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f QOur Three Main National Causes \
Non-disintegration of the Union Our cause
Non-disintegration of national sclidarity Our cause
Consolidation of national sovereignty Qur cause

People's Desire
Oppose those relying on external elements, acting as stooges,
holding negative views
Oppose those trying to jecpardize 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
COmMmmon enemy

Four political objectives
Stability of the State, community peace and tranguility,
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
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
Cevelopment 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 pecples

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 heritage and national character
Uplift of dynamism of patrigtic spirit
Lplift of health, fitness and education standards of the entire

nation /
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Dr Hla Pe

The Myanmar Buddhist : His Life
from the Cradle to the Grave

traoslated by
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Foreword
(to The Myanmar Buddhist: His Life
from the Cradle to the Grave)

The st time L met Saya Hla Pe was in 1964 at SOAS on the
introduction ol Dr. Kyin Swee during my attendance at the
Colombo Plan Conlerence in London, There at his oflice and
over lunch at a nearby Chinese restaurant, we had a lively
discussion where | was impressed by Saya's wide knowledge as
wcell as by his kindly sense of humowr. My sceond mecting with
Sava was twenty years later in Paris when he came to give eight
lectures at the College de France over a period ol [our
weceks. [ was then working at Unesco in Paris and was unable to
attend any ol his lectures which were given during the week but
at some weckends my wite and 1 were able to meet Sava and
Daw Than Mya socially at the residence ol Professors Lucicn
and Denise Bernot at Anthony just outside Paris over tea or dinner.
| also remember taking the friendly couple out for a drive to the
Loire Valley [or a leisurcly chat in the car and over a licsurely
I'rench lunch, During these conversations my London impression
of Saya's wide and deep knowledge was further strenghtened.
But [ must say it rcached its climax when | was allowed to read
his Paris lectures in original for the purposce ol writing a loreword
to a bilingual book that U Soc Thein (Maung Wuntha) was
prepaning for publication with a Myanmar translation by Dr. lin
[1laing,

Saya's book entitled "The Myanmar Buddhist: 11is Lile from
the Cradle to the Grave" (a worthy counterpart to Shway Yoc's
"I'he Burman; His Lile and Notions) is divided into two scetions,
Nurture (geographical, political, cultural, cconomic, social and
[amily scttings) and Nature {birth, schooling, manhood and the
relationships involved, old age and death). These are often
Ulustrated by some of his own expericnees and observation,
cleverly weaving the gencral and autobiographical, thereby
sustaining the interest and attention of the most lcarned and
sophisticated audicnee that the College de France is. In other
woOrds, Saya has succcss[ully presented the image ol the Myanmar
Buddhists, of whom he is 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

1. Born in 1913 in Kha-ye village in Mawlamyaing district, Prof,
[1la Pe had his carly cducation in the village monastery, and then in Goy-
crnment [ligh School, Mawlamyaing. llc passcd tenth standard
examination with distinctions in five subjects. Awarded a scholarship for
university cducation, he studicd in Yangon University and got BA
(l1lonours) Lirst Class degree in Myanmar language in 1936 and MA
(Myanmar) in 1938, [1c was then scleceted [or a state scholarship [or [urther
studics i London.

2. In 1939 he obtained a Diploma in Lducation [rom the [nstitute
ol Lducation, London University, Subscquently, he continued his studics
in the same university at the School of Onental Studies (later renamed
School of Oriental and Alrican Studics, SOAS) and in 1944 he obtained
the PhD) degree specializing in Myanmar language,

3 He was a news-commentator, translator and broadeaster with
BBC [rom 1942 to 1946, assistant cditor ol Myanmar- bEnglish Dictionary
[rom 1946 to 1948 and later he became associate editor.

4., Pro[ Pe taught Myanmar language and culture in SOAS, [irst as
lecturer from 194¥, associate professor in 1955 and professor in 1966. In
these positions, he taught both undergraduates and graduates, and was an
cxaminer [or GCL examinations and Civil Service sclection examina-
tions. In addition, he occasionally lectured in Buropean universitics.

3. L pon his retirement in 19%0), he returned to Myanmar and scttled
down in Mawlamyaing with wile Daw Than Mya.

a. Prol11la Pc has, in addition to tcaching, published over 60) learned
papers and numerous books in English and Myanmar,

7. During retirement in Mawlamyaing, Prol11la Pe has been invited

to lecture in [oreign universitics. 11is expericnces in these activitics are
rcported 1n the magazine Ah-Twe Ah-Myin (Thoughts and Views), and
most recently in the book 'A Diary ol Iravels in China', written in Myanmar,
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Biography of
Dr Tin Hlaing, MSc, PhD (London)

Bornin 1941 in Thakutpinle village, Ayadaw Township, Monywa
District, Tin Hlaing was cducated first in the village monastery, then in
Royal Diocesan 1ligh School, Mandalay. 11¢ went to Mandalay University
and graduated in 1963 with a BSc (1lonours) in physics. In 1972, while
working on the staff of Yangon University, he was selected for a Colombo
Plan Scholarship under British Council grant. He studicd in London U ni-
versity and obtained MSc (with distinetion award) in 1973, and Ph D) in
1976, 11e spectalised in Nuclear and Llementary Particle Physics.

11in Hlaing's academic carcer stretched over thirty years, tcaching
in the universitics ol Magway, Yangon, Mawlamyaing and Mandalay. In
1995, he joined Myanmar Scientilic and Technological Rescarch Depart-
ment to head its Atomic Energy Section and Physics and Engineering
Scetion as Director, In 1997, he became the [ounding Director-General
ol Atomic Lnergy Department.

1in Hlaing was Head of Myanmar Delegation to the IAEA
General Conlerence in 1999 and was [ive times delegation member. In
1997-98 he was clected Chairman of RCA, the Regional Cooperative
Agreement [or Training, Rescarch and Development in Nuclear Scienee
and Technology which includes 17 member states in Asia-lacific Re-
gion. Lor six years he was Myanmar representative in RCA and was active
in many ol its scicntilic and technological programmes.

Dr ‘Tin Hlaing also held a part-tune professorship in Yangon
Technological University [or [ive years,

Since his retircment in 2001, he has become an Lxecutive Lellow
o[ Myanmar Academy ol Technology. 11e is also a Member ol New York
Academy of Sciences.

Dr 'lin [1laing has written scveral scientilic papers and articles,
including two text books and two popular books (Chaos, a scientilic ex-
position and Flying Dragon, a scicntific biography). He writes using the
pen-name 'hoc Hlaing,

Dr lin 1llaing is marricd to botanist-lecturer (retired) Daw Mya
Mya Swe and they have two sons and one daughter.
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TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD

Prof llla Pcand 1
[ first met Professor Hla Pe in London in September 1972, when I armived
there [or [urther studics. | had brought books [or him [rom Ludu U 1la
and Daw Ahmar and also a lctter ol introduction [fom Botany
Professor Dr Than Htun, Our mecting lasted only about hall-an-hour. |
vagucly remember his ollice in a building in Vitzory 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 belicve, Prof [la Pe’s School ol Oriental and
African Studies London (SOAS) moved to its present site near the Uni-
versity Scenate llouse in Malet Street. And, I was accommodated in Inter-
national 1lall ncarby. In [act, it was Prol Pc who introduced me to Mr
John Bracken, Deputy Warden ol International Hall, Thus, cither alter
my visits to the University Library in Scnate [lousc or when | happenced
to pass ncar SOAS, [ would go 1n to sce him, mostly without an
appointment. Sometimes, there would be a [ew ol us, Myanmar chaps,
going to visit him. 'rof Hla ’c and | have, between us, a common
institution, the University of London. [1e¢ was in SOAS and [ in Bedlord
College in Regent’s Park. But there was also a divide between us; to use
C.I. Snow’s term, we belonged to “two cultures’. He was a professor of
Myanmar language, litcrature and culture, and | a student studying physics.
He worked 1n the ‘culire of cufivre” and | was deep in the ‘culivre of
setence

I should remark here that London University 1s an immense body
with its collcges and schools spread over the city, The structure scems
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 I'c, Prof Rice-Evans and the Great Golden Rock

| remember one special occasion. Britain-Burma (Myanimar) So-
ciety used to invite us to their meetings. In one event, they had a presen-
tation ol Myanmar lilc, arts and culture and the socicty encouraged us to
bring our guests. So, [ invited my supervisor Dr Peter Rice-Lvans (now
Emeritus 'rofessor ol Experimental Physics) to come with me to the mect-
ing. o my delight, he was very much interested in the presentation. |
have forgotten its subject as well as who the speaker was. But | remember
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18 Dr. Hla Pe
the party that followed. | introduced Dr Rice-Evans to Prof Pe. After
all, they were teaching in the same university! Dr Rice-Lyvans grabbed
the chance to ask some questions relating to Myanmar.

Dr Rice-Lvans asked Prol Pe, *11n™ has at his desk a Myanmar
calendar with the picture of a Big Golden Rock, breath-takingly balanced.
Is that rcal? | wonder 1l you could tell me something about it', [ was
delighted when Prol Pe told him, claborately in [act, about the story of
The Rock ar Kyatk-Hiee-Yoe, the head of the hermit cte and the pilgrim-
age to it; the pleasant, winding, rising way up to the Rock.” For days and
months, | had [ailed to tell him the story, [ [elt it was shame on me, for ]
hadn’t bothered to remember the story nor tricd to learn it ancw, so |
could tell fricnds who visited me at my desk and sat infront ol the Golden
Rock.

Karma at Work

Again, our karmas have scen to it that we met again in
Mawlamyaing when Prof Pe returned to scttle down there after his retire-
ment in 1980, [ was on the stall of Mawlamyaing College®# as [lcad ol
Physics Department. | lived on campus and Prol Pe’s home was not [ar
away. This time my wile and children were introduced to Sayagyl and
(Ma Ma) Daw Than Mya. Their place is in laungwaing Road, on our
way 1into town. Occasionally we stopped there, especially when we saw
Sayagyl at work () in his garden. Also, | would make a point ol inviting
them to centain ceremonial occassions 1n the college,

About This Bouk

One day in 1983 or 1984 Sayagyi Dr 11la Pe asked me i['] could
(ind him a typist who could type Lnglish correctly. 1le told me, he was
mvited by College de France in Pans to deliver a course of lectures. He
had prepared a manuscript [or the course and he wanted it typed. Those
were pre-PC days. Typists, there were in Mawlamyaing, but I do not
know any onc who could competently type a learned document in Lnglish.,

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

*'lin (Hlaing)
¥ now Mawlamyaing University
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The Myanmar Buddhist : His Life From the Cradle to the Grave 15
librarian (at present Professor of Library and Information Scicnce at
Yangon Lniversity). e agreed to help and we took turns at the typewriter.,
Finally, we finished the manuscript; but, alas, not without mistakes. There
were plenty ol mistypes and mistakes and omissions which the author
took care to correct with a pen.

We did not have Xerox copiers then., We made two carbon copics
together with the ribbon-original. Prol1lla Pe took the original to Yangon,
where, 1 belicve he made a [ew photo copics. U Thein Lwin reserved one
copy [or college library: | kept one [or myscll,

Sayagyl went to Paris and gave the lectures [or which the
manuscript lormed the basis.

In 1986, [ was transferred to Mandalay University, and again in
1995 1 moved to Yangon. But | did not [cave behind Sayagyi’s manuscript.
[t has been with me ever since.

I retired [rom government service in 2001, Not having anything
worthwhile doing, [ attempted writing  articles [or magazines, using a
pen-name. When [ricnds asked me, *What arce you up to these days?, 1
would answer *Writing, bits and picees’. In the mean time, [ have come
to know Saya Maung Wun Tha, author and publisher whose Daung Sar
Pay has been producing Sayagyi Dr 1lla Pe's books in Myanmar, Once
day, Sava Wun Tha told me January 8, 2003 was Prof [P¢’s nincticth
birthday and he and a [ew [ricnds were going to Mawlamyaing [or the
occasion. He asked me if | could come too. | was sorry, [ couldn’t join
them.

Something for Sayagyi's Nincticth Year

But I [clt | wanted to do somcething [or Sayagyi’s nincticth anni-
versary, Adter some thought, [ remembered the manusceript that has been
with mec. It has not been published, and only three Myanmar people or
perhaps a fow more know of its existence, lts contents are invaluable, |
decided it should be translated, and 1 should do it myscll to produce a
bilingual book. | discussed the idea with Sava Wun Tha, He readily
accepted my proposal and agreed to publish it bilingually.

My Huope

I have come across Myanmar [ricnds, both at home and aboard,
conlronted with the task of explaining to [orcigners, cspecially Western-
crs, the subtle and intricate aspects of Myanmar culture and traditions. 1
witnessed many times, somcone muddling through in his attempts, and
olten resorting to outright blulll 1 do not leave myscll as an cxception.
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20 Dr. Hla Pe
[ have admitted my weakness with regard to Kyaik-Htee-Yoce, We really
nced to learn more.

Prolessor 1la Pe has done a superb job in his presentation in
Paris in 1984, This 1s reproduced in this book. His mastery of facts and
command ol English language arc cvident. 1t is really dillicult to [ind
words to dereribe a Myanmar o%:co:% 0r GSo30EP Ur clv_soocq:fog, or
50%::_ yet he hag done it with wonderlul precision and lucidity.

My coupling of the translation to the English version is to give
the average Myanmar reader a better understanding of the facts. e could
scan through the Myanmar scetion and glance [or the Lnglish cquivalent
of cxpression; or he could begin reading in English and look through the
Myanmar text to verily his understanding.

Thus, it is 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 is Karma’, says the Buddha,
May this *cetana’ ol mine develop into my good karma in [uture,

Request

L have tricd very hard to make the best translation [ could. Trans-
lating a lecarned work like this one, dealing with religious, cultural and
sociological aspects 1s a daunting task. [t 15 a real challenge especially for
a scicntist that [ am,

But there is the intense desire to honour Sayagyi Dr 11la Pe in
his nincticth year. It has motivated me.

In a work of this nature, as translator, 1 am bound to muake
mistakes in various ways. Any appcarcnee of conveying a wrong
intcpretation is the fault of the translator, and not ol Proll Pe’s. Readers
finding any mistakes are requested to make their own corrections.

