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Our Three Main National Causes

Non-disintegration of the Union Our cause
Non-disintegration of national solidarity Our cause
Consolidation of national sovereignty Our cause

People’s Desire

* Oppose those relying on external elements, acting as
stooges, holding negative views

* Oppose those trying to jeopardize stability of the State
and progress of the nation

* Oppose foreign nations interfering in internal affairs of
the State

* Crush all internal and external destructive elements as
the common enemy

Four political objectives
* Stability of the State, community peace and tranquility,
prevalence of law and order
* National reconsolidation
* Emergence of a new enduring State Constitution
* Building of a new modern developed nation in accord
with the new State Constitution
Four economic objectives
i * Development of agriculture as the base and all-round
development of other sectors of the economy as well
* Proper evolution of the market-oriented economic
system
| * Development of the economy inviting participation in
terms of technical know-how and investments from
sources inside the country and abroad
* The initiative to shape the national economy must be|
kept in the hands of the State and the national peoples

Four social objectives

* Uplift of the morale and morality of the entire nation
Uplift of national prestige and integrity and
preservation and safeguarding of cultural hertage
and national character
Uplift of dynamism of patriotic spirit
* Uplift of health, fitness and education standards of the

entire nation




Forceword
(to The Myanmar Buddhist: His Life
from the Cradle to the Grave)

The first time [ met Saya Hla Pe was 1in 1964 at SOAS on the
introduction of Dr. Kyin Swee during my attendance at the
Colombo Plan Conference in London. Therc at his office and
over lunch at a nearby Chinese restaurant, we had a lively
discussion where | was impressed by Saya's wide knowledge as
well as by his kindly sense of humour. My second meeting with
Saya was twenty years later in Paris when he came to give cight
lectures at the College de IFrance over a period of four weeks.
I was then working at Unesco in Paris and was unable to attend
any of his lectures whiclh were given during the week but at some
weekends my wife and | were able to meet Saya and Daw Than
Mya socially at the residence of Professors Lucien and Denise
Bemnot at Anthony just outside Paris over tea or dinner. I also
remember taking the friendly couple out for a drive to the Loire
Valley for a leisurely chat in the car and over a liesurely French
lunch. During these conversations my London impression of
Saya's wide and deep knowledge was further strenghtened. But
I must say i1t reached 1ts climax when I was allowed to read his
Paris lectures in original for the purpose of writing a foreword to
a bilingual book that U Soe Thein (Maung Wuntha) was preparing
for publication with a Myanmar translation by Dr. Tin Hlaing.

Saya's book entitled "The Myanmar Buddhist: His Life from
the Cradle to the Grave" (a worthy counterpart to Shway Yoe's
"The Burman: His Life and Notions) 1s divided into two sections,
Nurture (geographical, political, cultural, economic, social and
family settings) and Nature (birth, schooling, manhood and the
relationships involved, old age and death). These are often
illustrated by some of his own experiences and observation,
cleverly weaving the general and autobiographical, thereby
sustaining the interest and attention of the most learned and
sophisticated audience that the College de France is. In other
words, Saya has successfully presented the image of the Myanmar

Buddhists, of whom he 1s an exemplary one, to the world.
Retired Ambassador U Thet Tun
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Biography of
Professor Hla Pe, MA, Dip Ed,Ph D

L. Bom in 1913 in Kha-ye village in Mawlamyaing district, Prof. Ila
Pe had his carly education in the village monastery, and then in Govern-
ment High School, Mawlamyaing. He passed tenth standard examination
with distinctions 1n five subjects. Awarded a scholarship for university
education, he studied mn Yangon University and got BA (Honours) First
Class degree in Myanmar language in 1936 and MA (Myanmar) in 1938.
e was then selected for a state scholarship for further studies in London.
2. In 1939 he obtained a Diploma in Education from the Institute of
:ducation, London University. Subsequently, he continued his studies in
the same unmiversity at the School of Oriental Studies (later renamed School
of Oriental and African Studies, SOAS) and in 1944 he obtained the PhD
degree specializing in Myanmar language.

3 He was a news-commentator, translator and broadcaster with
BBC from 1942 to 1940, assistant editor of Myanmar-English Dictionary
from 1946 to 1948 and later he became associate editor.

4, Prof Pe taught Myanmar language and culture in SOAS, first as
lecturer from 1948, associate professor in 1955 and professor in 1966. In
these positions, he taught both undergraduates and graduates, and was
an examiner for GCE examinations and Civil Service selection examina-
tions. In addition, he occasionally lectured in European universities.

. Upon his retirement m 1980, he returned to Myanmar and settled
down in Mawlamyaing with wife Daw Than Mya.

0. Prof I1la Pe has, in addition to teaching, published over 60 learned
papers and numerous books in English and Myanmar.

7. During retircment in Mawlamyaing, Prof Hla Pe has been invited

to lecture in foreign universities. s experiences in these activities are

reported 1 the magazine Ah-Twe Ah-Myin (Thoughts and Views), and

most recently in the book 'A Diary of Travels in China’, written in Myanmar.
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Biography of
Dr Tin Hlaing, MSc, PhD (London)

Born in 1941 in Thakutpinle village, Ayadaw Township, Monywa
District, Tin Hlaing was educated first in the village monastery, then in
Royal Diocesan High School, Mandalay. He went to Mandalay University
and graduated in 1963 with a BSc (Honours) 1n physics. In 1972, while
working on the staff of Yangon University, he was selected for a Colombo
Plan Scholarship under British Council grant. He studied in London Uni-
versity and obtained MSc (with distinction award) in 1973, and Ph D in
1976. He specialised in Nuclear and Elementary Particle Physics.

Tin Hlaing's academuc career stretched over thirty years, teaching
in the universities of Magway, Yangon, Mawlamyaing and Mandalay. In
1995, he joined Myanmar Scientific and Technological Research Depart-
ment tc head its Atomic Energy Section and Physics and Engineering
Section as Director. In 1997, he became the founding Director-General of
Atomic Energy Department.

Tin Hlaing was Head of Myanmar Delegation to the IAEA General
Conference in 1999 and was five times delegation member. In 1997-98 he
was elected Chairman of RCA, the Regional Cooperative Agreement for
Training, Research and Development in Nuclear Science and Technology
which includes 17 member states in Asia-Pacific Region. For six years he
was Myaninar representative in RCA and was active in many of its scien-
tific and technological programmes.

Dr Tin Hlaing also held a part-time professorship in Yangon Tech-
nological University for five years.

Since his retirement 1n 2001, he has become an Executive Fellow of
Myanmar Academy of Technology. He 1s also a Member of New York
Academy of Sciences.

Dr Tin Hlaing has written several scientific papers and articles,
including two text books and two popular books (Chaos, a scientific expo-
sition and Flying Dragon, a scientific biography). He writes using the pen-
name Phoe Hlaing.

Dr Tin Hlaing 1s married to botanist-lecturer (retired) Daw Mya
Mya Swe and they have two sons and one daughter.
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TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD

Prof HlaPeand I
I first met Professor Hla Pe in London in September 1972, when I arrived
there for further studies. | had brought books for him from Ludu U I1la and
Daw Ahmar and also a letter of introduction from Botany Professor
Dr Than Htun. Our meeting lasted only about half-an-hour. I vaguely
remember his office 1n a building in Fitzory Square.

Since then | have the good fortune to know him intimately and to
listen to his most informative conversations on various subjects.

