger man put it, but rather the parts about how to live in this life.  Only one, the child of a religiously-mixed (Buddhist-Baptist) marriage, said that he was not religious.  It’s quite clear to me that even for this sub-set of the Burmese diaspora that continues to practice Buddhism, supports a monastery and monks, etc., they are like Aung San and his daughter Aung San Suu Kyi; they see themselves as Burmese first, and as Buddhists naturally but secondarily.  

Summary and Conclusions

In Burma the general tendency up to the beginning of British colonial rule in the mid-19th century was for close symbiosis and collaboration between secular rulers and Buddhist leaders – although there were conflicts from time to time.  The Sangha – the community of monks – was the only (partly) autonomous institution in an otherwise unitary society ruled by kings or chiefs. 

Church-state conflict arose seriously only when the country came to be ruled by foreigners – the British who were aliens ethnically, linguistically, and religiously; racist in mind and action, and insulting to both Buddhist and secular Burmese people and institutions.  In this context the religious community, or parts of it, not only joined its secular brothers but on occasion led them in rebellion, fighting for freedom and respect.  After nationalism triumphed and the country became independent in 1948, after a few years it came to be governed by corrupt and, even worse, incompetent generals.  Beginning in 1988, the populace protested at a decree that rendered much of their currency worthless, at 500 percent increases in fuel prices, at large increases in rice prices, and at the growing cruelty and terror tactics used by the generals to keep the lid on.  The monks, in constant contact with the rest of the people, joined and on occasion led these protests, and in doing so they too accumulated their own grievances as the military jailed, beat, and murdered them and came down hard on the monasteries.  Strong protests erupted again in 2007, with so many monks in such prominent positions that these protests have been dubbed “The Saffron Revolution.”

The political protests of the Sangha since the mid-19th century are, in my judgment, something new in the State of Burma.  The much larger-scale protests since 1988 expand on the kinds of actions taken against the British colonial regime a century or more earlier.  Indisputably, these protests follow an ancient tradition of the monks trying to limit the excesses of the kings from time to time -- but to me the size and the nature of these protests are qualitatively different.  They are not against certain acts of the government; rather they are against the government as such.  They have moved from wanting to reform the government to wanting to bring it down.  Not everyone agrees with my view; observers differ in their judgments on just how new or different these more recent protests are.

It may be new, and it may also be surprising to see Buddhist monks and nuns as political activists.  It’s also a bit contentious because Buddhism at its core is about individual, personal liberation from the cares of life – not about systems of government, politics, certainly not about better economic policies and results.  It’s about accepting, not about striving.  It’s about surviving the present, not about struggling for a better future.  Both the Sangha’s objectives, and the means it is using to achieve them, seem somehow jarring for Buddhist monks and nuns.

Whether it’s new or not, is it appropriate?  This is a value question, and what I seem to have found is that opinion on it is divided.  I read that the older monks in Burma have not participated in active opposition   I met two people (out of about 19) at the Mingalarama monastery in Silver Spring who thought it not appropriate.  But the Senior monk there, although he left it for his colleagues still in Burma to protest, did not find it inappropriate because they were there and they had to deal with the conditions there.  Almost all whom I interviewed among his “parishioners” agreed  -- the monks’ protests might be surprising, especially in their intensity, but they were following a tradition that started under British rule in the 19th century, and the rule of the military regime for the past 46 years has been as bad or worse for Burma.  This time the tyrants are Burmans and are, or pretend to be, Buddhists.  But they have no legitimacy – no awza – because they have delivered terrible economic and social results, and use torture, jail, murder, a police state --  the worst instruments of power – ana – to stay in power in the face of their zero score on the legitimacy meter.  Their recent reaction to the disaster of cyclone Nargis on 4 May 2008, which happened after most of my interviews, only strengthens this view – shifting their awza from zero to negative, as one interviewee sadly joked.  