Also, it should be mentioned, Prol 11la Pe did not revise the text,
Proolrcading and cditing ol the [inal Lnglish version has also been done
by me. As such, [ should be held responsible for any crrors in both the
English and Myanmar components ol this book,

Acknowledgements : | thank Prol U Thein Lwin who helped me in typ-
ing the original manuscript. [ must also thank my wife Daw Mya Mya
Swe and davghter Yaung Zin [llaing for their interest and [or their
intcrjections concerning some Myanmar usages. And  [inally, | thank
Sayva Maung Wun Tha for his involvement.
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THE MYANMAR BUDDHIST:
HIS LIFE FROM THE CRADLE TO THE GRAVE

1. lntroduction

T'his 15 the third time that | have the pleasure and privilege, and
indced, the honour to address the French scholars and students of various
disciplines on Myanmar studics. It would be too persumptuous of me to
assume that this repeat perflormance is called [or because my perlorm-
ances on the two previous occasions had gone down very well, [ am
inclined, as a Myanmar Buddhist, to attribute my being here again to the
occasioning o yours as well as mine farmg, a term that will recur [re-
quently in the course of this lecture. Here 1t may suffice to say that we
have been ordained to mect [or the third time by the causes of our works
ol merit carricd out together in the previous existences. Be that as it may,
I am here again as large as lile.

| have accepted the kind invitation of I'Assemblee des Professcur
du College du lrance with pride and humility: pride at the thought of the
conlidence that the prolesscurs have reposed in me; and humility at the
awareness of my limitations in trying to prove myself worthy of their
trust. I'll try not to Lail them.

My terms ol relerences arce to deliver a serics of cight lectures
on The Myanmar Buddhist: his lifc from the cradle to the grave, for four
weceks, at the rate of two lectures per week. 'l adhere to the letter and
spirit of the terms. My aim is to inform and to induce refllection. My
purposc is to present to vou the whole spectrum ol the lile ol the Myanmar
Buddhist - not what it ought to be, but what it really 1s. In trying to achieve
it in cight lectures, [ may be attempting to put a decalitve ol milk in a litre
bottle, Nevertheless 'l try, Il take you on a tour in scquential
stages through the exotic regions of (1) Nurture, his own cnvironmental
infllucnces, that 18 the geographical, political, cultural, cconomic and social
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scttings, together with his upbringing, carc and training fostered by his
[amily that mould his personality: and (2) Nature, his inherited endow-
ment - qualitics and characteristics, physical, mental and spiritual, which
belong to hum, and which reflect in his beliefs and practices and diver-
sions during the normal course ol his life. In this context, Ul trace his lile
[orm hig birth, through the stages ol childhood, adolescence, manhood
and old age, cnding in his death and its concomitants. Such incidents and
cvents in his life as engendered by his belicts and practices will be spot-
lighted to give a truc perspective to the picture,

In a discourse ol this nature, it may be unavoidable [or me not to
tread on grounds already covered by me in my two lectures at the Institute
ol Social Anthropology in Paris in June 1980 on *Social Contact - their
impact on Myanmar culture’, and also in my three lectures on *Myanmar
Poctry” in May 1971 at the Leole National des Langucs Oricntales
Vinvantes, now known as Institut National des Langues ¢t Civilisations
Oricntales. The present serics of talks are in cssenee a supplementary to
those lectures, 1n that the highlighting ol the various aspects of Myanmar
Buddhist's lite would, I trust, add a new dimension to your existing
knowledge of Myanmar and the Myanmar Language, litcrature and
culture.

A plea may be made here about my competency in giving this
lecture. The subject proper invites many sociological and anthropologi-
cal intcrpretations on many issucs. | am giving this discourse in the
capacity as a Prolessor of Myanmar Language, Litcrature and Culture.
Sociology and Anthropology, | confess to knowing next to nothing, still
less to professing them.
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2. Nurture

The Myanmar Buddhist, like the French Christian or the Indian
[lindu, or the Chinese Conlucian, is in ¢llecet a creature of cir¢umstances
which, as alrcady stated, constitute nurture and naturc.

Buddhism maintains that the personality of an individual 1s what
its karma makes ol it. So too is his destiny. The Buddhist concept of
karma is dealt with under 2.3.1 Fheravada Buddhism. 1t needs to say here
only that karma cncompasses both nurture, environmental influence and
nature, inherited endowment. These determinant agencics will be con-
sidered now to get the background against which the whole spectrum of
the lile of the Myanmar Buddhist can be vicewed in its true perspective,

2.1 Gceographical sctting

Myanmar, the habitat ol the Myanmar people, share [ronticrs
with India on the west and with China on the north and north-cast - two
great countries which have contributed no small measure of culture and
civilization to the world. o the cast lics Thailand and to the south Malaysia
and to the west the [ndian Occan, which has been the highway [or
merchants from the west since the fifth century A.D or earlier,

Myanmar is as large as Lrance, but its population is almost hal[
that ol L'rance. The main physical [eatures arc the thickly wooded moun-
tains in the northern region, and high wooded platcaux and hills in the
cast and south-cast; the plaing in the centre intersected by hugh ndges: the
YakhincYomas (or range ol mountains), the Bago Yomas and the Shan
Platcaux; and the valleys ol the three main rivers - the Ayceyarwaddy, the
Sit-taung and the Thanlwin - which have served as means of communica-
tion [rom north to south since the dawn ol history, And in the south arc
the [at arcas of the Aycyarwaddy delta |

The climate ol Myanmar is mostly tropical. lrom May until Octo-
ber there 1s 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 Zonge, for here the rainfall is
very light, [n the hottest months, March and April and part ol May, the
temperature in the southern and central parts of the country may be over
100 Farenheit ¢ 38 C ), while in December, January and February the
temperature may [all to 607 115 "C) and become progressively less in the
north.

These physical and climatic conditions are mainly responsible
[or the distribution o both agricultural and natural products and also of
the peoples throughout Myanmar. Myanmar has [or as long as we know
been primarily an agricultural country, Rice, cultivated in wet areas as
well as in Dry Zonce by means ol irrigation, tops the list of agricultural
products. In addition, Myanmar has been endowed with natural resources,
such as mincral oil, wolfram, tin, silver, rubics, jade: and teak forests
which arc mostly [ound in the Bago Yomas and south-castern part ol
Myanmar. Most ol these exportable commoditics pass through Yangon,
the principal port and capital of Myanmar.

The indigenous races o Myanmar, which arc ol Mongoloid
stock, [all into three main groups: the Tibeto-Myanmar, the Mon-Khmer
and the Thai-Chinese. The first group is represented by the Myanmar
proper (concentrated cspecially in the Ayeyarwaddy valley), Yakhine
(along the western coastal strip), Dawed and Mycik (in the valley ol the
Tanintharyee), the Nagas, Chins and Kachins and many other tribes in
the mountainous regions of the north. The representatives of the sceond
group arce the Mon (in the Aycyarwaddy delta and Thaton and Kyaik-
kha-mi 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 (in lTanintharyi, Karenni, and the
Aycyarwaddy delta) and Taung-thu or Pa-o ( chiclly in the Shan States).
There are several thousand domiciled Indians and Chinese scattered all
over Myanmar.

2. 2 Political scttiny

The political history of Myanmar that impinges on the cultural,
cconomic and social activitics of its peoples can be summariscd as the
southward advance ol the Bamas and the unilication of the country at the
beginning of each dynasty by powerful Bama kings, whose control was
later terminated by misrule or invasions [rom ncighbouring countrics.
The making ol Myanmar was periodically interrupted by the struggle [or
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supremacy between the Bama and the representatives of the other two
groups - the Mon and the Shan, [rom which the Bama cmerged as the
sovereign power by the middle of the cighteenth century. Twice the king-
dom came to an cnd through external invasion: the [irst was by the Lartars
under Kublai Khan in the thirteenth century, and the sceond by the British
in the nineteenth century, and at each time ceased to exist as an independ-
cnt or united country [or sixty ycars or so.

Waves of migrations from Certral Asia had been going on for
thousands ol ycars belore the Bamas descended the plains probably in
th¢ mid-ninth century to scttle down where the water is clear and the
grass is green, Here they came into contact with the Pyus, now extinct,
and the Mons who had alrcady attained a high level ol civilization . In the
eleventh century King Anaw-rahta, 1044 -1077, welded into one king-
dom a group of formerly independent states and principalitics, and ruled
them [rom his capital city ol Bagan. Gradually he extended his sovercignty
down to Tamintharyi in the south and to "Thaton, the capital city of a thriving
Mon kingdom: to Yakhine in the west, and over the hills cast of the Sit-
taung river The city of Bagan, today onc of the Lamous ruined citics of
South-East Asia, succumbed to the principalitics at the ¢nd the Bagan
dynasty.

During the next two generations or so, Lpper Myanmar [ormed
part ol the Shan hegemony with scparate capitals at Sagaing, Myin-ziing
and Pin-ya, all only a fow miles away from Mandalay, the last capital of
the Myanmar kingdom while the Mons at Bago, north ol Yangon, re-
assumed their [ormer glory to hold suzerainty over lower Myanmar.

In 1365, the Ava dynasty was [ounded with its capital at Ava,
south-west of Mandalay. The kings of this dynasty devoted much of their
timc and cnergy to upholding Buddhism and to encouraging an o[l-shoot
o[ that heritage - the Myanmar litcrature, At the same time while they
were wracking their braing in finding out means and ways of preventing
the Shans [rom their domination, they were also attemping, without much
success, to conguer the Mon kingdom.

Unity ol the whole country was re-cstablishdd 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, [irst ruling at Taung-
ngu and then at Bago achicved this long awaited attainment. Bayin Naung
put an ¢nd to Ava’s rule i 1355, and taking a leat out of Anaw-rahta’s
book, re-gathered the dismembered states into his [old to sct up a united
kingdom only to be [rittered away by his successors.
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In 1750, the Mons, taking advantage of the internal weakness,
tricd to wrest the power and managed to spread their control over the Dry
Zonc. But they lost their temporary gains as well as their independence
[or good when Alaung-hpaya, 1752-1760, chicl of Shwcbo, north ol Man-
dalay, rc-united the whole of Myanmar and [ounded the Alaung-hpaya
dynasty, known in historical works in English as the Ava dynasty. The
opening of nincteenth century saw the kingdom of Myanmar recach its
widest extent: it included the whole of modern Myanmar together with
Manipur and part of Assam now intcgral constituent states of India. For
astrological rcasons, say the Myanmar chronicles, the kings of this dy-
nasty shilted their scats of government [rom one capital to another: [rst
at Shwcbo, then to Ava, and to Amarapura, and back again to Ava and
Amarapura, and [inally to Mandalay.

It was unfortunate for the proud and parochial Myanmar kings
to be [ated to have ag neighbowrs in the nincteenth century the British,
who had brought under their complete control virtually the whole of India
at the end of the eighteenth century. 1t coincided with the age of imperialism
- belielin the value ol colonics, the policy ol extending a country’s cipire
and influcnee - a precept practised by the Luropeans powers of the time.
A collision course was now being sct between the two nations facing
cach other across the borders. Collide, incvitably, they did in the form of
three Anglo-Myanmar Wars of 1824-1826, 1852 and 1885, in the process
o[ which the Myanmar lost the whole country to the British, piccemeal -
the two coastal strips of Yakhine and Tanintharyi, Lower Myanmar and
L pper Myanmar 1in succession.

Alter the Sceond World War ol 1939 to 1945, during which the
country was occupicd by the Japancse [orm 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 sctting

In the frst ol the two lectures delivered at the Sociological Insti-
tute 1n 1950, 1 sct out how the social contacts wath other races have fash-
ioncd the Myanmar culture ol today. 11ere it may be necessary to spotlight
only those aspects ol this culture which have bearing on my theme, such
as Buddhism, particularly Theravada Buddhism, and other -isms, as-
trology, demonology, black and white magic, and kindred scienees, 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 immensce debt to its neighbours,
cspecailly to India and Ceylon (511 Lanka). Both forms of Buddhism, the
Mahayana, Great Vehicle and Theravada, Teaching of the Elders, which
came [rom India together with Tantric Buddhism and Hinduism, had co-
existed side by side with the other two -isms in Myanmar since the [ilth
century ALD. Theravada Buddhism, according to the Myanmar chroni-
¢les, gained predominance over the Mahayana and other -isms | including
animism which the Myanmars were then professing, alter the conguest
o[ Thaton by Anaw-rahta in 1057, The introduction of Theravada Bud-
dhism with its scriptures written in Pali, from the Mons, and later reinforced
[rom Ceylon, has uplifted the Myanmars to the planc above that of their
cognate people and of other indigenous cthnic groups. One concerete result
will sullice,

The Bama borrowed the Mon alphabet and reduced their
langauge to writing sometime in the carly twelth century A D, Their evan-
gelical zeal to study and propagate Buddhism in their own tongue, and to
set up stone inscriptions for their works of merit - pogodas and monastries
- were the driving [oree behind this achievement. Of the members of the
Tibcto-Myanmar sub-Lamily, only the Tibetans and Myanmars can lay
claim to having a script of their own,

Myanmar has a vast amount ol litcrature in cpigraphs, on palm
lcaves and folded paper and in printed books. The epigraphical literature
ol over one thousand 1nscriptions, dedicatory in motive, dignificd in style,
with many allusions to incidents from Buddhist scriptures and stories,
began in the carly twelth century. lts contributors were Buddhist monks
or [ormer monks holding ollicial position at the court or in the provinees,
and poctesses; and its notable features were Buddhist picty and courtly
rclinement of language. There was a preponderance of adaptation of the
Jataka {Buddha's [ormer Birth Stories), cpic  historical and pancgyric
poems in praisc ol kings, lyrical pocms on love and nature and [olk, literary
and musical songs, as well as epistles, letters and dramas in mixed stvle
ol verse and prosc.

Prose literature was relatively small in varicty and in number
but large in volume. [t compnises translations or adaptations of Buddhist
scripturcs and storics, chronicles, works of Pali grammar, astrology, as-
tronomy and alchemy and kindred scicnces; legal precedents, the law
books bascd cheilly on 1lindu legal treatises written in Sanskrit.