London University
Around 1973, I believe, Prof Hla Pe’s School of Oriental and
African Studies London (SOAS) moved to its present site near the Uni-
versity Senate House in Malet Street. And, [ was accommodated 1n Inter-
national Hall nearby. In fact, it was Prof Pe who introduced me to Mr John
Bracken, Deputy Warden of International Hall. Thus, either after my
visits to the University Library in Senate House or when I happened to
pass near SOAS, I would go in to see him, mostly without an appointment.
Sometimes, there would be a tew of us, Myanmar chaps, going to visit
him. Prof Hla Pe and I have, between us, a common institution, the
University of London. He was in SOAS and I ,n Bedford College in Re-
gent’s Park. But tnere was also a divide between us; to use C.P. Snow’s
term, we belonged to ‘two cultures’. He was a professor of Myanmar
language, literature and culture, and | a student studying physics. He
worked in the ‘culture of culture’ and 1 was deep in the ‘culture of science’.
[ should remark here that London University 1s an immense body
with 1ts colleges and schools spread over the city. The structure seems
very loose; the colleges are many and quite independent. Students in one
college have not much chance of meeting or knowing professors in other

colleges.

Prof Pe, Prof Rice-Evans and the Great Golden Rock

I remember one special occasion. Britain-Burma (Myanmar) Soci-
ety used to invite us to their meetings. In one event, they had a presenta-
tion of Myanmar life, arts and culture and the society encouraged us to
bring our guests. So, I invited my supervisor Dr Peter Rice-Evans (now
Emeritus Professor of Experimental Physics) to come with me to the meect-
ing. To my delight, he was very much interested 1n the presentation. |
have forgotten its subject as well as who the speaker was. But [ remember
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the party that followed. Iintroduced Dr Rice-Evans to Prof Pe. After all,
they were teaching in the same university! Dr Rice-Evans grabbed the
chance to ask some questions relating to Myanmar.

Dr Rice-Evans asked Prof Pe, ‘Tin* has at his desk a Myanmar
calendar with the picture of a Big Golden Rock, breath-takingly balanced.
[s that real? I wonder if you could tell me something about 1t’. I was
delighted when Prof Pe told him, elaborately in fact, about the story of
‘The Rock at Kyaik-Htee-Yoe, the head of the hermit etc and the pilgrim-
age to it; the pleasant, winding, rising way up to the Rock.” For days and
months, I had failed to tell him the story. I felt it was shame on me, for I
hadn’t bothered to remember the story nor tried to learn it anew, so I could
tell friends who visited me at my desk and sat infront of the Golden Rock.

Karma at Work

Again, our karmas have seen to it that we met again 1n
Mawlamyaing when Prof Pe returned to settle down there after his retire-
ment in 1980. I was on the staff of Mawlamyaing College** as Head of
Physics Department. I lived on campus and Prof Pe’s home was not far
away. This time my wife and children were introduced to Sayagyi and (Ma
Ma) Daw Than Mya. Their place is 1n l'aungwaing Road, on our way into
town. Occasionally we stopped there, especially when we saw Sayagyi at
work (?) in his garden. Also, 1 would make a point of inviting them to
centain ceremonial occassions in the college.

About This Book

One dayin 1983 or 1984 Sayagyi Dr Hla Pe asked me 1f I could find
him a typist who could type English correctly. He told me, he was invited
by College de France in Paris to deliver a course of lectures. He had
prepared a manuscript for the course and he wanted 1t typed. Those were
pre-PC days. Typists, there were in Mawlamyaing, but I do not know any
one who could competently type a learned document 1n English.

Confident that I could do it better and perhaps bring any inadvertant
mistakes to the scholar’s attention, I volunteered to type it myself. There
was not much time available and I was slow. | started working on an
Olympia machine going at my own pace. Then 1t was found | would not be
finishing it in time. So, I sought the assistance of U Thein Lwin, college

* Tin (Hlaing)
** now Mawlamyaing University
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librarian (at present Professor of Library and Information Science at Yangon
University). He agreed to help and we took turns at the typewriter. Finally,
we finished the manuscript; but, alas, not without mistakes. There were
plenty of mistypes and mistakes and omissions which the author took
care to correct with a pen.

We did not have Xecrox copiers then. We made two carbon copies
together with the ribbon-original. Prof Hla Pe took the original to Yangon,
where, 1 believe he made a few photo copies. U Thein Lwin reserved one
copy for college hibrary; I kept one for myself.

Sayagyi went to Paris and gave the lectures for which the
manuscript formed the basis.

In 1986, I was transferred to Mandalay University, and again in
1995 I moved to Yangon. But I did not leave behind Sayagyi’s manuscript.
[t has been with me ever since.

I retired from government service in 2001. Not having anything
worthwhile doing, [ attempted writing articles for magazines, using a pen-
name. When friends asked me, ‘What are you up to these days?’, I would
answer “Writing, bits and pieces’. In the mean time, I have come to know
Saya Maung Wun Tha, author and publisher whose Daung Sar Pay has
been producing Sayagyi Dr Hla Pe’s books in Myanmar. One day, Saya
Wun Tha told me January 8, 2003 was Prof Pe’s ninetieth birthday and he
and a few friends were going to Mawlamyaing for the occasion. He asked
me if [ could come too. I was sorry, [ couldn’t join them.

Something for Sayagyi's Ninetieth Year

But I felt I wanted to do something for Sayagyi’s ninetieth anniver-
sary. After some thought, I remembered the manuscript that has been with
me. [t has not been published, and only three Myanmar people or perhaps
a few more know of 1ts existence. Its contents are invaluable. [ decided it
should be translated, and i should do 1t myself to produce a bilingual
book. I discussed the idea with Saya Wun Tha. He readily accepted my
proposal and agreed to publish 1t bilingually.

My Hope

| have come across Myanmar friends, both at home and aboard,
confronted with the task of explaining to foreigners, especially Western-
ers, the subtle and intricate aspects of Myanmar calture and traditions. ]
witnessed many times, someone muddling through in his attempts, and
often resorting to outright bluff. [ do not leave myself as an exception.
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| have admitted my weakness with regard to Kyaik-Htee-Yoe. We really
need to learn more.

Professor Hla Pe has done a superb job 1n his presentation in Paris
in 1984. This is reproduced 1n this book. His mastery of facts and com-
mand of English language are evident. It 1s really difficult to find words to
dercribe a Myanmar o%:eov% Or 630306 Or (lgzmeq:c?cr%, or 53%:; yet he
has done 1t with wonderful precision and lucidity.

My coupling of the translation to the English version 1s to give the
average Myanmar reader a better understanding of the facts. He could
scan through the Myanmar section and glance for the English equivalent
of expression; or he could begin reading 1in English and look through the
Myanmar text to verify his understanding.

Thus, 1t 1s my hope, indeed a great hope, that this book will help
Myanmar readers to develop the power of expressing in English the true

aspects of Myanmar life and culture. *Cetana 1s Karma’, says the Buddha.
May this ‘cetana’ of mine develop 1into my good karma 1n future.

Request
[ have tried very hard to make the best translation I could. Trans-

lating a learned work like this one, dealing with religious, cultural and
soclological aspects 1s a daunting task. It 1s a real challenge especially for
a scientist that [ am.

But there is the intense desire to honour Sayagyi Dr Hla Pe in his
ninetieth year. It has motivated me.