So for me, as for most of my interlocutors in the literature and in the Burmese-American community, the monks have not lost their way.  Dhamma, true understanding, righteous duty, is always simple when one finally sees it.  The monks and nuns are, in the end, citizens of Burma, and that’s how they are acting.
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I tried to read some of Monique Skidmore’s work but didn’t have the discipline to get through it.  It’s said to be useful.

Some useful websites include:

http://www.burmanet.org/news/  founded in 1994 by a Georgetown graduate, Doug Steele, and financed by George Soros’ Open Society Institute.

www.freeburmacoalition.org, founded in 1995 by a Burmese graduate student at the University of Wisconsin. 

http://uscampaignforburma.org/, a more political-activist site.

Also among the sources for this paper are interviews with about 19 Burmese expatriates who live in the Washington DC area.  Thirteen of those 19 were one-on-one.  

Professor David Steinberg at Georgetown was also kind enough to sit down with me and gave me many valuable insights, comments and pointers to the literature.

Endnotes

� 	Many, many thanks to U Khin Maung Win, who pointed me to useful published sources, introduced me to many of his Burmese-American friends and colleagues, and gave me valuable intellectual guidance.  This paper could not have been written without him.  And thanks also to the other Burmese, scholars, and others who gave me their time and insights in interviews.





� 	The CIA Fact Book on line, updated 1 May 2008, gives the latest percentage as 89 percent and other sources give similar estimates.  � HYPERLINK "https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bm.html" ��https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bm.html� 





� 	This basic stance of Buddhism is well known and does not require evidence or citation here.  However, a very nice summary of it by a scholar of Burmese Buddhism is in Spiro pages 6-11.





� 	This story is recounted in many sources, with a bit of variation in detail and in emphases but the same basic message; see e.g. Houtman; Myint 2006 Chapter 3; Smith Chapter 1.  An eerie coincidence arises in Smith’s account (which was written in the early 1960s, before he could know it): “King Anawrahta vigorously suppressed the Aris, a lawless group of monks…”  Aris is the family name of Aung San Suu Kyi’s late husband, the Englishman Michael Aris.





� 	At one point the Karen had occupied Mandalay and were threatening to take Rangoon.





� 	E.F. Schumacher, a well-known “alternative” economist and author of the famous book Small is Beautiful advised the British colonial government beginning in late colonial times, 1944, and was invited back by U Nu in 1955.  Schumacher’s idealistic ideas, not 100 percent wrong but by now mostly discredited, were only the tiniest beginning of the enormous harm wreaked on the Burmese economy by what began as socialism and quickly became deep corruption and pervasive economic mismanagement.





� 	For a detailed and to me unconvincing argument about the consistency of Buddhism and socialism in Burma, see Sarkisyanz, especially pages 93-95.  





�   	There has been some liberalization in this sphere more recently, and there are a few hundred more or less autonomous, non-advocacy NGOs in Burma.  (Conversation with David Steinberg; see � HYPERLINK "http://www.ngoinmyanmar.org/index.php?option=com_sobi2&Itemid=149" ��http://www.ngoinmyanmar.org/index.php?option=com_sobi2&Itemid=149� which lists 124 local and 93 international autonomous NGOs, not counting UN or Donor agencies.


� 	The New York Times reported the following on 14 February 2008:  MAE SOT, Thailand (Reuters) - A leader of Myanmar's biggest rebel group was shot dead at his home in a Thai border town on Thursday in an assassination immediately blamed on troops loyal to the former Burma's military junta.  Mahn Sha Lar Phan, secretary-general of the Karen National Union (KNU), was shot at his two-storey wooden home by two men who arrived in a pickup truck, his neighbor Kim Suay told Reuters at the scene. He died instantly…  The KNU and its armed wing, the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA), are riven by internal feuds and lethal vendettas….  The Irrawaddy, an exile-run magazine based in the northern Thai city of Chiang Mai, said there had been several recent attacks and assassination attempts between mainstream KNU members and the breakaway 7th Brigade led by Htain Maung, which agreed a ceasefire with the junta last year….  The Karen have been fighting for independence in the hills of eastern Myanmar for the last 60 years, one of the world's longest-running insurgencies.