The printed literature which appeared comparatively late in the
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nincteenth century covers such works as Pya-zat, dramatic versions of
Buddhist and non-Buddhist storics, novels, cssays and short pocms and
short storics. Some of these modern writings savour of western [lavour,

Buddhism has a profound and pervasive influence on the
Myanmar. It is deep rooted in the whole fabric of his mind. He may hold
an unorthodox belicl and even put it into practice [or reasons known to
him. Nevertheless, i vou scratch the vencer ol his make-up, vou are bound
to find Buddhism deeply ingrained underncath the surface. To under-
stand the whys and wherclores of his way of lile, and his belicls and
practices we will now turn our attention to this Laith o his,

2.3.1.1 The Buddha

Buddhism is the teaching of the Buddha, 1t is a way ol lilc 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 it as a wastc o[ time. The investigation into the question ol whether
the hen or the cgg comes first, or o the origin and ¢volution of man is a
case 1n point. The Buddha's teaching is mainly concerned with showing
the way to salvation, which transcends all other considerations. This is
demonstrated in the lile of the Buddha,

Betore he became Buddha the Indian prince Siddhattha lived
[or twenty-nine years in the city ol Kapilavatthu a lilc of luxury and casc
with all the imaginable comlort, At the age ol sixteen he married a beautilul
princess and led a married lile. Thirteen years later, soon alter 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 purposcless cxistence on carth, he
renounced the world.

He left the city on his horse, accompanied by his faithful fol-
lower in the dark of the night, Helped by the deitics, he managed to get
out o[ the walled city unhcard 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. I1¢ crossed the river Anoma, and on the other side of it he cut
o[l his hair with his sword, and threw it into the air. Sakka, the Ruler of
the sceond of the six celestial worlds, received it and had it enshrined 1n
a pagoda in his abode.

Alter practising austerity as an ascetic [or six years at various
places he came to what is now called Buddha Gaya in modern Bihar State,
He sat down on the throne under a banvan tree with his face towards the
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cast, Mara again appearcd on his savage clephant, together with hosts of
accomplices to lay claim to the throne. The Prince invoked the inanimate
Larth as his witness to attest to his declaration that the throne was his by
virtue of the works of merit done in his mynads of existences. The Barth
conlirmed it with 4 mighty roar that made the clephant kneel and pay
obcisance to him and caused the Mara’s army to flee .

‘Then began the great Struggle to attain Lolightenment. 1l give
you only a summary ol the long account ol it. During the [irst watch ol
the night he meditated upon what he had been in the lormer states. At
midnight his vision became that ol a god and until morning he meditated
on the future. He became the fourth of the five Buddhas in this world
cyele in 589 BC, 1lis name is Gotama. 1le preached numerous sermons
for forty five years and passed away in 544 BC when he was eighty years
old.

Buddhism, strictly speaking, 18 not a religion, if it mcans "a system
o[ worship bascd on the belicel in the existence of a supernatural power,
the creator and the controller of the universe, who has given to man a
spiritual nature which continuces to exist alter the death ol 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 a4 human being:
ncither did he ever claim any inspiration from any god or external power.
‘1e attributed all his realization, attainments and achicvements to human
cndecavour 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-
iour, and urges strongly never to scek help [rom anybody clse, 1 says:
“You should do your work, for the ... {(Buddhas) only teach the way to
liberation, Nirvana®. Onc of his tcachings scryves as a dictum [or scholars
who arc in pursuit ol truth.

'‘Be not led by authority of religious texts, nor mere logic or
influcnee, nor by sceming possibilitics, nor by the idea: "this is our
tcacher”. He told his followers 'that a disciple should ¢xmine cven the
Buddha himsell, so that he might be [ully convineed of the true value of
the teacher whom he follows. (Walpola Rahula . Wahat the Buddha Timght,
p.2 and passim)

2.3.1.2 The Three Major Schouols

The ficld ol Buddhism consists ol the Original Message, its devel-
opment, and additions to it 1t is theretore difficult to dogmatise on which
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18 the Message and which 18 the development, since the Buddha's
preachings were not put on record until the last century B Cin Sri Lanka.
Some scholars may however be able to distinguish several of the addi-
tions. lts range of subjects is vast,

In time Buddhism covers more than 2500 years, during which
there cmerged three major schools: Theravada (The Doctrine ol the
Llders), olten disparagingly relerred to as Hinavana (The Lesser Vehicle)
by thc members of the sceond school, Mahdvana (The Great Vehicle),
and [inally the Zew (Meditation).

In space it covers the Theravada countrics of Sr1 Lanka,
Myanmar, Thailand, Laos and Cambodia; The Mahayana countrics ol 'l1i-
bet and 1ts neighbours, and Mongolia and Korea; and finally the Zen
country ol Japan.'The geographical distribution of the schools 1s note-
worthy. The heterodox forms of Buddhism, the Mahayana and Zen, are
cmbraced by the countrics in the temperate zones, while the orthodox
[orm, the Theravada, by those in the tropics.

2.3.1.3 Theraviada Buddhism

Theravada Buddhism, the oldest of the three schools, 1s olien
called the southern school of Buddhism. It reached Sri Lanka [rom [ndia
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.

Its scripturcs have been arranged into three groups known as the
Three Pieake or Baskets - from the fact that the long strips of prepared
palm-leal on which the texts were written were originally stored in baskets.
They are the Vinave, Suira and Abhidhamma.

The Vinaya, the code ol monastic discipline, contains pro-
nouncements by the Buddha, laying down numerous rules for the con-
duct of the Order. With cach rule the circumstances which led the Buddha
to propound it arc given. Lo instance only one: the injunction 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 [iclds
from being trodden by a great number of monks in their journeving from
one place to another,

‘The Sutta is the largest and most important ol the Three Pitaka .
It is divided into [ive groups of Aikdve, containing the Buddha's Dis-
courses. And it 1s the last of the live Nikava called the Minor Group that
has appealed to most of the Theravadin, Among its 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 commentarics in the form of storics
have been written, These stories have exerted immense inflluence on the
life of the Myanmar Buddhists.

The Abhidhamma consists of works on Buddhist psychology
and mctaphysics, too abstruse except [or the specialists, [t is certainly
later than the other two Pitaka.

All these are written in Pali. On these, hundreds of commentarics
and sub-commentarics have been produced both in Pali and in the various
languages of the countrics to which Theravada Buddhism has spread.
Muny ol these writings, particularly in Pali, have been translated into
English. The Buddhist literature 15 of immense quantity and varied inter-
cst. 1t 18, however, as has alrcady been said, the Sutta, the sccond of the
Three Pitaka, that has captivated the hearts olthe average Myanmar Bud-
dhists: the [irst, Vinaya, 1s a monastic code, and the third, Abhidhamma,
18 too abstrusc.

Through the study ol cxigeses on the Sciptures written chiclly
by the monks in their mother tongue, and by learning [rom their moral
preceptors, the monks, as well as from the parents or teachers, and also
[rom various sources such as litcrature and dramatic performances, the
average Buddhists have grasped certain cssentials of the Laith when they
arc in their twentics, With the progress in their age they become more and
more aware of three vital concepts which are intertwined with their past,
present and [uture lives. These are re-incarnation, karma and Nirvana, the
awarcness ol which correlates to the level ol the capacity ol their under-
standing.

Reinearnation, being reborn alter death, cither as a man or as
somc being, 18 accepted by the Theravadin with resignation as a process
he will have to undergo on the round of existence, called Sawndre. These
arc the thirty-one plancs ol existence. They are the human world as his
[ocal point, the Four States of Miscry - animal, goblin, vile titan and hell
- below, and the twentysix celestial abodes above, comprising ol six worlds
of dever o1 mat in Myanmar and the twenty worlds of the Brafme.

11¢ has 4 general idea that karma, literally meaning ‘deeds’ is a
law of causality, or a docrine ol as you sow, so shall you reap, and good
and cvil conscquences accompany a person from one existence to another.
Onc’s present lot, be it good, bad or indiflerent, is the result of past
deeds: and the decds o the present and some of the past will be the cause
o[ benelit or sullering in the future. This is the inexorable law which also
determines the destiny and quality of his rebirth. Works of ment jointly
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performed by two or more people, he understands, bring about their re-
union in one of the coming existences; and the number of times of their
rcunion and its duration is determined by the quality of their work of
merit. 11¢ has no illusion that the preparatory stages to salvation may last
myriads of lives, through numerous cosmic ages. In the intenm period he
has to reconcile himscel[ to transmigration in the space-time order, Samsara,
until by virtuc ol his spiritual maturity he attains Nirvana.

Nirvana, meaning ‘the going out ol lamp’ may be delined as the
(inal extinetion ol consciousness. There are many and varied expositions
on this “untranslatable cxpression ol the unspeakable’. The consensus
conception of the ordinary Buddhists however is cessation of sullerings
or wocs', To the Theravadin this 1s the cmancipation from the round of
life or Samsara, and his ultimate goal.

‘The term Nirvana, unlike the terms re-incaranation and karma,
is rather recherché to the ordinary Myanmar Buddhists, But they have
been shown the way to reach it by the Buddha, The [irst and most important
way to rcach Nirvana is by mcans ol the Lightlold Path - the Path which
[catures in one or two places of this lecture. These are (1) Right view and
(2) Right aspiration, rclerring to the attitude to be taken by the aspirant;

(3) Right speech, {(4) Right conduct and  (5) Right means ol
livelihood, referring to the moral and social requirements of the aspirant,
and

(6) Right endeavour, (7) Right mindfulness and (%) Right con-
templation, reflerring to the mental and spiritual disciplines that are needed.

2.3.2  -ismy

Buddhism in Myanmar, as in other Theravada countrics, is
syneretic, 1t is, as alrcady mentioned in my lecture in Parls in 1980, tinted
with [lindusim [rom which it developed, with Tantric and Mahayana Bud-
dhism from which it has supereeded, and with animism surviving from
carlicr phasc of Myanmar history, Behind the [acade ol Myanmar Bud-
dhism lie many non-"Theravada practices and beliefs, some of which have
merged with those of the Theravadin so closcly that these alien clements
have been aceepted by unsophisticated Myanmars as part and parcel of
their Laith,

The Myanmar Buddhist 1s really a synthesis ol two personalitics - a
Buddhist and a Myanmar, He lives not only [or the lile hercalter, but [or
this world as well. The recongnition of this dichotomy is cssential [or the
understanding of his dual personality, As a Buddhist he takes refuge Chas
Laith) 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 #7-Li) obscrvimg moral preeepts, and bhivana
(Myanmar Ha-wena) devoting hismsell to meditation, all for the next
world, with a view to recaching Nirvana ultimately.

As a Myanmar (1) he has his cyes on this world and sometimes
propitiates both the celestial and terrestrial deitics or nat, and spirits and
human adepts in black and white magic, through fear or feelings of insc-
curity: (2) he resorts to magical rites and rituals 80 as to gain material
benelits, or acquire power over animate or inanimate objects: and (3) he
may belicve in alchemy, astrology and kindred scicnees [or various worldly
TCasons.

The Myanmar conception of the deitics 15 very complicated.
Some of these deitics are Buddhist, others are Hindu and the rest scem to
be indigenous. These supernatural beings [all under three catagories: the
Buddhist celestial gods - the deva or nat, and the Brahma: (2) the 1lindu
gods; and (3) the terrestrial nat, some of whom arce Buddhist and the rest
indigenous.

2.3.2.1 Buddhist cclestial gods

‘The hicrarchy ol these eelestial gods is the Brahma in their twenty
plancs ol existence, which are onc on top ol the other, Below them are the
six worlds ol the deva, also in ticrred [ormation one above the other. A
[ew of the deva, with whose names and activitics the Myanmar Bud-
dhists are familiar, may be given for vour information,

1. Meare, the Devil, who has been mentioned carhier, and who
will be mentioned again later, 1s the powerlul ruler of the sixth and highest
deva world. 1e 15 usually identilicd in the Myanmar Buddhist mind with
sacrilegious acts and deceds.

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

Sakka has been Lairly fully dealt with in my two pervious lectures
in Paris. 1'd like to repeat and add a [ew words to what [ have said about
him in there. e is known in 1lindu mythology as Indra, which is onc of
his cpithets in the Buddhist Scripturcs. [t is stated in various Buddhist
writings that he will be the sole guardian ol the sccond hall of the Buddha’s
Religion, which is to last five thousands vears atter the death of the Bud-
dhain 544 BC, and that in that capacity he will mete out reward to the good
and punishment to the bad. The current Religious Year is 2528 Buddhist
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Era (BEY" . There 18 also a popular beliet among the Myanmears that he
decends to the human world annually on the [our days of Thingyvan
(Sanskrit sgnkranid) the period of three to four days when the sun passcs
from Msces to Ares , and that he returns to his celestial abode on the last
day ol'it. This period coincides with the annual Myanmar Water Festival
which usually beging on the 13th April and ends on the 15th or 16th
April, to begin a Myanmar New Year the next day .

Mdarali, the chanoteer has been to the human world twice to fetch
two virtuous kings in person to Faverimsa (Myanmar Za-weadein -tha),
the Sakka’s abode, at his master’s desire. Vissukammea, the chiclarchitect,
has contributed to the Myanmar language the word biysuka, pronounced
berk -thuka, meaning an architect .

Carw Muharaja, the [our great kings, are the guardian gods of
the [our commers of the world. The knowledgeable Myanmar Buddhists
arc on their best behaviour on the fifteenth day of every lunar month., For,
on that day the [our great gods appear in the world to [ind out il men
cultivate rightcousncess and virtue, and scend their reports to the gods of
Ta-wadein-tha, who, it 15 sad, rejoice or lament according as to men
prosper in rightcousness or not.

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

2.3.2.2 llindu gods

The LHindu gods, [or 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 , Gancsa and Brahma in some ol the temples of
Bagan. They are known to the Myanmars as Peik-thano, Thu-ri-ya, Pa-
rami-thwa (Sanskrit pagramesvara), Maha Pcin-né, and Byama
respectively. These gods have had their due share ol treatment in my two
previouws lectures together with Saraswati (Myanmar Thu-ya-thadi). Since
the last mentioned [amous goddess has a place in my present lecture, she
deserves a repetition of what has been said of her.

In the [indu mythology Thu-ya-thadi is presented as the bestower
o[ [ertility and wealth; the goddess ol Brahma, and ol speech and learning:
mventress of the Sanskrit language and Deva-nagan [etters; and patron-
css ol arts and scicnees. But to the Myanmar she is chiclly known as the

* At the time of writing- 1984 AD,
1346 Myanmmar cra, 2528 Buddhist cra.
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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.