[n a work of this nature, as translator, I am bound to make mistakes
In various ways. Any appearence of conveying a wrong intepretation 1s
the fault of the translator, and not of Prof. Pe’s. Readers finding any mus-
takes are requested to make their own corrections.

Also, it should be mentioned, Prof Hla Pe did not revise the text.
Proof reading and editing of the final English version has also been done
by me. As such, I should be held responsible for any errors in both the
English and Myanmar components of this book.

Acknowledgements : | thank Prof U Thein Lwin who helped me in typing
the original manuscript. [ must also thank my wite Daw Mya Mya Swe and
daughter Yaung Zin Hlaing for their interest and for their interjections
concerning some Myanmar usages. And finally, I thank Saya Maung
Wun Tha for his involvement.
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THE MYANMAR BUDDHIST:
HIS LIFE FROM THE CRADLE TO THE GRAVE

1. Introduction

This 1s the third time that I have the pleasure and privilege, and
indeed, the honour to address the French scholars and students of vari-
ous disciplines on Myanmar studies. It would be too persumptuous of me
to assume that this repeat performance 1s called for because my perform-
ances on the two previous occasions had gone down very well. I am
inclined, as a Myanmar Buddhist, to attribute my being here again to the
occasioning of yours as well as mine karma, a term that will recur fre-
quently 1n the course of this lecture. Here 1t may suffice to say that we
have been ordained to meet for the third time by the causes of our works
of merit carried out together in the previous existences. Be that as it may,
[ am here again as large as life.

I have accepted the kind invitation of I'Assemblee des Professeur
du College du France with pride and humility: pride at the thought of the
confidence that the professeurs have reposed 1in me; and humility at the
awareness of my limitations in trying to prove myself worthy of their trust.
[’ll try not to fail them.

My terms of references are to deliver a series of eight lectures on
The Myanmar Buddhist: his life from the cradle to the grave, for four
weeks, at the rate of two lectures per weck. I'll adhere to the letter and
spirit of the terms. My aim is to inform and to mduce reflection. My pur-
pose 1s to present to you the whole spectrum of the life of the Myanmar
Buddhist - not what 1t ought to be, but what it really is. In trying to achieve
it in eight lectures, I may be attempting to put a decalitre of nulk in a litre
bottle. Nevertheless I'll try. I'll take you on a tour in sequential stages
through the exotic regions of (1) Nurture, his own environmental influ-
ences, that 1s the geographical, political, cultural, economic and social
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settings, together with his upbringing, care and training fostered by his
family that mould his personality; and (2) Nature, his inherited endow-
ment - qualities and characteristics, physical, mental and spiritual, which
belong to him, and which reflect in his beliefs and practices and diver-
sions during the normal course of his life. In this context, I'll trace his life
form his birth, through the stages of childhood, adolescence, manhood
and old age, ending in his death and 1ts concomutants. Such incidents and
events 1n his life as engendered by his beliefs and practices will be spot-
lighted to give a true perspective to the picture.

[n a discourse of this nature, it may be unavoidable for me not to
tread on grounds already covered by me in my two lectures at the Institute
of Social Anthropology in Paris in June 1980 on ‘Social Contact - their
impact on Myanmar culture’, and also in my three lectures on ‘Myanmar
Poetry’ 1in \May 1971 at the Ecole National des Langues Orientales Vinvantes,
now known as Institut National des Langues et Civilisations Orientales.
The present series of talks are in essence a supplementary to those lec-
tures, 1n that the highlighting of the various aspects of Myanmar Bud-
dhist’s life would, I trust, add a new dimension to your existing knowledge
of Myanmar and the Myanmar Language, literature and culture.

A plea may be made here about my competency in giving this
lecture. The subject proper invites many sociological and anthropological
Interpretations on many issues. I am giving this discourse in the capacity
as a Professor of Myanmar Language, Literature and Culture. Sociology
and Anthropology, I confess to knowing next to nothing, still less to
professing them.



2. Nurture

The Myanmar Buddhist, like the French Christian or the Indian
Hindu, or the Chinese Confucian, is in effect a creature of circumstances
which, as already stated, constitute nurture and nature.

Buddhism maintains that the personality of an individual 1s what
1ts karma makes of it. So too 1s his destiny. The Buddhist concept of karma
1s dealt with under 2.3.1 Theravada Buddhism. 1t needs to say here only
that karma encompasses both nurture, environmental influence and na-
ture, inherited endowment. These determinant agencies will be consid-
ered now to get the background against which the whole spectrum of the
life of the Myanmar Buddhist can be viewed 1n its true perspective.

2.1 Geographical setting

Myanmar, the habitat of the Myanmar people, share frontiers
with India on the west and with China on the north and north-east - two
great countries which have contributed no small measure of culture and
civilization to the world. To the east lies Thailand and to the south Malaysia
and to the west the Indian Ocean, which has been the highway for
merchants from the west since the fifth century A.D or earlier.

Myanmar 1s as large as France, but 1ts population is almost half
that of France. The main physical features are the thickly wooded moun-
tains in the northern region, and high wooded plateaux and hills in the
east and south-east; the plains in the centre intersected by high ridges:
the YakhineYomas (or range of mountains), the Bago Yomas and the Shan
Plateaux; and the valleys of the three main rivers - the Ayeyarwaddy, the
Sit-taung and the Thanlwin - which have served as means of communica-
tion from north to south since the dawn of history. And in the south are
the flat areas of the Ayeyarwaddy delta .

The climate of Myanmar is mostly tropical. From May until Octo-
ber there is regular rainfall; for the rest of year there 1s hardly any rain. The
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central part of Myanmar is known as the Dry Zone, for here the rainfall 1s
very light. In the hottest months, March and April and part of May, the
temperature 1n the southern and central parts of the country may be over

100 Farenheit ( 38" C ), while in December, January and February the tem-

perature may fall to 60" F(15 ‘C) and become progressively less in the

north.

These physical and climatic conditions are mainly responsible
for the distribution of both agricultural and natural products and also of
the peoples throughout Myanmar. Myanmar has for as long as we know
been primarily an agricultural country. Rice, cultivated in wet areas as well
as in Dry Zone by means of irrigation, tops the list of agricultural prod-
ucts. In addition, Myanmar has been endowed with natural resources,
such as mineral o1l, wolfram, tin, silver, rubies, jade; and teak forests which
are mostly found 1n the Bago Yomas and south-eastern part of Myanmar.
Most of these exportable commodities pass through Yangon, the principal
port and capital of Myanmar.

The indigenous races of Myanmar, which are of Mongoloid stock,
fall into three main groups: the Tibeto-Myanmar, the Mon-Khmer and the
Thai-Chinese. The first group 1s represented by the Myanmar proper (con-
centrated especially in the Ayeyarwaddy valley), Yakhine (along the west-
ern coastal strip), Dawei and Myeik (in the valley of the Tanintharyee),
the Nagas, Chins and Kachins and many other tribes in the mountainous
regions of the north. The representatives of the second group are the
Mon (in the Ayeyarwaddy delta and Thaton and Kyaik-kha-mu districts -
the regions around the mouths of the Sit-taung and the Thanlwin
repectively), the Wa (between the Shan States and Yunan), and Palaung
(in Northern Shan States), while the third group includes the Shans (on
the Shan Plateaux), Karens (1n Tanintharyi, Karenni, and the Ayeyarwaddy
delta) and Taung-thu or Pa-o ( chiefly in the Shan States). There are sev-
eral thousand domiciled Indians and Chinese scattered all over Myanmar.