� 	At least one expert seems to disagree here.  Ingrid Jordt was quoted in the New York Times last year as saying: “Legitimacy in Burma is not about regime performance, it’s not about human rights like the West.  It is something that comes from the potency and karma bestowed by the monks. That’s why the Sangha is so important to the government.  They are actually the source of power.”  (Seth Mydans, “What Makes a Monk Mad,” New York Times, September 30 2007.)  With due respect to Jordt, I think she overstates the case; a better conclusion than her uni-directional concept might be a more complex, self-reinforcing cycle: the failure of the regime to deliver, the ensuing protests of the citizens and especially the monks, and the brutal response from the regime have been a positive-feedback cycle in which the regime loses legitimacy at every step.  The withdrawal of support of the monks would not have happened, nor would it have been effective if it had, if the regime had been governing reasonably well.  





� 	One Burmese whom I interviewed, a mathematician, noted with some wry black humor that before the recent disaster of cyclone Nargis the military regime had zero awza, and with their paranoid bloocking of disaster relief that will cause thousands more unnecessary deaths they now have negative awza.





� 	This is an interesting contrast to the Hindutva movement in India, where politicians are using an artificially homogenized and less open version of Hinduism to increase racial and ethnic divisions, persecute the Muslim minority, and ride to power on the wave of emotion and insecurity that they thus create.





� 	Apparently Burma expert Ingrid Jordt has just published a book in which this is a central topic.  The blurb for the book on her website says: “Drawing on more than ten years of extensive fieldwork in Burma, Ingrid Jordt explains how vipassana meditation has brought about a change of worldview for millions of individuals, enabling them to think and act independently of the totalitarian regime. She addresses human rights as well as the relationship between politics and religion in a country in which neither the government nor the people clearly separates the two. Jordt explains how the movement has been successful in its challenge to the Burmese military dictatorship where democratically inspired resistance movements have failed.”  (� HYPERLINK "http://www.ohioswallow.com/book/Burma's+Mass+Lay+Meditation+Movement" ��http://www.ohioswallow.com/book/Burma's+Mass+Lay+Meditation+Movement�, accessed 2 May 2008.)  The book is Burma's Mass Lay Meditation Movement: Buddhism and the Cultural Construction of Power, Ohio University Press.  It’s not fair to quibble with a blurb, and many other experts agree, and have convinced me, on the importance of vipassana.  But one wonders in what sense it “has been successful in its challenge to the … military dictatorship.”  Last I heard they were still in power, through 46 years of corruption, incompetence and brutality, and still counting.





� 	As contrasted to Tibet, where religion is one of the main drivers of the struggle against Chinese dominance.





� 	“There was an electrifying moment in the Myanmar political crisis last month.  A group of Buddhist monks stopped their protest march at the steel gate of the compound where Nobel Peace laureate Aung San Suu Kyi  is under military house arrest.  As they chanted the sutra “loving kindness,” the diminutive 62-year-old opened the gate and stood in a position of prayer.  ‘That’s when it became clear that the previously religious marches had turned into political opposition,’ says Priscilla Clapp, who was the Chief of Mission at the US embassy in Yangon from 1999 to 2002.”  Corey Flintoff on NPR.org, October 2, 2007.





� 	The unsubstantiated allegations in this section are from conversations with Burmese and from internet sites.  They cannot be taken to be completely authoritative -- but I have not reported anything as fact that is not either confirmed by at least two apparently independent sources, or in a few instances from one source only but one that seems to me to be trustworthy.





� 	The New York Times of 26 October 2007 quoted a leader of the monk protestors: “Older monks and abbots urged the monks to protest in the monasteries, but the younger monks thought protesting in their cloistered world would do no good…  We realized that there was no leadership – a train must have a locomotive…”  On September 18, he led the first column of monks through the streets in Yangon.  Thomas Fuller, “A Monk’s Tale of Protest and Escape from Myanmar.”
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