2.3.2.3 lerrestrial deities

‘The terrestrial or carthly nat are most diflicult to sort out. Some
o[ these, particularly the guardian spirits, are mentioned in the Buddhist
scripturcs. But others are indigenous, who are comparable to the phi in
Thailand. They arc:

1. Benevolent guardian spirits of numerous animate and inani-
matc objects in the physical world, such as human beings, houses, trees,
mountains and seas. Of these the guardian deities of the trees seem to
have closer allinity with the lile of the Myanmar people.

2. The 37 nats, who with the cxception of Sakka are all
indigenous, and inclined to turn malevolent il neglected. The accounts of
the circumstancs which led them to be re-incarnated as nat are moving.
Almost all of them died ol unnatural or violent death. Lyvery 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. lemple; e 37 naiy, London, 1906).

3. Local nat, whosc legends [ill many pages of Myanmar litera-
turc, and [orm the subject [or many a narrative and dramatic perflorm-
ance. Some of them have been romanticised. They too need placating on
appropriatc occasions.

4, *Raw nat’, These are the spirits of the people who died of un-
natural or violent death. Their existence on carth is said to be short-lived
- amaximumn of seven days atter their death - during which they stay near
their former residence, since they are too preoccupicd with the [uture of
their bereaved beloved ones.

2.3.2.4 DMagic, astrology and others

The world of the Myanmar's belicls and practices admits ol in
human [orm, ghosts, magicians, adepts and witches; and in inhuman [orm,
demons, goblins and other supernatural beings. A Myanmar resorts to
magical practices such as being tattooed, swallowing pills, carrying amu-
lets and magic squarces to achicve the power ol invulnerability and other
supcrnatural attainments. Witches, the Myanmar maintain, arc galore since
there is a witch in every scventh house in every strect. They practise
socery out of spite or [or revenge or to gain inlluenee over the people.

Astrology has been known and made use ol by the Manipuri Brah-
mins at least since the eleventh century AD. The vital role it had plaved in
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the personal lives and ceremonices of the Myanmar royvaltics and of the
commoncrs has not lost any ol its vitality today. lts present day uscs are
applicd to [oretelling the [uture, to rituals to avert impending dangers and
to choosing the auspicious time and day for a ceremony and for business
and lor social activitics,

Other beliels and practices include omens and ¢xorcising, which
will be touched upon in the lecture. The conlessions of 4 Myanmar Bud-
dhist may strike you as rather paradoxical or incongruous. It 1s howcever
a logical scquence to the make up of a Myanmar Buddhist personality
and his attitude to life, [le was an animist belore he became a Buddhist.
Deep down 1in the recesses of his mind there still lurk some of his old
belicls, many of which have been sustained by tradition and his
cnvironment. 1e is fully aware of the [act that his lile is only a stage in
his long journcy to salvation, that is myriads ol cxistences away.
Mecanwhile at a certain point, life in this world, which 1s full of woces and
sullering, scems to him both mystilying and complex, and in such a
situation he is assailed by a sense ol inadequacy or insceurity. [1e has
learnt form his elders, or read in both religious and secular works, of
people in such a plight turning to supernatural practices and supcrnatural
things. [1c¢is only treading the path of tradition left by his [orbears. Buddha,
may | remind you, 1s only a tcacher who shows the way to salvation: he
is not God, the Supreme Being, Creator and ruler of the universe,

2.4 Lconomic Setting

Myanmar 18 2 developing country. With its so far underdevel-
oped technology and climatic conditions and physical [catures, it is natu-
ral that its cconomy mainly depends on agriculture. Myanmar, as alrcady
mentioned carlier, 1s rich in natural resources, the potentialitics of which
have not been [ully developed yet. Until such a time comes she has to
concentrate her ¢llorts on the production of agricultural commoditics [or
home consumption and [or [oreign export.

Myanmar people are essentially agriculturalists; they have been
s0 since they came down to the plaing ol Myanmar over one thousand
years ago. Rice growing by wet or dry cultivation is their chicl occupa-
tion. Ploughing, harrowing, transplanting and harvesting in orthodox ways
was, and still is, the order of the day, though mechanization is being
introduced. The natural workmates and [riends of the cultivators arc tropi-
cal beasts ol burden, such as water-bullaloes and cattle, to whom they
have a sentimental attachment; and vet they look upon them as dumb
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animals devoid of sensitivencss, as 1s illustrated in the Myanmar expres-
sion ‘lo-nganwd’ a human creature cattle, meaning a dumb. Among other
domesticated animals, clephants and horses are still regarded as the
paraphernalia of officials - vestiges of the custom of former times, and
the clephant is aceredited with intelligenee ol a high degree: and dogs arc
held to be destitute of any good qualitics or redecming [catures - an atti-
tude that cuts clean across the notion of the dog's lovers in the West, and
makes nonsense of the English expression ‘vou lucky dog’. It stems, |
believe, from the Myanmar Buddhist’s coneeption of the dog as the deni-
zen ol the Four States ol Miscery.

In the rural areas there have always been Myanmars who earn
their living or supplement their carnings by hunting or [ishing, though
Buddhism disapproves of these activitics, Bows and arrows and spears
arc the chicl weapons of a hunter who 1s accompanicd by dogs. Of the
wild animals the tiger stands for savagery and ferocity, while the deer for
mceckness and mildness: the monkey is notorious [or naughtiness; and
the monitor lizard, because ol its [orked tonguc is an cmbodiment of
untruthfulness, and because of it having a dull-grey colour, the Myanmar
regard it as an animal of1ll omen that augurs poverty: the word [or poverty
and dull-grey colour are the same in Myanmar. 1 have been told that the
Thais also sharc the same belict with the Myanmar people in this
respect.On the other hand the peacock, which is the emblem ol the (ag of
the Myanmar kings, is looked upon as an auspicious bird, while the vulture
is regarded as an inauspicious creature, More about the monitor lizard
and vulture will be discussed later.

liishing with various kinds ol implements - nets and traps - goes
on in small strcams as well as in the large rivers ol Myanmar. Both the
hunters and the ishermen, 1n view of therr vocation that violates the moral
preeepts, 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 craltsmen. Lo list only a [ew: boatman, raltsman,
cart driver, toddy climber { who taps the juice at the top of the palm tree):
and authors, pocts, musician, blacksmith, goldsmith, mason, weaver,
potter: and sculptor and wood carver, the last two craltsmen are to be
found chicfly in Mandalay, the last capital of the monarchical period.

Myanmar women, particularly thosc in the rural regions, sharc the
daily burden of work with their menlolk in many walks ol lile, They hold
their ground in spite of the several one-sided Myanmar savings: *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 [eet” meaning women will always
be subduced by men. Much of the day-to-day business 15 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
casy going and pleasure loving, But they [ail to mention that these people
are free [rom ncurosis, fom which the people of their own countrics
suller and have to take tons ol tranquilizing tablets to get rid ol it They
forget the serious and strenuous side of the hife of the Myanmars who
work arduously on Larms and on rivers under exacting conditions. During
these periods of work, they have scarcely any tune to give attention to
anything other than the task in hand. When therclore they have an
opportunity to release their pent-up [eelings they enjoy themselves with
special [ervour Forms of amusement up to the twenticth century were
comparatively simple. Those that appeal most to them were pwé (stage
plays), dancing and music, playing musical instrument and singing on
onc hand: and on the other, gambling (usuvally at pwé), racing and boxing
- all of which they gencrally indulged in at the many festivals and fairs
usually held at the time ol the [wll moon. The period [or such pleasures
was confined to the dry season. Needless to say, the social environment
has been translormed in modern days with the advent of the cinema to
towns and the free film shows to the rural arcas, and the soceer 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 cirele of the above environmental influcnces
lics a smaller cirele, concentric with it, representing the family in which
the Myanmar Buddhist grows up.

Dugc chiclly to adherence to the teaching ol the Buddha and to
underdeyveloped technology and the environmental sct up, life in Myanmar
(as in other Buddhist countrics) meanders along: and people’s standards
and values arc dillcrent [rom those in the West, Materialism is subordi-
natc to idecalism: contentment takes precedence over dissatis[action; and
moral and spiritual attainment is preferred to intellectual achicvement .
The people are less sophisticated and less complicated. Their needs are
modest comparcd to those ol their counterparts in the West, and they
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nced not exert themselves too much for what they want, Such people are
usually found in rural arcas away [rom large citics, where the cthos of the
socicty or community has been contaminated by the impact of Western
civilization and economic exigencies.

This 1s the general picture of Myanmar Buddhists, But the war
and its concomitants as well as new [actors that have been springing up
since the end ol the war in 1945 have impinged on several aspects of
their life, and conscquently engendered some shifts in their standards
and valucs, and cven in their morality. Nevertheless their [undamental
belicls and practices remain almost unchanged.

Againgt this background, I'll present you the family. Some of
the remarks and comments are [rom my own expericnee and others [rom
my own obscrvations. The picture that cmerges in the end will be a
composite one, the like of which may be scen anywhere in Myanmar.

The word *famly” here means ‘the body of persons who live in
onc house, including parents, children, scrvants, and so on. And the sort
o family I'll talk about [alls under this category with a slightly dillerent
umage. We have in Myanmar instead of servants what are nowadays called
*housc-companions’ in those houscholds in the urban arcas who can
allord to pay wages. These companions, o kind of general Lactotum, are
distant relatives of the parents or complete strangers.

Broadly speaking members o the lamily, especially in the rural
rcgions, live in houscs with an open plan. It olten resembles a hall, con-
taining the minimum items of [urniture. 11ere they sit, cat or sleep, gener-
ally on the floor, In some cases, a room or two may be carved out of 1t as
sleeping quarters [or the parents and grown-up daughters, [urnishing it in
some cases, il they can allord it, with bedsteads to sleep on: or a room
cxtended from it to serve as a kitchen. Doors and windows are left open
during the day, though not in the rainy scason, On the whole, therelore, it
is a kind of communal lifc that alfords hardly any privacy.

In big citics, such as Yangon, Mandalay and Mawlamyinc there
are many Luropean style houses and bungalows. Be itin a village wooden
or bamboo housc or in a city brick bungalow, we gencerally [ind the whole
[amily living togcther with minimum [Tiction.

Many people in the West may assume that because of their inhibi-
tions and tensc atmosphere, this sort of situation would breed scveral
ncurotics among the members ol the family. It might, but these symptoms
scldom come up to the surlace. Myanmars on the whole are more or less
relaxed, and besides it 1s their way of life. Of course there are some in-
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dependent minded members, who finding the situation not to their liking
or intolerable, may sct up a home of their own. But gencerally speaking
the pattern of such a coalescent famly life has prevailed throughout the
country. Two picees ol evidenee may be cited.

My [amily lived in a small village ol about three hundred housces
until alter the war, when it was [orced to move to Mawlamyine, about
[orty miles away, by insurgeney and cconomic pressurcs. The number of
people 1n the family at any time was never less than twelve, over which
my grandmother presided. Lven when the houschold moved and settled
down in an entirely different environment, they still preserved the conti-
nuity, cxcept that one ol my aunts took over the role of her deceased
mother. The family now has scven members in place of twelve, Therr
rclationship is most amicable.

| have in Yangon a [riend. Until a [ew years ago he and his wile
and their three children lived [or several years under the same roofl with
his mother, his sister, her husband and their Lamily as well as another
unmmarricd sister of his, besides two house companions - altogether about
twelve in number. Their house however 1s very large. My [riend scemed
to be happy - no complaints whatsocver; and his mother ocassionally
wrote to me indicating how pleased she was to be able to spend her old
age- she was not even sixty then - with her family, particularly with her
grandchildern, | was then living in Longland. [n contrast, | had an Lnglish
widow lady ol scventy living along next door to me. She had a married
son. 11¢ and his Lamily had a housc of their own about sixty miles away.
Onc day [ poked my nosc in and asked her why she didn’t have her son's
[amily with her, The reply was short and sweet: 'L don’t want them getting
inmy way.'

There are many contributory factors that bring about the coales-
cenee among the individuals of the [amily, The three main agencics are
tradition, commumty and Buddhism.

The Myanmar Buddhists arc conscrvative, They are sticklers
[or the tradition that has been handed down [rom generation to generation.
They nourish “what-was-good-lor-my-parents is good cnough [or me’
attitude. Some vears ago [ saw a cousin ol mine chastising her child, and
[ said to her: "You are beating the devil into his head.' Her reply was, as |
cxpected: "Nonce of your alicn new Langled ideas. L am only [ollowing the
trodden path of my great-grandparents, grandparents and parents; vou
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 humility.
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Community 15 an untangible powcerful force in Myanmar, and
most ol the members deler to its opinion and judgement. 1t 1s a pereeptible
arbitrator on social and moral matters. Many people by the nature ol their
upbringing dare not to ignore 1t, or still less to spell out the expression
often used in the West: "Mind your own business - mefez des vos affaire™
instcad they have to mind their p’s, and s, that 1s to be carclul not to
ollend against propricty. Community [requently acting in the capacity as
‘Big Brother” censures the parents whose children, in its cyes transgress
the traditional code ol ¢thics such as being insolent to the clders or get-
ting a girl into lamily way. And, it usually comes down heavily upon a
man who takes a second wife, and heavier on a woman who takes a second
husband.

liaith is the third ol the triad. Buddhism has been dealt with
quite adequately as to need to add much, exceept perhaps to mention a [ew
tenets that concern the sccular side of life. These are to support one’s
relatives and give aid and succour to the old, and to have regard [or others,
and to treat with humility and respect those who are older in age, higher
i status or more learned than oneself, all of which are, as 1t were, the
bolts and nuts ol a [amily structurce.
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3. Nature : the Myanmar Buddhist

I'll now launch myscll on the main theme ol my lecture, the
Myanmar Buddhist. He 15 4 Myanmar who takes refuge (has faith ) in the
Three Gems: an individual of dual personality who belicves also in other
-isms; and member of a4 [amily that 18 closcly knit by respect,
thoughtfulness and by the concept that the law of karma has allowed him
to attain its membership by birth, marriage or by adoption.

1t is 2 human document which centres round the salient [catures
in my lile, my own obscrvations viewed both retrospectively and intro-
spectively. | shall lift the vell from the tableaux of the life of the Myanmar
Buddhist to let you scce the whole spectrum of them in three stages: youth,
manhood and old age ending in death. In this process I shall [ollow the
advice of an old English author and poct given to his fellow authors: *Let
him rclate the cvents ol his own life with honesty, not disguising the
[celings that accompany them'.