2 .2 Political setting
The political history of Myanmar that impinges on the cultural,
economic and social activities of its peoples can be summarised as the
southward advance of the Bamas and the unification of the country at the
_ beginning of each dynasty by powerful Bama kings, whose control was
later terminated by misrule or invasions from neighbouring countries. The
making of Myanmar was periodically interrupted by the struggle for
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supremacy between the Bama and the representatives of the other two
groups - the Mon and the Shan, from which the Bama emerged as the
sovereign power by the middle of the eighteenth century. Twice the king-
dom came to an end through external invasion: the first was by the Tartars
under Kublai Khan in the thirteenth century, and the second by the British
in the nineteenth century, and at each time ceased to exist as an independ-
ent or united country for sixty years or so.

Waves of migrations from Certral Asia had been going on for
thousands of years before the Bamas descended the plains probably in
the mid-ninth century to settle down where the water is clear and the grass
1s green. Here they came into contact with the Pyus, now extinct, and the
Mons who had already attained a high level of civilization . In the eleventh
century King Anaw-rahta, 1044 -1077, welded into one kingdom a group of
formerly independent states and principalities, and ruled them from his
capital city of Bagan. Gradually he extended his sovereignty down to
Tanintharyi in the south and to Thaton, the capital city of a thriving Mon
kingdom; to Yakhine in the west, and over the hills east of the Sit-taung
river. The city of Bagan, today one of the famous ruined cities of South-
East Asia, succumbed to the principalities at the end the Bagan dynasty.

During the next two generations or so, Upper Myanmar formed
part of the Shan hegemony with separate capitals at Sagaing, Myin-zaing
and Pin-ya, all only a few miles away from Mandalay, the last capital of the
Myanmar kingdom while the Mons at Bago, north of Yangon, re-assumed
their former glory to hold suzerainty over lower Myanmar.

In 1365, the Ava dynasty was founded with 1ts capital at Ava,
south-west of Mandalay. The kings of this dynasty devoted much of their
time and energy to upholding Buddhism and to encouraging an off-shoot
of that heritage - the Myanmar literature. At the same time while they were
wracking their brains in finding out means and ways of preventing the
Shans from their domination, they were also attemping, without much
success, to conquer the Mon kingdom.

Unity of the whole country was re-establishdd only in the six-
teenth century. Two kings of the Taung-ngu dynasty, 1531-1750, called
Tabin Shwe-hti, 1531-50, and Bayin Naung, 1500-81, first ruling at Taung-
ngu and then at Bago achieved this long awaited attainment. Bayin Naung
put an end to Ava’s rule in 1555, and taking a leaf out of Anaw-rahia’s
book, re-gathered the dismembered states mnto his fold to set up a united
kingdom only to be frittered away by his successors.
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In 1750, the Mons, taking advantage of the internal weakness,
tried to wrest the power and managed to spread their control over the Dry
Zone. But they lost their temporary gains as well as their independence
for good when Alaung-hpaya, 1752-1760, chief of Shwebo, north of Man-
dalay, re-united the whole of Myanmar and founded the Alaung-hpaya
dynasty, known in historical works in English as the Ava dynasty. The
opening of nineteenth century saw the kingdom of Myanmar reach its
widest extent: it included the whole of modern Myanmar together with
Manipur and part of Assam now integral constituent states of India. For
astrological reasons, say the Myanmar chronicles, the kings of this dy-
nasty shifted their seats of government from one capital to another: first
at Shwebo, then to Ava, and to Amarapura, and back again to Ava and
Amarapura, and finally to Mandalay.

[t was unfortunate for the proud and parochial Myanmar kings to
be fated to have as neighbours in the nineteenth century the British, who
had brought under their complete control virtually the whole of India at
the end of the eighteenth century. It coincided with the age of imperialism
- belief in the value of colonies, the policy of extending a country’s empire
and influence - a precept practised by the Europeans powers of the time.
A collision course was now being set between the two nations facing
each other across the borders. Collide, inevitably, they did in the form of
three Anglo-Myanmar Wars of 1824-1826, 1852 and 1885, in the process of
which the Myanmar lost the whole country to the British, piecemeal - the
two coastal strips of Yakhine and Tanintharyi, Lower Myanmar and Upper
Myanmar 1n succession.

After the Second World War of 1939 to 1945, during which the
country was occupled by the Japanese form 1942 to 1945, Myanmar
regained her independence on 4th January 1948. She did not revert to the
old monarchical type of government, but chose instead to become the
Republic of the Union of Myanmar.

2.3 Cultural setting

In the first of the two lectures delivered at the Sociological Insti-
tute in 1980, I set out how the social contacts with other races have fash-
ioned the Myanmar culture of today. Here 1t may be necessary to spotlight
only those aspects of this culture which have bearing on my theme, such
as Buddhism, particularly Theravada Buddhism, and other -1sms, astrol-
ogy, demonology, black and white magic, and kindred sciences, which the
Myanmar people have absorbed and Myanmarized, and appropiated them
as their own.
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2.3.1 Buddhism
Culturally Myanmar owes an immense debt to its neighbours,

especailly to India and Ceylon (Sri Lanka). Both forms of Buddhism, the
Mahayana, Great Vehicle and Theravada, Teaching of the Elders, which
came from India together with Tantric Buddhism and Hinduism, had co-
existed side by side with the other two -isms in Myanmar since the fifth
century A.D. Theravada Buddhism, according to the Myanmar chroni-
cles, gained predominance over the Mahayana and other -isms , including
animism which the Myanmars were then professing, after the conquest of
Thaton by Anaw-rahtain 1057. The introduction of Theravada Buddhism
with 1ts scriptures written in Pali, from the Mons, and later reinforced from
Ceylon, has uplifted the Myanmars to the plane above that of their cog-
nate people and of other indigenous ethnic groups. One concrete result
will suffice.

The Bama borrowed the Mon alphabet and reduced their langauge
to writing sometime in the early twelth century A D. Their evangelical zeal
to study and propagate Buvddhism in their own tongue, and to set up
stone inscriptions for their works of merit - pogodas and monastries - were
the driving force behind this achievement. Of the members of the Tibeto-
Myanmar sub-family, only the Tibetans and Myanmars can lay claim to
having a script of their own.

Myanmar has a vast amount of hiterature in epigraphs, on palm
leaves and folded paper and in printed books. The epigraphical literature
of over one thousand inscriptions, dedicatory in motive, dignified in style,
with many allusions to incidents from Buddhist scriptures and stories,
began in the early twelth century. Its contributors were Buddhist monks
or former monks holding official position at the court or in the provinces,
and poetesses; and its notable features were Buddhist piety and courtly
refinement of language. There was a preponderance of adaptation of the
Jataka (Buddha's former Birth Stonies), epic historical and panegyric poems
in praise of kings, lyrical poems on love and nature and folk, literary and
musical songs, as well as epistles, letters and dramas in mixed style of
verse and prose.

Prose literature was relatively small in variety and in number but
large in volume. It comprises translations or adaptations of Buddhist
scriptures and stories, chronicles, works of Pali grammar, astrology, as-
tronomy and alchemy and kindred sciences; legal precedents, the law
books based cheifly on Hindu legal treatises written in Sanskrit.