I come from Myanmar, a country in which, in spitc of the then
cconomic stringeney, could afford to spend liberally huge sums ol moncy
to hold the Sixth Buddhist Council to collect, collate and cdit the Bud-
dhist Scriptures [rom 1954 to 1956, in commemoration of the 2500th
anniversary of the death of the Buddha in 544 B.C; a country whosc
government demanded and got independence at the auspicious time and
datc, [urnished by the astrologers, ol 4,20 am on the 4th ol Jaunary, 1948:
and 4 country dotted with temples of deities cither standing side by side
with the numerous Buddhist shrines or standing by themselve in citics,
villages or in remote arcas.

3.1 Youth
3.1.1 Birth

I was born in a small village situated on a tributary ol the river
Thanlwin. Ours was for a time a well-to-do Buddhist family, We were
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farmers. Soon after [ came into the world, [ am told, the village mid-wife
cut o[l my navel or umblical cord, and had it buricd in a place salc cnough
to be despoilt by animals such as cats and dogs. This traditional practice,
known as ¢her imyok, meaning literally ‘navel-buried’ must have been
being universally observed by the Myanmar people. For, this phrasce has
acquired the meaning of one’s native place - a village, a town or cven a
country ol onc's birth.

3.1.1.1 Naming ceremony

Some months after my birth my grandmother, who was a Mon,
made preparations [or the name giving ceremony, which is called Ain-
Bun ta-pwe, 'the accacia soap allix ceremony’, an clliptical term [or 'the
cercmony of pouring a decoction of the soap accacia [ruits over the baby's
head and giving a name to it'. In short, it 18 name giving ceremony. This 1s
an ccho of the llindu custom ol wéma karma, name giving; but the
ceremonials carried out are quite diflerent. | am certain that the Myanmar
have appropriated this custom from the Mong with whom they have lived
in closc allinity, and with whom they have had strong cultural tics since
the dawn of history.

The Mon nomenclature for it is caw kapo *pouring soap acacia
[ruits’, that is a decoction of these [ruits (over the baby's head). Under
the heading “Birth [cast’, R.1lalliday says:

*L'or cach child born there is what may be called a birth [estival.

It should take place soon after birth, but 18 usually postponed till a
more covenient scason or till the slack time of the year. March and
April are the months when it mostly takes place. 1t is known as cow
kapo, which means pouring a decoction of soap accacia. A potful of
that is preparcd and also a potlul ol the tumeric water, The baby is
bathed by the midwile [irst, and altcrwards by the guests by pouring
the water over it. A dah or cleaver with its point in the carth is held
by the father beneath to convey the spent water to the earth. The
hands of the midwile are also washed. All who were present at the
birth or call to make cnquirics must be invited to this ceremony.
There 15 ususally a mld feasting, and music 1s often plaved ...

R, €. Stevenson, in revising Judson's Myanmar-English Dic-
tionary in 1893, says under the head word &in-ba-iar *to hold a [estival on
the birth of a child, during which the body of the child and the hands of
the guests are washed in a decoction’ 'Lo this the following explanation is
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added. “On the seventh day after the birth of the child, the midwife boils
the [ruit of the soap accacia {creeper), and mixes it with seven kinds of
grewia and washed the child’s head: alter the head is clean (by washing),
the midwite takes the child up in a white cloth and presents him (or her)
to the mother; after this the midwilc and the asscmbled persons who have
been invited invoked blessings™. (The word Grewia is a botanical term
[or a kind of creeper called #rvew in Myanmar). The bark of the tavaw
and the fruit of the kin-bun arc the two cssential ingredients used in a
decoction [or washing the head. It is belicved that they are endowed with
certain mystical and magic powers. Tha-byed, the cugenia, which recurs
several times 1n this lecture, may be placed under the same category.

It may be noticed that both Halliday and Stevenson do not men-
tion in their accounts of this ceremony the phrase name giving, This ritual
was, | belicve, and extension [fom the original ceremony. 1 know [or
certain that cven m my vounger days a kin-bun tat-pwé, which involved
all the rites stated above, meant a name giving ceremony both to the
Myanmar and Mon peoples. As Llalliday asscrts it 1s not always held
nowadays on the seventh day after the birth of a child.

In my casc it was held some months alter | was born, On an
auspicious day, the midwile did wash my hair with the decoction ol soap
accacia fruts and tayaw and presented me to my mother. 1tis, [ belicve, a
reminiscence of the royal coronation. Then the astrologer gave me a name,
and he predicted that [ would become cither a monk or a great man.
Thercalter the relatives and guests invited to the ceremony blessed me
and showered on me with presents. They were in turn entertained to a
[cast, My aunt told me about it when [ reached the age of understanding.

The name giving ceremony has no religious significance. It is
cntirely sccular in flavour and 1s never held 1in the monastery, as the chris-
tcning scryvice 1s perlormed in a church, The only common clements
between the two are pouring a decoction over the baby's head on the
Myanmar side and the sprinkling the child’s head with water in the case
of the Chirstians, and the name giving, There 15 a modern tendency to
Buddhistiz¢ many non-Buddhist customs and practices. In many such
ceremonics nowadays, the well-to-do parents invite the monks to their
home to hold arcligious ceremony. After the formalitics of doing obeisance
to the Three Gems, Buddha, the Law and the Order of the monks, and
undertaking the Five Precepts, the Abbot preaches a sermon in conso-
nance with the atmosphere of the occasion. [le points out to the parents
that their child is one of their treasures, just as the eldest son of a Univer-
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sal monarch 1s one of the seven treasures of hig father.

The ceremony coneludes with the monks blessing the child by
its name.

The structure of the Myanmar names and the principles of the
choice of names and other aspects of this complicated matter have been
described about [our years ago in my two lectures in Paris. 'l oller you
here only its typography to relresh vour memory.

As [ was Wednesday child the astrologer gave me the name Hla
Pe, with duc relerence to the day of my birth. To cach day ol the weck,
[or your information, a group ol the letters of the Myanmar alphabet is
allocated tor a day of the week. My name means ‘Handsome boy’. You
can inlcr [rom this that it is most unusal to have a surname, although
many a westernized family has prefixed or sullixed one member of their
Lather's or mother's name to theirs, My Lather was called U Ngwel, Mr
Silver, a Monday child, and my two vounger brothers, both born on
Thursday, are named Maung B34 Thwin, Master Father's Image, and Maung
Myint Théin, Master Superior to Once [lundred Thousand. To make
confusion worse confounded my mother whose maiden name was Ma
Khin, Miss Love, was never called Mrs Silver. (Lor detailed study, sce
Gustal [loutman; Myanmar (Burmese) personal names, Department
of Religious Affairs, Yangon, 1982).

‘Lo digress [or a moment, This customary practice of the Myanmar
Buddhist wile retaining her maiden name 1s apt to generate misunder-
standing in countrics with a dillerent culture, in [inancial, social and pro-
fessional matters.

When my wile, Daw Than Mya, Miss Million Lmcrald, arrived
in Britain some ycars ago, we opened a joint account at the bank. The
manager knew me and my wife, But he suggested that my wife ought to
sullix my last name to hers in order to avoid any misunderstanding by the
bank ollicials. My wilc has to suller in silenee whenever she was addressed
as Mrs Than Mya Pe, or Mrs Pe all the time she was in Logland.

More serious was the case of a high ranking Myanmar UN official,
l1l¢ went on a tour with hs wile in a [oreign country. They stopped [or the
night at a grand hotcl. The manager was most reluctant to give them a
room because the wife has a different name in the passport. The UN
official explained to the manager this aspect ol the Myanmar culture, and
said that at his age and with his position at the UN he would look very
silly 1l he were to roam the country with a mistress. They got the room.

This sort of umitating incident 15 not confined only to the Myanmar
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people. Its tentacles grip even the British, A lady university don was
marricd to a business man alter she had made her name in the academic
world through her publications and her appearencees in international con-
ferences. She naturally held on to her maiden name, say Miss X, after her
marriage. In due course she applicd for maternity leave to the Governing
Body ol the college. The treasurer of this body was an old gentleman of
rectitude. 1e reacted of course against the application with disgust, and
refused to grant leave to Miss X, He relented only when the true facts
were revealed to him.,

You may remember my telling you that the law of karma is a
contributory factor to the coalescence of a family. The only element that
is out of perspective in the picture is the names ol the members of the
Myanmar [amily, which stcmmed originally [orm the Buddhist’s faith in
astrology.

3.1.1.2 Lifc at home

Buddhism however pervades the Labric of the life of the Myanmar
Buddhist, in whose thought, speech and deed are reflected the teaching
o[ the Buddha,

When [ was two years old, | was adopted by my [our patcrnal
spinster aunts. 1 was brought up in an environment that, 1 belicve, had
influcnced my thought, determined my action, formed my habits and
moulded my character within the context of the law of my past karma.
The environment in which a Myanmar child is nurtured is somewhat
different from that in the West. I noticed or was made to notice that age
was given preecdence inevery day lile, and that the houschold life revolved
around the oldest member - in my casc it was my grandmother. Lxamples
of respect for old age and obedience to the elders were the rule rather that
the exception.

Long belore I went to the village school | was initiated into some
points of ctigquette in dealing with the clders. Some of them, of course, |
had learnt for myself. | was told, among other things, to avoid the use of
the pronouns such as 1 or you, but to usc instead “Your humble scrvant’
[or I, and *Uncle and Auntic so-and s0'; or 'Llder brother or Llder Sister
so-and-s0' for you, according to the age and scx of the person | was ad-
dressing. Besides, | was also instructed not to blurt out “What™ or noiscs
to that cllcet, but to say nicely in Myanmar phrascs cquivalent to *Yes,
sir’ or ‘Yes, madam’ in answering an clder; and to say politely “Yes, sir’
or “Yes, madam” {there are many other Myammar phrases for these) rather
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than making rude gestures such as nodding or shaking my hand, or still
worse, grunting noiscs ol assent or dissent.

These instructions concern the realm of speech. A [ew may be
instanced in the domain of deed, in which the three elements of respect,
humility and thoughtlulness arc also noticeable. In the presence ol the
clders, 1 had to take certain proper postures. [ had to stand with my head
bent down [rom the neck, walk in a stooping attitude and sit neatly. And
in also offering somcthing to such a person, | had to give it holding with
both hands. Nowadays, | notice many people going through this action,
do 0 by ollcring it only with their right hand, while holding or touching
some part of it with the fingers of the other hand - a new innovation. 1f
onc was cngaged, the ritual must be performed by my right hand: it is
rather hard on a lelt handed child.

Manners at the table also count a lot among the well-brought up
people. At meal times we all sat at the low table, with a plate of rice
infront ol cach ol us. There were duplicate dishes of four, s1x or more on
the table. No one made a move until my grandmother had helped hersell
from some of the dishes. Before helping oneself one always took a
spoonful [rom any dish she had not touched, and put it on to her plate.

I still vagucly remember an incident. A ¢cousin of mine and his
mother came to dinner with us one evening. The meal was served late,
and the boy was [amished. Casting the table manners to the winds, he
startcd helping himsell ignoring the unapproving cyes round the table.
There was a shrick [rom him, and it transpircd that his mother sitting next
to him had pinched the inside part of one of his thighs - a rather sensitive
part ol the anatomy, [or exposing his lack ol discipline. This is comparable
to the covert act often perpetrated in the West under the dinning table; that
18, kicking onc¢’s spousc in the leg when he or she has made a faux pas.

Onc part ol our routine at home was listening to the stories -
[olk-lores and religious tales generally with a moral - told to us with
some cmbellishments by [airly well read clders. 1t is similar to reading
stories to children in bed here. Then we did obeisance, as the children
here say bon nuit, to our grandmother and went to bed.

3.1.2  Village School

The process ol inculeating ideas continued at the village school
I went to at the age ol [ive. It was a well disciplined and well organised
school. llere | learnt the three R's - reading, w(r)iting and a{r)ithmetic. In
those days the curriculum did not include the fourth R - quite popular
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nowadavs with some of the students in the West. [t stands for rebellion
and rioting. That would have gone against the grain of the Buddha's
tcaching. Besides, such students would have got a good hiding [rom their
no-nonsense teachers.

‘The main aim ol the school was to lay a strong [oundation [or
litcracy, numecracy and cthics. To achicve this end the headmaster adopted
what is now popularly known as “the stick and the carrot’ policy. More
will be said about 1t in the teacher-student relationship later, The word
stick mentioned above is a metaphorical one: it is a [orm of punishment.
The inllicting of such punishment at the school was meted out to the
pupils who had not prepared their lessons, who failed to finish their home
work, or whosce bechaviour left much to be desired. They would be kept at
school during lunch hours. The stick also means literally a real stick, a
rod or a canc. It was uscd in scrious cases at our school.

Chastising by hand or by canc at home and at school has been
still the prerogatives ol parents and tcachers, The Myanmar belicyve that a
good smacking or caning is good [or ‘the soul’ of the young. They still
have faith in the old maxim: *Spare the rod and spoil the child’. | don’t
remember having ever been cancd by a tcacher throughout my school
days. But [ was cancd once or twice at home. [ shall never [orget the one
caning | received the first and the last time from my grandmother. She
was kind and understanding, but she would not tolerate ¢ven an insolent
gesture from the young member to the clder.

Onc day an older cousin ol mine, who was a tcase, provoked me
s0 much so that | lost my temper and hurled rather offensive words at
him. Unlortunately, my grandmother happencd to be sitting at the moment
within hearing distance of those words. She at once took me to the back
of the house, got a canc out and gave me six strokes, without showing
any signs ol anger. The rthythmic swiches ol the cane were punctuated by
the words: ‘Promisc, no more of these rude words™, to cach of which 1
replicd *No more, grandma’ in between my sobs.

Conservative parents, there are many, would like to extend chas-
tising cven to the grown-ups. More than twenty years ago, a young
Myanmar couple came as state scholars [rom Myanmar to our School -
the School of Onental and Afrnican Studies, University of London, to
work [or a higher degree. The girl was the daughter of a cabinet minister
in the Myanmar government. ller mother, who accompaniced them to
Lngland, came to sce me one day at the School and said: *llsaya-gyi,
Great teacher, if ever these voung people are naughty, beat them as much
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ag you like, g0 long as you do not maim them” - a stock expression used
by the parcnts when they are entrusting their children to the carc ol a
tcacher, The so-called called young people were then at least 23 to 24
years old.