The printed literature which appeared comparatively late in the
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nineteenth century covers such works as Pya-zat, dramatic versions of
Buddhist and non-Buddhist stories, novels, essays and short poems and
short stories. Some of these modern writings savour of western flavour.

Buddhism has a profound and pervasive influence on the Myanmar.
[t 1s deep rooted in the whole fabric of his mind. He may hold an unortho-
dox belief and even put it into practice for reasons known to him. Never-
theless, if you scratch the veneer of his make-up, you are bound to find
Buddhism deeply ingrained underneath the surface. To understand the
whys and wherefores of his way of life, and his beliefs and practices we
will now turn our attention to this Faith of his.

2.3.1.1The Buddha

Buddhism is the teaching of the Buddha. It 1s a way of life and not
a philosophy as the scholars understand it in the West. Buddhist tradition
regards the enquiry into reality for the sake of knowing more about 1t as a
waste of time. The investigation into the question of whether the hen or
the egg comes first, or of the origin and evolution of man 1s a case in point.
‘The Buddha’s teaching is mainly concerned with showing the way to
salvation, which transcends all other considerations. This 1s demonstrated
in the life of the Buddha. .

Before he became Buddha the Indian prince Siddhattha lived for
twenty-nine years in the city of Kapilavatthu a life of luxury and ease with
all the imaginable comfort. At the age of sixteen he married a beautiful
princess and led a married life. Thirteen years later, soon after the birth of
his son, he saw the Four Signs: an old man, a sick man, a dead man and a
monk. Realizing the futility of this purposeless existence on earth, he
renounced the world.

He lett the city on his horse, accompanied by his faithful follower
in the dark of the night. Helped by the deities, he managed to get out of the
walled city unheard and unnoticed. On the way Mara, the Devil - the
counterpart of Satan - intervened and told him to return to the city as he
was to become an universal monarch in seven day’s time. He did not turn
back. He crossed the river Anoma, and on the other side of it he cut off his
hair with his sword, and threw 1t into the air. Sakka, the Ruler of the second
of the six celestial worlds, received it and had it enshrined in a pagoda in
his abode. |

After practising austerity as an ascetic for six years at various
places he came to what i1s now called Buddha Gaya 1n modern Bihar State.
He sat down on the throne under a banyan tree with his face towards the
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east. Mara again appeared on his savage elephant, together with hosts of
accomplices to lay claim to the throne. The Prince invoked the inanimate
Earth as his witness to attest to his declaration that the throne was his by
virtue of the works of merit done in his myriads of existences. The Earth
confirmed it with a mighty roar that made the elephant kneel and pay
obeisance to him and caused the Mara’s army to flee .

Then began the great Struggle to attain Enlightenment. I’'ll give
you only a summary of the long account of it. During the first watch of the
night he meditated upon what he had been in the former states. At md-
night his vision became that of a god and until morning he meditated on
the future. He became the fourth of the five Buddhas in this world cycle 1n
589 BC. His name 1s Gotama. He preached numerous sermons for forty five
years and passed away in 544 BC when he was eighty years old.

Buddhism, strictly speaking, i1s not a religion, if it means 'a system
of worship based on the belief in the existence of a supernatural power,
the creator and the controller of the universe, who has given to man a
spiritual nature which continues to exist after the death of the body'. Or,
'human recognition of superhuman controlling power and especially of a
personal God or gods entitled to obedience and worship'.

The Buddha never claimed to be other than a human being; neither
did he ever claim any inspiration from any god or external power. ‘He
attributed all his realization, attainments and achievements to human en-
deavour and human intelligence’. ‘He may be called a man par excellence
and he came to be regarded in popular religion almost as ‘super-human'!

His teaching lays great emphasis on the man being his own sav-
1our, and urges strongly never to seek help from anybody else. He says:
‘You should do your work, for the ... (Buddhas) only teach the way to
liberation, Nirvana’. One of his teachings serves as a dictum for scholars
who are 1n pursuit of truth.

'Be not led by authority of religious texts, nor mere logic or influ-
ence, nor by seeming possibilities, nor by the i1dea: "this 1s our teacher”.
He told his followers 'that a disciple should exmine even the Buddha
himself, so that he might be fully convinced of the true value of the teacher
whom he follows. (Walpola Rahula : What the Buddha Taught, p.2 and

passim)

2.3.1.2The Three Major Schools
The field of Buddhism consists of the Original Message, its devel-
opment, and additions to it. It is therefore difficult to dogmatise on which
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1s the Message and which is the development, since the Buddha’s
preachings were not put on record until the last century B C in Sr1 Lanka.
Some scholars may however be able to distinguish several of the addi-
tions. Its range of subjects i1s vast.

In time Buddhism covers more than 2500 years, during which there
emerged three major schools: Theravdda (The Doctrine of the Elders),
often disparagingly referred to as Hinayana (The Lesser Vehicle) by the
members of the second school, Mahdyana (The Great Vehicle), and finally
the Zen (Meditation).

In space it covers the Theravada countries of Sri1 Lanka,
Myanmar, Thailand, Laos and Cambodia; The Mahayana countries of Ti-
bet and its neighbours, and Mongolia and Korea; and finally the Zen
country of Japan.The geographical distribution of the schools 1s note-
worthy. The heterodox forms of Buddhism, the Mahayana and Zen, are
embraced by the countries in the temperate zones, while the orthodox
form, the Theravdda, by those 1n the tropics.

2.3.1.3Theravada Buddhism

Theravada Buddhism, the oldest of the three schools, 1s often
called the southern school of Buddhism. It reached Sr1 Lanka from India in
the third century BC, Myanmar in the tenth century AD, Thailand in the
twelth, Cambodia in the thirteenth century AD and Laos probably later.

[ts scriptures have been arranged into three groups known as the
Three Pitaka or Baskets - from the fact that the long strips of prepared
palm-leaf on which the texts were written were originally stored in baskets.
They are the Vinaya, Sutta and Abhidhamma.

The Vinaya, the code of monastic discipline, contains pro-
nouncements by the Buddha, laying down numerous rules for the con-
duct of the Order. With each rule the circumstances which led the Buddha
to propound 1t are given. To instance only one: the 1njunction to the
monks not to travel during the three months of the rainy season which
coincides with Buddhist lent. The reason was to preserve the growing rice
fields from being trodden by a great number of monks 1n their journeying
from one place to another. |

The Sutta is the largest and most important of the Three Pitaka . It
1s divided into five groups of Nikaya, containing the Buddha’s Dis-
courses. And it is the last of the five Nikaya called the Minor Group that
has appealed to most of the Theravadin. Among 1ts contents are the well
known Dhammapada, Verses of Virtue; and the Jataka, a collection of
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over 500 poems - on both of which commentaries in the form of stories
have been written. These stories have exerted immense influence on the
life of the Myanmar Buddhists.

The Abhidhamma consists of works on Buddhist psychology and
metaphysics, too abstruse except for the specialists. It is certainly later
than the other two Pitaka.

All these are written in Pali. On these, hundreds of commentaries
and sub-commentaries have been produced both in Pali and in the various
languages of the countries to which Theravida Buddhism has spread.
Many of these writings, particularly in Pali, have been translated into
English. The Buddhist literature 1s of immense quantity and varied inter-
est. It 1s, however, as has already been said, the Sutta, the second of the
Three Pitaka, that has captivated the hearts of the average Myanmar Bud-
dhists: the first, Vinaya, 1s a monastic code, and the third, Abhidhamma, 1s
too abstruse.