About “the carrot’ [ have alluded to. Either at lunch time or at
the end ol school hours, the headmaster would pose to us questions in
mental arithmetic or general knowledge, such as "I a man takes hall an
hour to cover one mile, how long would it take him [or [our miles? or’
What's the capital ol Myanmar? Whocever could answer the question
(irst, he or she could go home. The dullards were always the Last to leave
the school room. And the head would single out a good or bright pupil
and praisc him or her in front of the whole school.

In the course of our schooling we were also taught homilics,
most 0f which are based on, or taken from Buddhist Scriptures. *lake
rcluge (have Laith) in the Three Gems: pay homage to the Five Worthy
Objcets, that is the Three Gems and parents and teachers; and show respect
to onc older, higher in status or more learned than youw.” Stories [rom the
Scriptures with morals - the reward or benelit [or the good, and the
punishment or bad results for the bad, as meted out by karma.

The text books contain storics to drive home these points.
Myanmar literature, most of which is tinged with Buddhism, abounds in
morals: the retribution that awaits a person who has [allen into the sins of
anger, greed and folly; or the reward for one who cultivates such virtues
ag tolerance, compassion and truth. Those storics were read during the
day at the school; they were often heard in an exaggerated version in the
¢ool ol the evening at home; and were occasionally brought to my attention
in dramatic perlormances at night. Constant instilling of these ideas into
the children’s heads must have made deep impressions upon a Myanmar
child in his [ormative years.

Furthermore we had to commit to memory several pentads or scts
ol I'ive Dutics, apparently on the analogy of the Five Precepts: those of
parents and a child; of a teacher and a pupil; and of a husband and a wite,
These moral principles were drummed into the heads of boys and girls
during their impressionable vears, and some of their imprints are bound
to lcave in the students” minds.

Onc ol the dutics we had to perlorm belore 4 pm on school days,
somewhat like saying morning prayers in school here, was repeating dox-
ologics usually alter our leader, a senior boy or girl. In these sessions we
made obeisance to the Three Gems and then undertook the Five Precepts:
(1) not to kill; (2) not to steal; (3) not to tell lies: (4) not to commit sexual
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oftences: and (3) not to drink alcohol. A school boy, needless to say, can
relrain from the last two, but sometime or other he breaks onc or all ol the
[irst three precepts. Nevertheless some remnants of the code are bound to
remain in his mind as he grows up, and they will act as deterrents to him
on subscquent occasions.

Speaking ol deterrents always reminds me o a personal cpisode
o[ minc. When | was quite young, we had a boy staying with us, [1c and
[ got on fine, until we fell out one day. That cvening we had owr bath in
the river, and | came up [irst and hid his clcan shirts out ol spite. 1t is
nceessary in Myanmear, as some of you may know, to change one’s clothes
frequently because of the heat and the sweat. However, as soon as [ put
on my shirt, | was stung by a scorpion, that must have been lying under
the collar or in the pocket. 1 still remember telling the other boy between
my shricks ol pain where to [ind his shirts: "Your shirts...ouch .. are ..
ooh ... behind ... gah L the chest! Since then this retribution always stares
at me whenever [ want to do someone down.

Varicty is the spice ol lile. [ shall now introduce a variation into
the pattern of the life of the Myanmar Buddhist to wind up the highlights
ol my village school days.

3.1.2.1 Coaxing the psyche

The year | joined the school | was given a [right while walking
along the unlit, pitch dark village street. 1 [ell ill. Ity as they might the
village doctors could not make me better. Some of them pronounced that
my illness was not an ordinary aillment: [ had been possessed by an out-
side agency (ape Amd in Myanmar). Others believed that the leik-pyve the
butterily or psyche, having been startled, had lelt my body: henee this
sickness, My grandmother and my aunts agreed with the second opinion.
My grandmother therelore decided to resort to the traditional custom ol
feik - pyva hlaw coaxing the leik-pya back to its tenement, the body.

My grandmother [irst collected and put them in [ront of her (1)
a plate containing five or six balls of cooked rice, each garnished with
small picees ol jaggery (small lumps of coarse brown sugar made [fom
palm sap); {2) a basin hall [illed with watcer, at the bottom of which lay
s1x halves of betal nuts; (3) a bowl also half filled wath water on which a
hank ol red and white cotton thread [loated to and [ro with the brecze: (4)
asmall tray containing a gold ring ticd also with a strand of red and white
cotton thread in the [orm of a neck-lace.

First, my grandmother raised the plate of cooked nice-balls with
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both her hands as 1f she were propitiating a dicty and said a fow words,
and put it down. Then she picked up the six halves ol betal nuts [rom the
bottom of the basin and held them in the palms of her both hands. She
muttered words of supplication and made some sort of vow, and dropped
them back into the water in the basin, She went through the motion scyv-
cral times until all the six halves lay [ace upwards, whercupon she took
the ring [rom the tray, dangled it inside the bowl to coax the cotton hank
come to 1t. Thercatter she tied the hank to the ring and put the necklace
with the ring dangling round my neck. | had been united with my
butterily! I recovered soon alter this non-Buddhist ritual. As Lar as | am
aware this ritual 15 common to several races and tribes in Myanmar.
Buddhism denics the existence of the soul. It recognizes only
matter and mind, which also constitute lile [orce. At some time, 1 do not
know when, and for reagsons unknown, the Myanmar got conlused lile-
force with leik-pya, perhaps a vestige of an animistic belief, The whole
notion 1s [oreign to Buddhism. Yet many Myanmars still cling to it
Shway Yoc has a lot to write about lcik-pya in his book: The
Myanmar: his lifec and notions, London, 1910, pp.390-5 *...the hfe of
man resides 1n leip-bya and dics when it disappears. The man at the point
ol death opens his mouth and the leip-bya escapes [rom the body, but
only to dic at the same time..." And he adds It is the cause of the great
unwillingness all Myanmars have to wake a sleeping man. 1t is obvious
[rom the above explanation ol the character ol the leip-bya, that it would
be injurious to rouse a man suddenly [rom his slumbers. [lis butterly
might be wandering far from the body, and probably would not have time
to hurry back to its tenement. ‘Then the man would certainly Lall sick, or
at any rate would be indisposcd [or a time. Conscquently, it is uscless to
tcll a Myanmar scrvant to wake you at a certain hour, He will come at the
appointed time and look wistlully at you, and wish somcthing would [all
down and make a noisc; but he himscll will tread as soltly as a housc-
breaker and will not even have the heart to instigate some body outside to
make a disturbance... Consequently the master 1s wakened, and gets up
an hour and a hall alter he wanted to, and stormed at the poor Myanmar...”
| lend my support to the asscrtion that some, but not all,
Myanmars arc most reluctant to wake up a sleeping person, the more so 1f
the person is his or her beloved. | know a [riend whose dear wile relused
to disturb his sleep, unless it is vitally necessary. Then she will go near
him and clear her throat as loudly as she dares; or sit on the bed and touch
his hand softly and whisper his name into his ear, until he wakes up. She
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too 18 afrad of scperating the butterfly from her husband’s body. But
there are cqually many husbands and wives who do not care a damn to
arousc their spouscs [rom their slumbers.

3.1.3  English schoul

llaving spent [ive years at the village school, | lelt it to attend an
Lnglish 1ligh School in Mawlamyine. It was a [airly expensive boarding
school. My aunts, who brought me up, scraped every centime they could
[ind to give me a decent start in lile. Lducation was very expensive then.
Nevertheless, it was hankered alter by parents who had the wellare of
their children at heart. My aunts were no exceptions. There were perhaps
other reasons, One was that | was a promising scholar. My aunts told mc
with relish later that they could see traits of a scholar in me ever since |
was a4 young child. They said that | would give no trouble to any once so
long as [ had a book, which [ would hold upside down sometimes and
rcad it in my own way: and that whenever L aceidentally trod on a book,
[ would sit down and make obeisance to it. | also learnt later that those
thoughtless older boys and girls in the family would touch my foot with a
book merely for the pleasure ol seeing me going through this perlormance
ol minc. Generally speaking, a book is held to be sacrosanct by most
Myanmars, who probably identify its contents with the sacred texts of the
Holy lipitaka, thc Buddhist Scripturcs. There is a saying *A word is as
sacred as a Buddha,”

The other reason was the astrologer’s prediction that 1 would
become a Buddhist monk or a great man. My aunts held out great hopes
in my [ullilling it. Besides there is another pragmatic consideration coupled
with it. They [elt that by investing some capital in my cducation they
might get a return in their old age, when | would be a man of conscquence.

Be that as it may, | went ofl to the then Government High School
in Mawlamyinc, a town situatcd ncar the mouth of the Thanlwin river,
about forty miles away [rom our village. Just imagine a little country
bumpkin of nine as a resident at a famous school 10 a big town. 1 was
homesick, puzzled and bewildered at [rst. Soon, however, | adjusted
myscllto my environment. And soon | began to show my true mettle and
my character. Once day during an English lesson my cgoism or sclf coneeit
got the better of me. 1 volunteered to read a sentence which was: “'The cat
is on the mat!” It was catastrophic. | read: *Thee cat is oii thee mat.” The
whole class ol thirty boys laughed, cspecially at the sound ol od hee
which in Myanmar means a coco-nut. And since then | was nicknamed
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‘oii thed'. Soon, however, | turned the tables on them: 1 got promotion to
the [ourth standard at the end of six months.

The system in Myanmear at that time was that the lowcest class in
a high school was third standard, and the highest 1s tenth standard - equiva-
lent to the baccalaurcate here.

Industry, intclligence and luck or karma were on my side, and
[ progressed to the satisfaction ol my teachers. My conlidence outran my
prudence. Once in one of the weekly tests in Arithmetic, six questions
had to be answered in two houwrs, | linished them all in a little over an
hour, and strutted out of the class room. When the results were out, there
Wis 4 £8ro against my name - a lesson 1'd never forget!

In the cighth, ninth and tenth standards where the medium of
instruction was Lnglish in all the subjects, except in classes in Myanmar,
an Indian boy, a Myanmar boy and | monopolized the [irst three places at
every test and examination. You could sce the look of disdain and scorn
on our faces whenever one ol the other two occupicd the [rst place.

We cventually sat [or the [inal examination. All three passed. |
got five distinctions out of s1x subjects and a scholarship, to boot, without
which | might still be ploughing some ol our rice liclds around our village,
My rivals too Lared very well in the examination. But, the Myanmar boy,
in spitc of gaining a scholarship as | did, was too poor to go to the univer-
sity., The Indian boy and [ were luckicr. More about this cpisode ol the
three young students and how it had turned me into a [irm belicver in
karma will be discussed later, Belore | say larewell to my lile as a school
boy 1 must tell vou three events that took place outside the school activi-
tics. These must not be omitted [or all the wines in rance,

During the school holidays [ spent most ol my time at my habitat,
the village, away from the hurly-burly of Mawlamyine. Here [ felt no
longer a stranger in a strange land. Here | was initiated into a [ew non-
Buddhist rites which aroused great excitement in the simple mind ol a
boy.

3.1.3.1 Propitiating rituals

As alrcady hinted, there are many guardian spirits in whom the
Myanmars place their implicit faith for protection and aid. They have
inherited a belie that they must propitiate or supplicate a deity at a certain
time of the year, A remiss on their part would have repercussions on them
and their Lamily. 1l tell you without any cmbellishments about two of
them.
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(1) U Shin Gyi

The first was the propitiating of 4 Mon nat or spirit revered by
most of the people of lower Myanmar, the traditional homeland of the
Mons.

A Mon lad in the delta arca went with some people [rom his
village 1in a boat across the sca to an island to cut down trees [or poles. On
arrival at the 1sland, called the Isle of the Fair Ladies, the voung man,
who was a weakling, was lelt in the boat to keep an cye on it and to
prepare meals. e played his harp which he bought along with him as he
waited his fellow boatmen to return from their chores, Unfortunately for
him he was a harpist ol consumate skill, and the island was haunted by
Lair Lady Spirits. [lis haunting meclodics captured the hearts of two of
them. [n duc course the young man [ell in love with both of them. When
the boat men had gathered a boat load of poles, they left for home, But it
stopped suddenly when it reached a certain distance [rom the island. The
boat men could not do anything to move it. The boat owner, who was
steeped in lores, declared that there was a jinx on the boat - reminiscence
o[ Jonah and the Whalc in the Old Testament - and added that all of them
must draw lots to [ind out the man ol ill-omen. Three times lots were
drawn and three times the lot fell to the harpist. And he was thrown into
the sca. The boat, which had been held back by the two lady spirits, it is
said, ploughed its way homeward.

This young Mon has been deitificd as U Shin G¥i, the Lord of
the Seas. The name Shin G¥1 denotes Great Master, and the designation
L, as has been explained in my two previous lectures in 1980, is a term of
respect.

Every vear betore or after Buddhist Lent, which lasts approxi-
matcly [rom the [ull moon day ol Junc to the full moon day ol September,
L Shin Gyl is propitiated by houscholders cither at dawn between 4 and
5 o’clock or in the evening between 6 and 8 o'clock. 'l deseribe to you
a modest and simple ceremony [ took part in.

Onc evening a village clder, well-versed in the intricacics of the
propitiatory business came along and sct up a table in an open space in
front of our house. About 6 o'clock he placed on the table a fow lit can-
dles, leaves of the coco-nut tree, a glass hall [illed with thin paste of
sandal wood with a sprig of the cugenia dipped into it, and another glass
(illed with coco-nut juice. [1e then put about three table spoonfuls of the
prepared steamed gluttinous rice from a basin into five saucers. Thereaf-
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ter he sprinkled some coconut scrappings, without salt, on the sticky rice.
As a [inishing touch he laid a pecled banana in cach ol those [ive saucers.
Linally he put all the items into a large tray. You may or may not know
that coco-nut scrappings eaten with steamed gluttinous rice 18 usually
salted to improve its taste, In this case salt is prohibited: U Shin Gi is the
Lord ol the Scas.