Through the study of exigeses on the Sciptures written chiefly by
the monks 11, their mother tongue, and by learning from their moral precep-
tors, the monks, as we!l as from the parents or teachers, and also from
various sources such as literature and dramatic performances, the aver-
age Buddhists have grasped certain essentials of the Faith when they are
in their twenties. With the progress in their age they become more and
more aware of three vital concepts which are intertwined with their past,
present and future lives.These are re-incarnation, karma and Nirvana, the
awareness of which correlates to the level of the capacity of their under-
standing.

Reincarnation, being reborn after death, either as a man or as some
beihg, 1s accepted by the Theravadin with resignation as a process he will
have to undergo on the round of existence, called Samara. These are the
thirty-one planes of existence. They are the human world as his focal
point, the Four States of Misery - animal, goblin, vile titan and hell - below,
and the twentysix celestial abodes above, comprising of six worlds of
deva or nat in Myanmar and the twenty worlds of the Brahma.

He has a general idea that karma, literally meaning ‘deeds’ is a law
of causality, or a docrine of as you sow, so shall you reap, and good and
evil consequences accompany a person from one existence to another.
One’s present lot, be it good, bad or indifferent, 1s the result of past
deeds; and the deeds of the present and some of the past will be the cause
of benefit or suffering in the future.This 1s the inexorable law which also
determines the destiny and quality of his rebirth. Works of merit jointly
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performed by two or more people, he understands, bring about their reun-
ion in one of the coming existences; and the number of times of their
reunion and its duration is determined by the quality of their work of merit.
He has no illusion that the preparatory stages to salvation may last myri-
ads of lives, through numerous cosmic ages. In the interim period he has
to reconcile himself to transmigration in the space-time order, Samsara,
until by virtue of his spiritual maturity he attains Nirvana.

Nirvana, meaning ‘the going out of lamp’ may be defined as the
final extinction of consciousness. There are many and varied expositions
on this ‘untranslatable expression of the unspeakable’. The consensus
conception of the ordinary Buddhists however 1s ‘cessation of sutterings
or woes’. To the Theravadin this i1s the emancipation from the round of life
or Samsara, and his ultimate goal.

The term Nirvana, unlike the terms re-incaranation and karma, 1s
rather recherché to the ordinary Myanmar Buddhists. But they have been
shown the way to reach it by the Buddha.The first and most important
way to reach Nirvana is by means of the Eightfold Path - the Path which
features in one or two places of this lecture. These are (1) Right view and
(2) Right aspiration, referring to the attitude to be taken by the aspirant;

(3) Right speech, (4) Right conduct and (5) Right means of liveli-
hood. referring to the moral and social requirements of the aspirant, and

(6) Right endeavour, (7) Right mindfulness and (8) Right contem-
plation, referring to the mental and spiritual disciplines that are needed.

2.3.2 -isms
Buddhism in Myanmar, as in other Theravada countries, 1s

syncretic. It is, as already mentioned in my lecture 1n Paris in 1980, tinted
with Hindusim from which it developed, with Tantric and Mahdyana Bud-
dhism from which it has superceded, and with animism surviving from
earlier phase of Myanmar history. Behind the facade of Myanmar Bud-
dhism lie many non-Theravada practices and beliets, some of which have
merged with those of the Theravadin so closely that these alien elements
have been accepted by unsophisticated Myanmars as part and parcel of
their Faith. |

The Myanmar Buddhist is really a synthesis of two personalities - a
Buddhist and a Myanmar. He lives not only for the hie hereafter, but for
this world as well. The recongnition of this dichotomy 1s essential for the
understanding of his dual personality. As a Buddhist he takes refuge (has
faith) in the Three Gems - Buddha, the Law and the Order of the monks -
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and practises piety, by among other things, dana making religious offer-
ings, sila (Myanmar thi-/ad) observimg moral precepts, and bhavana
(Myanmar ba-wana) devoting hismself to meditation, all for the next
world, with a view to reaching Nirvana ultimately.

As a Myanmar (1) he has his eyes on this world and sometimes
propitiates both the celestial and terrestrial deities or nat, and spirits and
human adepts in black and white magic, through fear or feelings of insecu-
rity; (2) he resorts to magical rites and rituals so as to gain material ben-
efits, or acquire power over animate or tnanimate objects; and (3) he may
believe in alchemy, astrology and kindred sciences for various worldly
reasons.

The Myanmar conception of the deities 1s very comphicated. Some
of these deities are Buddhist, others are Hindu and the rest seem to be
indigenous. These supernatural beings fall under three catagories: the
Buddhist celestial gods - the deva or nat, and the Brahma; (2) the Hindu
gods; and (3) the terrestrial nat, some of whom are Buddhist and the rest
indigenous.

2.3.2.1 Buddhaist celestial gods

The hierarchy of these celestial gods 1s the Brahma in their twenty
planes of existence, which are one on top of the other. Below them are the
s1x worlds of the deva, also in tierred formation one above the other. A few
of the deva, with whose names and activities the Myanmar Buddhists are
familiar, may be given for your information.

1. Mara, the Devil, who has been mentioned earlier, and who will
be mentioned again later, 1s the powerful ruler of the sixth and highest
deva world. He is usually identified in the Myanmar Buddhist mind with
sacrilegious acts and deeds.

2. Sakka, the benign ruler of the second celestial abode, his chari-
oteer Matali and his chief architect Vissukamma.

Sakka has been fairly fully dealt with i1n my two pervious lectures in
Paris. I’d like to repeat and add a few words to what I have said about him
in there. He i1s known in Hindu mythology as Indra, which 1s one of his
epithets in the Buddhist Scriptures. It 1s stated in various Buddhist writ-
ings that he will be the sole guardian of the second half of the Buddha's
Religion, which is to last five thousands years after the death of the Bud-
dha in 544 BC, and that in that capacity he will mete out reward to the good
and punishment to the bad. The current Religious Year 1s 2528 Buddhist
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Era (BE)* . There 1s also a popular belief among the Myanmars that he
decends to the human world annually on the four days of Thingyan
(Sansknit sankranti) the period of three to four days when the sun passes
from Pisces to Aries , and that he returns to his celestial abode on the last
day of 1t . This period coincides with the annual Myanmar Water Festival
which usually begins on the 13th April and ends on the 15th or 16th April,
to begin a Myanmar New Year the next day .

Matali, the charioteer has been to the human world twice to fetch
~ two virtuous kings in person to Tavatimsa (Myanmar Ta-wadein -tha),
the Sakka’s abode, at his master’s desire. Vissukamma, the chief architect,
has contributed to the Myanmar language the word bissuka, pronounced
beik -thuka, meaning an architect .

Catu Maharaja, the four great kings, are the guardian gods of the
four corners of the world. The knowledgeable Myanmar Buddhists are on
their best behaviour on the fifteenth day of every lunar month. For, on that
day the four great gods appear in the world to find out i1f men cultivate
righteousness and virtue, and send their reports to the gods of Ta-wadein-
tha, who, it is said, rejoice or lament according as to men prosper in right-
eousness or not.

(See G.P. Malalasekera: Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, Vol. I,
London, 1937, pp 861-2)

2.3.2.2 Hindu gods

The Hindu gods, for whom the Myanmar people have a place in
their hearts for one reason or another are many. There are the statues of
Vishnu, Surya, Siva, Ganesa and Brahma in some of the temples of Bagan.
They are known to the Myanmars as Peik-thano, Thu-ri-ya, Pa-rami-thwa
(Sanskrit paramesvara), Maha Pein-ne, and Byama respectively. These
gods have had their due share of treatment in my two previous lectures
together with Saraswati (Myanmar Thu-ya-thadi). Since the last mentioned
famous goddess has a place in my present lecture, she deserves a repetition
of what has been said of her.

In the Hindu mythology Thu-ya-thadi 1s presented as the bestower
of fertility and wealth; the goddess of Brahma, and of speech and learning;
inventress of the Sanskrit language and Deva-ni‘ig‘ari letters: and patron-
ess of arts and sciences. But to the Myanmar she 1s chiefly known as the

* At the time of writing-1984 AD,
1346 Myanmar era, 2528 Buddhist era.
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goddess of love. Many a love-stricken or unrequited lover frequently
approaches a magician to invoke her aid to his success.

2.3.2.3Terrestrial deities

The terrestrial or earthly nat are most difficult to sort out. Some of
these, particularly the guardian spirits, are mentioned in the Buddhist
scriptures. But others are indigenous, who are comparable to the phi in
Thailand. They are:

1. Benevolent guardian spirits of numerous animate and tnanimate
objects in the physical world, such as human beings, houses, trees, moun-
tains and seas. Of these the guardian deities of the trees seem to have
closer atfinity with the life of the Myanmar people.

2. The 37 nats, who with the exception of Sakka are all indigenous,
and inclined to turn malevolent if neglected. The accounts of the
circumstanes which led them to be re-incarnated as nat are moving. Al-
most all of them died of unnatural or violent death. Every one of them has
a name. But we do not know by whom, when or how they were deitified.
(For detailed study, see R.C. Temple: The 37 nats, London, 1906).

3. Local nat, whose legends fill many pages of Myanmar literature,
and form the subject for many a narrative and dramatic performance. Some
of them have been romanticised. They too need placating on appropriate
occasions.

4. ‘Raw nat’. These are the spirits of the people who died of un-
natural or violent death. Their existence on earth is said to be short-lived
- a maximum of seven days after their death - during which they stay near
their former residence, since they are too preoccupied with the future of
their bereaved beloved ones.

2.3.2.4 Magic, astrology and others
The world of the Myanmar's beliefs and practices admuts of, in
human form, ghosts, magicians, adepts and witches; and in inhuman form,
demons, goblins and other supernatural beings. A Myanmar resorts to
magical practices such as being tattooed, swallowing pills, carrying amu-
lets and magic squares to achieve the power of invulnerability and other
supernatural attainments. Witches, the Myanmar maintain, are galore since
there 1s a witch 1n every seventh house in every street. They practise
socery out of spite or for revenge or to gain influence over the people.
Astrology has been known and made use of by the Manipuri Brah-
mins at least since the eleventh century AD. The vital role i1t had played in
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the personal lives and ceremonies of the Myanmar royalties and of the
commoners has not lost any of its vitality today. Its present day uses are
applied to foretelling the future, to rituals to avert impending dangers and
to choosing the auspicious time and day for a ceremony and for business
and for social activities.

Other beliefs and practices include omens and exorcising, which
will be touched upon in the lecture. The confessions of a Myanmar Bud-
dhist may strike you as rather paradoxical or incongruous. It 1s however a
logical sequence to the make up of a Myanmar Buddhist personality and
his attitude to life. He was an animist before he became a Buddhist. Deep
down in the recesses of his mind there still lurk some of his old beliefs,
many of which have been sustained by tradition and his environment. He
1s fully aware of the fact that his life 1s only a stage 1n his long journey to
salvation, that is myriads of existences away. Meanwhile at a certain point,
life in this world, which is full of woes and suffering, seems to him both
mystifying and complex, and in such a situation he is assailed by a sense
of inadequacy or insecurity. He has learnt form his elders, or read in both
religious and secular works, of people 1n such a plight turning to super-
natural practices and supernatural things. He is only treading the path of
tradition left by his forbears. Buddha, may I remind you, is only a teacher
who shows the way to salvation: he is not God, the Supreme Being,
Creator and ruler of the universe.

2.4  Economic Setting

Myanmar 1s a developing country. With 1ts so ftar underdevel-
oped technology and climatic conditions and physical features, it is natu-
ral that its economy mainly depends on agriculture. Myanmar, as already
mentioned earlier, 1s rich in natural resources, the potentialities of which
have not been fully developed yet. Until such a time comes she has to
concentrate her efforts on the production of agricultural commoditiesfor”
home consumption and for foreign export.

Myanmar people are essentially agriculturalists: they have been
so since they came down to the plains of Myanmar over one thousand
years ago. Rice growing by wet or dry cultivation is their chief occupa-
tion. Ploughing, harrowing, transplanting and harvesiing In orthodox ways
was, and still is, the order of the day, though mechanization 1s being
introduced. The natural workmates and friends of the cultivators are tropi-
cal beasts of burden, such as water-buffaloes and cattle, to whom they
have a sentimental attachment; and yet they look upon them as dumb
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animals devoid of sensitiveness, as is illustrated in the Myanmar expres-
sion ‘li-nganwa’ a human creature cattle, meaning a dumb. Among other
domesticated animals, elephants and horses are still regarded as the
paraphernalia of officials - vestiges of the custom of former times, and the
elephant 1s accredited with intelligence of a high degree; and dogs are
held to be destitute of any good qualities or redeeming features - an
attitude that cuts clean across the notion of the dog’s lovers in the West,
and makes nonsense of the English expression ‘you lucky dog’. It stems,
[ believe, from the Myanmar Buddhist’s conception of the dog as the
denizen of the Four States of Misery.

In the rural areas there have always been Myanmars who earn their
living or supplement their earnings by hunting or fishing, though Bud-
dhism disapproves of these activities. Bows and arrows and spears are
the chief weapons of a hunter who is accompanied by dogs. Of the wild
animals the tiger stands for savagery and ferocity, while the deer for meek-
ness and mildness; the monkey is notorious for naughtiness; and the
monitor lizard, because of its forked tongue is an embodiment of untruth-
fulness, and because of it having a dull-grey colour, the Myanmar regard
it as an animal of ill omen that augurs poverty: the word for poverty and
dull-grey colour are the same in Myanmar. I have been told that the Thais
also share the same belief with the Myanmar people 1n this respect.On the
other hand the peacock, which is the emblem of the flag of the Myanmar
kings, is looked upon as an auspicious bird, while the vulture 1s regarded
as an tnauspicious creature. More about the monitor lizard and vulture will
be discussed later.

Fishing with various kinds of implements - nets and traps - goes
on in small streams as well as in the large rivers of Myanmar. Both the
hunters and the fishermen, in view of their vocation that violates the moral
precepts, occupy the lower rung in the social ladder of Buddhist Myanmar.

There are in Myanmar also many various kinds of manual workers
and artists and craftsmen. To list only a few: boatman, raftsman, cart driver,
toddy climber ( who taps the juice at the top of the paln: tree); and authors,
poets, musician, blacksmith, goldsmith, mason, weaver, potter; and sculp-
tor and wood carver, the last two craftsmen are to be found chiefly in
Mandalay, the Jast capital of the monarchical period.