‘The man went to the table and made obeisance to the deity saving
a sct picce of prayvers. At the end of it, he fetched the tray and raising it
with both hands he propitiated the deity by reciting another sct of incan-
tations. [n the meanwhile, all the inmates ol our house camce out and paid
respects to the Great Master. Then, no sooner had the man started placing
the tray on the table than - we - myscll, my brothers, my cousing and our
[ricnds - leapt up [rom our squatting posture, rushed to the table and
scrambled [or the saucers - an act, we were told, the Lord o the Sca more
than approved of. Those who suceeeded in the scramble helped them-
sclves with great relish [rom the contents of the saucers, The unlucky
oncs had to be contented with what was lelt of the steamed gluttinous
rice in the basin, of the coconut scrappings in the plate and of the bananas
on the bunch. The propitiator went round dipping the sprig ol the cugenia
into the glass ol thin paste of sandal wood and sprinkling with it over
cvery one present on the scene and wishing all of them well.

‘The usual explanation [or holding this annual ceremony by the
people 1s to seck the protection of the Great Master [rom any impending
dangers, and his aid to increase their prosperity. But there is more to it
than meets the eve. We now live in Mawlamyine, the capital city of Mon
Statc, where this practice is obscrved, [ belicyve, more than anywhere clsc.
It is a city which is [ull ol busincss people, who have to traverse the sca
by big mechamzed boats. It 18 more than probable that this customary
practice was started by those who had to carn their living by the sca, such
as merchant men and fishermen. The legend oL U Shin Gyi is well-known
to many people in lower Myanmar.

(2) The Guandian spirit of the farms

‘The other incident [ was involved in was the propitiation of the
guardian spirit of our farm. This annual ntual was performed at a nat-
shring, just outside our village, on the ¢ve of the farming scason, about
the middle of May. The purpose was to ask the spirit’s aid to give us good
yicld ol crops, his protection ol our Larm labourers and his prevention of
the farm from destructive elements. Four of us, an elderly villager, two
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farm labourcrs and | went to the shrine, We carried among us a big bowl
ol cooked rice, a large dish of chicken curry, a bottle of country liquor, a
bunch of bananas, a coconut and a fow candles - the minimum requisites
[or such a ceremony. The ollerings were placed and the candles were lit
by the village elder on the platorm in front of the shrnine. He then paid
respect to the nat and intoned some incantations, partly in Myanmar and
partly in Pali. The rest of us were doing obeisance all this time to the
statuc of the deity who scemed to me to be smiling benignly on us [rom
inside the shrine. At the end we all [ell on to the [ood.

It may be ol interest to you to know that many Myanmar would
have no aversion to cating [ood that has been propitiated to a deity, But
they would not touch that which has been offered to the Buddha's image
or pagoda. This disinclination to partake ol the sacred [ood has been
attributed to the story of the 1ll-fated Mon king, Manuha. The account of
his capture by King Anaw-rahta ol Bagan in 1057, and the subscquent
arrival ol the three scts ol the Pitaka in the Myanmar capital together with
Manuha has been hinted carlicr. 1lere then, is the story of Manuha as
given in the Myanmar chronicles,

*Manuha with his attendants’, [ quote, “lived at Myinkaba,

Now, the glory ol King Manuha, it is said, was this: that whenever
he spake, a wheel 1s 1ssucd radiant from his mouth. S0 when Manuha
visited and bowed his head belore Anaw-rahta-min-saw, that king
was aghast, and his hair stood on end. Thereafter, in order to demean
Manuha's glory, dominium and power, he caused his [ood to be
always prepared upon a jewelled salver and first dedicated to a pa-
goda and then set belore the king, And king Manuha took no heed
nor scrutiny, but ate ol it. Thus, alter a while the radiant wheel that
issucd [rom his mouth vanished.” (I'c Maung lin and G. H. Lucc :
The Glass Palace Chronicle of the Kings of Myanmar, London,
1923, pp.79-80.)

3.1.3.2 Buddhist initiation ceremony

‘The third in this scrics to be considered is a Buddhist ccremony,
in contrast to the foregoing annmistic rituals. 1t is the ceremony of initiating
a Myanmar Buddhist boy into monkhood ol a novice. It is called in
Myanmar shin-byu-bwe, making a junior monk.

This ceremony compriscs two phascs. The [irst is the candidate
[or novicchood going in a procession, known in Myanmar as shin-laung-
Ri¢. The sceond 1s the act of making the candidate into a novice, that is
shin-fryu. "The function of the procession is the re-cnactment ol the [uture
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Buddha’s renunciation of the world, Prince Siddhatta forsaking his
luxurions lile ol a prince to become a recluse; his leaving on his horse the
palace and the city with the help of deities; the intervention of Mara; and
his attaimng Enlightenment. The purpose of making a novice 1s to reca-
pitulatc an incident in the life o the Buddha, When the Buddha returned
to his native city, Kapilavatthu, his son Rahula, who was then seven years
old, came to him to ask for inhentance. The Buddha offered him the only
thing hc could; that was novicchood. He initiated his son into a novice
with the help ol his deciples.

The unawareness ol these two episodes have led to speculations
on the origin of the initiation ceremony. One, a popular view, 1s that it is
a recapitulation ol the Prinee’s renunciation story, which is only true ol
the procession. The other view was put [orward by the late Dr. [1tin Aung.
He says in his book that it marks the occasion of the boy's entry not into
the monkhood, but into manhood, which he says, would qualily him to
be a king, 1le is taking the word s to mean “a king’ and not a4 monk.
[lowever, he 1s wrong on both counts. A boy docs not need such an
mitiation into manhood as a prelimary step to the kingship, Every man,
says a proverb, is a potential king, And, the Buddha himscl[ initiated his
s0n into novicchood.

(Htin Aung : Folk Elements in Burmese (Myanmar)
Buddhism, London, 1962, pp.118 - 119)

A conventional shin-by( ceremony naturally includes both these
two [unctions. But it has other [catures super-imposed upon it, such as
local tradition, belicts and customs, and somce animistic and Hindu cle-
ments, which will be unflolded later.

‘The main purposc in holding a shin-byi ceremony is to gain
merit, It 15 the most cherished aspiration of all Buddhist parents to see
their sons initiated into novicchood. They also derive an added pleasure
as well as pride from the [eeling of being a junoir monk's parents. Some
Myanmars olten adopt for the occasion other people’s sons as theirs to
hold an initiation ceremony. Depending  wpon the financial resources
available, it ranges [rom the simple allair carried out in the presenee ol a
hand[ul ol pcople to one of great pomp and splendour. Most parents
naturally would like to make as great an occasion of it as they can afford,
and not a [ew get carricd away and exceed this limit, Aflter all, this is once
in a lilc time, and they are investing the merit for their [uture lile. There
have been warnings by monks to parents to cut their coat according to the
¢loth, in other words, to sut their expenditure to their income. Here 1s
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ong, taken [rom a scrmon by a [amouws progressive monk. 1t is adapted to
suit this occasion.

A man has three sons ready [or the initiation ceremony. But he
has no money to hold it. Persuaded by a [riend ol his, he decided to go
ahcad with it against his better judgement. The result is disastrous,
I'riend : Your three sons are growing up. It's time they were made nov-

1CCH.

Mun : lhaven't cnough money. Lam planning to make them novices in
two years’ tumne.

I'riend : Don’t get wrong ideas. Lile 1s impermancent. 1 you were to dic
between now and then, wouldn't vou suffer for it? Go ahead
with it. Don’t be apprchensive.

Man ;| am afraid of getting into debt.

I'riend : You won't, you know. L[ you secll three ol the [our bullocks of
yours, you will have enough money for the ceremony. And as
you have many [ricnds, il they help by contributions, these will
more than recoup the price of the bullocks.

Man : All right. I'll do it.

(A marquee for the ceremony 1s crected. Invitations are sent out;

but nobody comes. And the lone bullock lows: moo, moe.)

Muan : (Lo the bullock) You arc mooing, | supposc, with a sad heart,
because you have been seperated [rom your companions. (Lle
then explodes). There 1s still a bullock left. Come and goad me
again into doing it - you son ol the bitch!

{Adapted [rom Persuasion, JLA. Stewart : Introduction to Col-

loquial Burmese Rangoon (Myanmar Yangon), 1936, p. 127)

Apart [rom the genuine desire to gain merit, there are also some
rcasons [or staging the ceremony: the desire to mect the wish ol the head
o[ the houschold, a grandmother or a grandlather, who is getting on in
years; or the beliel that this act would shut the gates ol hell on the spon-
sors; o1 that a boy who has never been a novice will not make headway in
life.

The ages ol the candidates vary [rom [ive to nincteen vears.
However, unless dictated by [inancial circumstances or by a desire to
please the head ol the houschold, the normal age of the candidates is
generally between thirteen and sixteen. This also scems to have been the
casc in olden days. We [ind such cvidence in old songs, most of which
indicate that the boys had alrcady acquired girl [riends. Here are two of
these songs, both sung by girl [riends: the [irst 18 about her boy [riend on
the eve of his entering the novicehood, and the second, waiting him to
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lcave his novicchood,
1. As [ walk to the cast
And gase west over my shoulder,
| see the pagoda with its gold pennons and streamers.
1lolding in your arms a bamboo wrapper[ul of writings

You are getting ready to enter the monastery.
What arc you going to study,

llow many lents will you be spending,

Please tell your beloved in your own sweet voice.

{Khin Zaw)

P

In front of this girl’s house
There are one or two clumps o Asai-thahpu [lowers.
The parrots are swarming around them,
Oh, my precious parrots, please spare them.
‘They are intended to adorn his cars,
When my beloved leaves noviechood.
(I1tin Aung)

‘The most popular time for shin-byi-bwé 15 after the harvest.
The weather is dry. The people are in a mood to enjoy it alter their long
toil 1n the rcctficlds and, above all, there is ready moncey for it.

Now, about the initiation ceremony in which [ myscll was a
candidate,

You may recall my being usually back at the village during the
school holidays. 1t was during onc long summer vacation ol April and
May that the four aunts of mine, who brought me up, decided to hold a
shin-byi-bwé [or mc and my two younger brothers., They had saved
enough money from the sale of nice, and my grandmother was advanced
in ycars - she was not cven scventy and she lived another [ilteen or more
years as you will sce later.

I was then [ourteen, but 1 hasten to add that, unlike those boys in
the songs, | did not have a girl [riend. "The respective ages ol my brothers
were twelve and cight vears. [n the meanwhile, an uncle of mine and his
wile had also decided to have their eldest son, an cleven year old boy,
mitiated together with us. Their decision was influenced partly by eco-
noniic reagons, but chiclly by their desire to make my grandmother happy.
This however caused a rather perplexing situation, There 18 a prevalent
belicl, at least in our part of the world, that no shin-byi-bwé should be
held with an even number of candidates. But my aunts got over it by a
stroke ol ingenuity. They adopted for the occasion a village boy of thir-
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tcen with the congent of his parents, who, need Lsay, were only too pleased
to have their son made a novice.

The date ol the ceremony was fixed by consulting an astrologer,
who gave the auspicious time and day for it. Invitation cards were sent
out to relatives and [riends living outside our village. All the houschold-
crs in the village were invited by word ol mouth, My grandmother, be-
loved and respected by the villagers, talked to all those who were going
to play vital tradition, put their old heads together to make arrangements
[or the licutenants [or the assignments of dutics such as [ctching water
[rom the river and the wells, sathering [ucl, cooking huge pots olrice and
the like. The women's leader consulted with members of her inner cirele
over things that needed a woman's touch, [or example, the culinary and
acsthetic sides of the ceremony. The middle age people, who were well
cxpericnecd 1in ceremonics of all kinds, took on themselves the job cach
was (ualilicd to do, such as inviting the monks and attending to their
nceds at ceremonials, and looking alter and entertaining guests through
out the ceremonial period. Lven people between sixty-live and seventy-
five volunteered to help in the preparation of betel boxes and trays of
cigars, cheroots and cigarcttes, which are the necessary appartenances of
cvery religious ceremony. This is one of those occasions on which one
can see the altruistic instincts of the Myanmar Buddhists at their best,

A highly decorated marquee was put up a lew days belore the
ceremony. Mceanwhile, we, the candidates were not allowed to do any-
thing that might damage our limbs or jeorpadise our lives, such as climb-
ing trees and swimming 1n the river, The elders explained vagucly that
cvil spirits might try to put us out of action to spoil the ceremony. They
were, [ belicve, subconsciously thinking of the incident between Méra
and the future Buddha.

The day came without any mishap. The ceremony began with
making oflcrings to the noble Saint, Shin Upagutta, the vangquisher of
Mara, ol whom a bric[ account is appended to the deseription o the shin-
byl-bwe in hand; and also the invocation of well known local deitics so
that we could be presented to them. We, clad in prineely attire, in the
manncr of the princes of the Myanmar court, took part in these rites.
After these preliminaries, we started our tour round the locality on horse-
back, (known in Myanmar as shin-laung hle - de). 'This again was done to
commemorate Prince Siddhattha’s leaving the city, Many other [orms of
transport have also been used: motor cars, clephants and cven a man
carrying the candidate on his neck. In some cases the candidates have no
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other form of transport except shank’s pony (e ponev de jambe), their
0wn legs.

We went 1o a procession. We had a golden umbrella held over
cach of us, and a [ew men dressed like deitics as our retinue, apparently
representing those who had helped Prince Siddhattha to get away from
the palace. The procession was made more lively by the presence of a
scemingly endless number of dancers and an orchestra led by two aboc
players and three drummers. The horses, well caprisoned and highly
traincd, also joined in the [estivity, They pranced, and shook and nodded
their heads to the beat of the drums. We [irst made [or the monastery,
which was situated outside our village, and paid our respeets to the abbot
and monks, and returned to the village. Here we stopped at almost every
house, and did obcisance to the Buddha’s images on the shell in the ront
room. In return, the householder contributed according to his means -
[rom say, ten centimes to ten [rancs. We covered about one hundred out
o[ three hundred houses in the village on the lirst day.

‘The next day the procession started carlier. Some of the villagers
also decided to share the transport duty with the horses, chiclly to acquire
merit and partly to enjoy themselves, One ol my carriers held my two
hands as | sat on his neck with my legs dangling on cach side ol'it, and
waltzed around in between, leaping up and down to the beat of the drums.
[ sullered some discomlort, but on the whole I enjoyed it as much as he
did.