Myanmar women, particularly those in the rural regions, share the
daily burden of work with their menfolk 1n many walks of life. They hold
their ground in spite of the several one-sided Myanmar sayings: ‘Day will
not break for a hen’s cackle; it will break only for a cock’s crow’ - a senti-
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ment also to be found in Chinese proverbs- and 'A big wave, it’s under the
boat; a big mountain, it’s under the feet’ meaning women will always be
subdued by men. Much of the day-to-day business is in the hands of the
women, and they give a good account of themselves in rural and domestic
economy.

2.5 Social environment

Many Western writers have portrayed the Myanmar people as
easy going and pleasure loving. But they fail to mention that these people
are free from neurosis, from which the people of their own countries suffer
and have to take tons of tranquilizing tablets to get rid of it. They forget
the serious and strenuous side of the life of the Myanmars who work
arduously on farms and on rivers under exacting conditions. During these
periods of work, they have scarcely any time to give attention to anything
other than the task in hand. When therefore they have an opportunity to
release their pent-up feelings they enjoy themselves with special fervour.
Forms of amusement up to the twentieth century were comparatively sim-
ple. Those that appeal most to them were pwe (stage plays), dancing and
music, playing musical instrument and singing on one hand; and on the
other, gambling (usually at pwe), racing and boxing - all of which they
generally indulged in at the many festivals and fairs usually held at the
time of the full moon.The period for such pleasures was confined to the
dry season. Needless to say, the social environment has been transformed
in modern days with the advent of the cinema to towns and the free film
shows to the rural areas, and the soccer and the basket and volley balls, as
well as many other forms of such diversion to various parts of Myanmar.

2.6 The Myanmar family

Within the large circle of the above environmental influences lies a
smaller circle, concentric with it, representing the family in which the
Myanmar Buddhist grows up.

Due chiefly to adherence to the teaching of the Buddha and to
underdeveloped technology and the environmental set up, life in Myanmar
(as in other Buddhist countries) meanders along; and people’s standards
and values are different from those in the West. Materialism 1s subordi-
nate to idealism; contentment takes precedence over dissatisfaction; and
. moral and spiritual attainment is preferred to intellectual achievement .
The people are less sophisticated and less complicated. Their needs are
modest compared to those of their counterparts in the West, and they
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need not exert themselves too much for what they want. Such people are
usually found in rural areas away from large cities, where the ethos of the
society or community has been contaminated by the impact of Western
civilization and economic exigencies.

This is the general picture of Myanmar Buddhists. But the war and
its concomitants as well as new factors that have been springing up since
the end of the war in 1945 have impinged on several aspects of their life,
and consequently engendered some shifts in their standards and values,
and even in their morality. Nevertheless their fundamental beliefs and
practices remain almost unchanged.

Against this background, I’ll present you the family. Some of the
remarks and comments are from my own experience and others from my
own observations. The picture that emerges in the end will be a composite
one, the like of which may be seen anywhere in Myanmar.

The word ‘family’ here means ‘the body of persons who live 1n
one house, including parents, children, servants, and so on. And the sort
of family I'll talk about falls under this category with a slightly different
image. We have in Myanmar instead of servants what are nowadays called
‘house-companions’ in those households in the urban areas who can
afford to pay wages. These companions, a kind of general factotum, are
distant relatives of the parents or complete strangers.

Broadly speaking members of the family, especially in the rural
regions, live in houses with an open plan. It often resembles a hall, con-
taining the minimum items of furniture. Here they sit, eat or sleep, gener-
ally on the floor. In some cases, a room or two may be carved out of it as
sleeping quarters for the parents and grown-up daughters, furnishing 1t in
some cases, if they can afford 1t, with bedsteads to sleep on; or a room
extended from it to serve as a kitchen. Doors and windows are left open
during the day. though not in the rainy season. On the whole, therefore, it
is a kind of communal life that affords hardly any privacy.

In big cities, such as Yangon, Mandalay and Mawlamyine there
are many European style houses and bungalows. Be 1t in a village wooden
or bamboo house or in a city brick bungalow, we generally find the whole
family living together with minimum friction.

Many people in the West may assume that because of their inhibi-
tions and tense atmosphere, this sort of situation would breed several
neurotics among the members of the famuly. It might, but these symptoms
seldom come up to the surface. Myanmars on the whole are more or less
relaxed, and besides it is their way of life. Of course there are some inde-
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pendent minded members, who finding the situation not to their liking or
intolerable, may set up a home of their own. But generally speaking the
pattern of such a coalescent family life has prevailed throughout the coun-
try. Two pieces of evidence may be cited.

My family lived in a small village of about three hundred houses
until after the war, when it was forced to move to Mawlamyine, about forty
miles away, by insurgency and economic pressures. The number of people
in the family at any time was never less than twelve, over which my grand-
mother presided. Even when the household moved and settled down 1n an
entirely different environment, they still preserved the continuity, except
that one of my aunts took over the role of her deceased mother. The famuly
now has seven members in place of twelve. Their relationship 1s most
amicable.

[ have in Yangon a friend. Until a few years ago he and his wife and
their three children lived for several years under the same roof with his
mother, his sister, her husband and their fanmuly as well as another unmar-
ried sister of his, besides two house companions - altogether about twelve
in number. Their house however 1s very large. My friend seemed to be
happy --no complaints whatsoever; and his mother ocassionally wrote to
me indicating how pleased she was to be able 10 spend her old age- she
was not even sixty then - with her family, particularly with her grandchildern.
[ was then living in England. In contrast, I had an English widow lady of
seventy living along next door to me. She had a married son. He and his
family had a house of their own about sixty miles away. One day I poked
my nose in and asked her why she didn’t have her son's family with her.
The reply was short and sweet: 'I don’t want them getting in my way.'

There are many contributory factors that bring about the coales-
cence among the individuals of the family. The three main agencies are
tradition, community and Buddhism.

The Myanmar Buddhists are conservative. They are sticklers for
the tradition that has been handed down from generation to generation.
They nourish ‘what-was-good-for-my-pareu.ts 1s good enough for me’
attitude. Some years ago I saw a cousin of mine chastising her child, and
[ said to her: "You are beating the devil into his head.' Her reply was, as I
expected: 'None of your alien new fangled 1deas. I am only following the
trodden path of my great-grandparents, grandparents and parents; you
were born only the other day. Do you want to spoil the child by sparing
the rod?'. However, the tradition, which acts as guideline in the course of
life, encourages discipline, respect and humulity.
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Community is an untangible powerful force in Myanmar, and
most of the members defer to its opinion and judgement. Itis a perceptible
arbitrator on social and moral matters. Many people by the nature of their
upbringing dare not to ignore it, or still less to spell out the expression
often used in the West: "Mind your own business - ‘melez des vos affaire”,;
instead they have to mind their p’s, and q’s, that 1s to be careful not to
offend against propriety. Community frequently acting in the capacity as
‘Big Brother’ censures the parents whose children, 1n 1ts eyes transgress
the traditional code of ethics such as being insolent to the elders or get-
ting a girl into family way. And, 1t usually comes down heavily upon a man
who takes a second wife, and heavier on a woman who takes a second
husband.

Faith is the third of the triad. Buddhism has been dealt with quite
adequately as to need to add much, except perhaps to mention a few
tenets that concern the secular side of life. These are to support one’s
relatives and give aid and succour to the old, and to have regard for
others, and to treat with humility and respect those who are older 1n age,
higher in status or more learned than oneself, all of which are, as it were,
the bolts and nuts of a famuly structure.
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