On the third day ol the procession, we went by boats to two
ncighbouring villages. At the sceond village, called Kyon-do, about seven
miles away [rom ours, we were taken round in three cars - a lord, a
Chevrolet and an Overland, while the orchestra and dancers [ollowed us
in an open bus, We got back about hall-past three in the alternoon. To my
surprise, my cousin and 1 were kept under guard at a house while the
villagers took back my two brothers and the village boy to our house,
This gesture is known in Myanmar as shin-laung-hpwei-te, hide the novice
candidates. There they asked for ransom for our release from my aunts
and my cousin's parcnts, and they got 20 rupess or kyats - roughly about
20 francs today. There was an amusing scquel to this.

About twenty of these villagers spent a [ew rupees on liquor and
had it with their dinner in our house. Five ol them had no stomach [or
alcohol; and soon alter this convivial party, they became merry and sang
and danced 1n the marquee until the headman arrived. 1le told them to go
and sleep it off and come and see him the next day. When they came
back, he ticked them ofl [or making [ools of theselves in [ront of other
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people, ordered them to clear all the weeds from the monastery precingcts
on the day alter the ceremony was over,

At 5 o'clock that cvening the head shaving ritual began, My
grandmother, my father {my mother died when | was seven years old),
my [our aunts and the parents ol my cousin and the village boy held in
pairs a square picee ol white cloth underncath cach ol our heads to reecive
the hair as it [ell belore cach stroke of the razor blade. The hair of every
novice or monk candidate 18 regarded as sacred by the Myanmar Buddhists.
You may recall the incident in which Prince Siddhattha cut ol his hair
and threw it up, and Sakka caught it and took it to his celestial abode.
‘Then our heads were thoroughly washed in a decoction of the soap accacia
[ruits and other ingredients. Finally we donned white robes and took our
positions in [ront o the monks, about ten in number, who were alrcady
scatcd on the dais in the marquec [or the ceremony ol *Requesting the
robes’. First the congregation made obeisance to the Three Gems, and
undertook to observe the Live Precepts. Then came our turn, We reeited
a [ormula in Pali, which we had learnt by heart belore the shin-byo-bwé,
requesting the robes tfrom the Abbot - one under, one upper and one outer
robe, e ollerced vs the robes, all of which were in [tont of him in a row,
The village clders helped us to put on the robes, an intricate business [or
the uninitiated, and we followed the monks to the monastery.

Early the next morning we, the [ive novices, came back to the
marquee in a procession behind the monks, [or the concluding ceremony
o[ *listening to the Scrmon and pouring water’. All the religious ollerings
have this established pattern of finality.

liirst, the large congregation, as on the previous cvening, paid
obcisance to the Three Gems, undertook to obscerve the Live Precepts,
and then listened to the discourse by a celebrated monk from Mawlamyine,
specially invited to owr village for the big event. His theme was on “ini-
tiation ceremony, with relerence to that of Rahula, and the merit gained
[rom holding it. [1c illustrated with storics [rom some appropiate portions
of'the Sutta. The discourse ended with the customary water pouring ritual,
the purposc of which was to invoke the Guardian Spirit of the Larth to
hear witness to the work ol merit. It was an ccho ol what the Buddha did
when Mara came to ¢laim the throne. All the monks recited in unison a
sct picee in Pali, the substance of which is: *Firm in my [aith in the Three
Gems, | make this ollering that [ may be [ree [rom all the present and
[uture miscrics of this round ol existence, and that | may attain Nirvana,
the cessation of the Wheel of Life. May all the creatures suffering torment
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in the Four States of Miscry reach the happy abodes of the celestial beings.
May all my relatives, [riends, and all inhabiting the carth and other worlds
sharc the benefit of this work of merit. O Earth, and ye deitics, guardians
o[ this place, bear witness to the picty ol this ollering.” The format of this
formula has been changed considerabley since then.

Simultancously with the recitation, my grandmother, as the head
o[the [amily, was pouring water [rom a jug on to the ground. (The water
is usually pourcd into a basin if the ceremony is held inside a house) As
soon as the recitation ended she shouted three times: “Share this merit
with mc’, to which three times the whole congregation replicd: *Well
donc’.

The imtiation ceremony was over. Feeding on a large scale for
the last time began, The monks, the novices and the monastery boys had
their meals, at the end of which we returned to the monastery, followed
by a cartload of gilts [or the monks, All those who came to attend the
ceremony as well as those who came to make a success ol it were [ed. 1t
is sald, perhaps in a rather exaggerated way, that no smoke could be scen
issuing [rom a single house in our village for [our days, that is, no cooking
was done in any home.

| must inform you at this point that my [our aunts and their clder
brother, the sponsors of this shin-by(-bwé did not share the mircsable
[atc of the man, whose story | have narrated as an introduction to our
mnitiation ceremony!

As a climax to this deed, my grandmother provided [or the en-
tertainment of the people an open air dramatic performance. A festivity
as a sign ol rcjoicing at the work ol merit was, and still is, common in all
southcrn Buddhist countrics, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand and
Cambodia. We, the novices, were not allowed to participate in this [estivity:
it violates onc ol the Ten Precepts we had to observe. 1t was most
tantalizing to have to be contented with looking on from a distance at the
huge crowed milling round the stalls and the stage, while the music [rom
the orchestra seemed to be signalling us to come.

W, like the monks, had to practise austeritics. We went round the
village cvery morning. We ate our meals only betore noon. We told our
beads at least four times a day, dirccting our mind to the monastery, our
mcal, our robes and the medicine we had in case ol illness: we conecived
the monastery as a mere shelter for reluge [rom the weather: the meal as
amere sustenance to keep us alive; the robes as picees ol cloth to cover our
body; and the medicine as a mere substance for curing our illness - and
nothing clse. We obscrved the Ten Precepts, that is [ive more over and
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above the five | mentioned carlier, and said prayers at night, apart from
carrying out odd jobs such as sweeping the grounds ol the monastery and
its floors. We stayved seven days, the conventional period for noviechood.
On the cighth day of our sojourn we paid our respects to the abbot and
monks and left the monastery to enter what in theory is said to be man-
hood. A novice can, howcevcer, leave the monastery whenever he wishes,
as can an ordained monk, who docs not want to spend the rest of his lile
in the monastery: he however scldom leaves, as arule, until he has kept at
lcast one Buddhist lent, which lasts, as alrcady stated, the three months of
the rainy scason.

Llere is an addendum to the above. Some years ago, there was
an initiation ceremony in London for the son of a Myanmar Embuassy
olficial. The ceremony was a simple allair held at the monastery in the
presence of his few friends. And the Buddhist abbot there dispensed with
the practice ol the novices going on their morming rounds through the
streets of London.,

(1) Shin Upagutta

As hinted carlicr, 1 shall now relate to you the story of Shin
Upagutta. The word s/ 18 the designation ol a Buddhist monk or a saint.
He 1s the tamer of Mara.

Upagutta, it 15 said, dwells in a ticrred bronze mansion at the
bottom of the Southern Ocean, that 1s on the south side of Mt Meru, Mt
Meru s situated in the centre of the four great islands or continents: the
Eastern, the Western, the Northern and the Southern. The last is known
ag Jambudipa, the noblest of all the islands, of which the Theravadin
claim that their countries [orm a part. 11le came to [ame during the reign
ol King Asoka, 269 - 232 BC, the power[ul sovercign ol Magadha Empire
with its capital at Pataliputta, which is the present city of Patna in Bihar
in India.

‘The king built on the river bank a great shrine and enshrined the
relics of the Buddha in it. Similar sacred edifices were also set up through-
out the Jambudipa island, altogether 84,000 in all. 11c ardently wished, so
the story goes, to revere the great shrine for seven years, scven months
and scven days. But the king's heart was sorcly troubled by the thought
ol Mara, who, he anticipated, was bound to try to upsct plans one way or
another. So he asked thouwsands ol monks he had invited [or the occasion
to name one who could spike Mara’s gun. One monk replied that no one
but an arahat or a saint called Upagutta would be able to beat Mara in his
own game. The king sent two monks [or the Saint, 11e came in due course.
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As expected, Mara appearcd and tricd his best to commit all the sacrile-
gious acts he could muster. But he was worsted at cvery turn by Upagutta,
ll¢ also tamed Mara into an angel, all throughout the holy period of
Asoka’s paving devotional reverence to his great shrine,

The Pali cannonical works do not recognize Upagutta, But a
[uller account of Upagutta and Mara is given in the Myanmar Chronicle,
Meaha Ya-zawin-daw-gvi, voll, Mandalay, 1908, pp.141-146; in C.IL
Duroiselle: *Upagutta ot Mara’, Extract du Bulletin de I’ Ecole Francaise
d’ Lxtreme Orient, Janvicr-Juin, 1904 and [ather Lugene Denis’™s thesis:
La Lokkapanmari ¢t les idees cosmologiques du Bouddhisme ancicn,
which he had submitted for the Doctorat d’Etat es Lettres et Sciences
Humaines in 1975, An cextract from the resume of his thesis he sent me
may be qouted here L historie du doven Upagutia qui vit dans un palais
de bromze au fond des aux, .., qui resussit o newtraliser Mara et a e
convertdr’. He corresponded with me and came to see me once, but L have
ncver scen his thesis,

The beliclin Upagutta’s power over Mara, ingrained in the minds
of the Myanmar people, has generated several practices among the
Myanmars, which arc becoming a common phenomenon. Two practices
ag preventive measurcs and onc as an act ol picty will sullice.

Betore the beginning of a religious ceremony Myanmars take
precautionary measures by worshipping and supplicating U pagutta to deter
Mara [rom doing any mischevous deed to spoil it "This was done, as you
will note, belore our initiation ceremony. They also would, through a
propitiator as their medium invoke Upagutta every time rain threatens
cither belore or during an open air dramatic performance, to prevent Mara
[rom indulging in his spoil-sport tactics. Mara, the ruler ol the sixth ce-
lestial abode, 1s feared by all the celestial beings including Sakka and the
rain-god. They all lled when Mara appearcd with his hordes to claim the
throne [rom the Buddha just belore he attained Lolightenment, Dramatic
perlormances are normally staged during the dry scason but unscason-
able rain does fall sometimes during this period in Myanmar.

The conception of Upagutta dwelling in a bronzc mansion at the
bottom ol the Southern Ocean has lead to a customary practice amonyg
the Myanmar Buddhists. At the end of every Buddhist Lent, they launch
“[ire ralts’ in the river, a wonder[ul scence ol illumination. As soon as it 15
dark, the villagers or townflok row out into the mid-stream and sct adrift
amultitude of little [loats ol bamboo or banana stems, cach carrving little
o1l lamps or little candles. The decor and the contents of these rafts as
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well ag the time for launching them vary from locality to locality, In
Muawlamyinc the ralts arc larger and they carry, apart [rom the lights,
cither a little mansion or an alms-bowl containing ollerings of [ood such
as various kinds of jam, and slices of frints and similar items but no flesh
o[ any kind. Some people choose dawn to launch their ralts. In onc arca
outside Mawlamyaing [ have been told on authority that the people won't
sct adrilt their [loats until the time the monks usuvally go round [or reeciving
food, approximately between seven and nine in the morning. The cer-
cmony is in revered remembrance of Upagutta, The people hope - they
arc hoping against hope - that these [oats would be carricd by the stream
to the sea, at the bottom of which lives Shin Upagutta.

It may be of interest to you to learn that the cult ol Upagutta is
spreading to the intellectual cirele nowadays.
3.1.3.3 Ear-boring ceremony

‘There is another ceremony which is held, 10 circumstances [avour
it, as a complementary to that of the shin-byd-bwe. [t is formally referred
to as ‘car-boring’ ceremony.

Lar-boring was a traditonal custom obscrved particularly at the
Myanmar court during the monarchical period. In those days, too, the
ordinary girls had their cars picreed; but only a [ew men [ollowed their
cxample. Lor the royal princesses the boring ol the cars, which was
accomplished with ceremony, was compulsory. It 18 understood that no
royal princess could marry until she had gone through the ritual ceremo-
niously. lor the king it is said to be obligatory, since, according to Dr
[1tin Aung the car-boring ceremony was a necessary prelude to coronation.
Royal custom was adhered to especially in the ity where the car-boring
o[ the daughters of ollicial or richer lamilics was a ceremony.

It is a uswal practice in Myanmar, particularly in towns, [or the
parents who have a young daughter to hold the car-boring ceremony in
conjunction with that of the initiation. There are two main reasons. One
is cconomic: it is less expensive to combine those two ceremonics than to
have two scperate ones. The sceond is personal. Parents do not like the
1dca of their daughter feeling that she has been left out of the lime-light
which her brothers are getting at the initiation ceremony. There is no
religious signilicance.

On the appointed day at the propitious time fixed by the
astrologer, the girl, usually dresscd as a princess of the Myanmar court,
and [lanked by two clderly ladics, takes her scat on a large cushion in the
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presence of the invited guests, The astrologer announces the auspicious
moment and the proflessional car-borer moves up to the girl, and passcs
the gold necdles through the lobe of cach car and then between two ol his
[ingers. The gold needle is bent round and lelt in the wound. The girl
olten shricks or yells through nerves, and sometimes through pain.
Nowadays a medical doctor gives her a local anacsthetic just belore the
ritual to deaden the pain. It takes a few days before the cars are ready to
reecive car-rings or car-plugs.

3.1.4  University

Now that the shin-byi ceremony that symbolizes the initiating
ol a boy into manhood is over, the next logical remarks you expect to
hear from me are: having left behind the formative years and the stage of
adolescence, | entered into matrimony and a lile ol domesticity, But |
cannot truthfully say that 1 did, because | was only a little over fourteen
years old then. The next phase ol my lile alter two years as a school boy
was that of an undergraduate student at the University of Yangon - the
university which, for one particular period of time, [ thought | would
never make for.

You may remember my telling you about the school [inal ex-
amination the three of us sat and passed. But before the results were out 1
was working on our [arm. One day my aunts took me aside and confided
in me that they were not doing very well and my prospect of going to the
university was very dim. They added howcever that things might look up
next year. It was the time of world depression that effected every family’s
purse. 1t was like a nightmare to me that put paid to my sweet drcams,

Karma however intervened on my side. As alrcady mentioned,
when the results were out, 1 gained [ive distinctions and a scholarship to
to the Unmiversity of Yangon. The scholarship was worth twenty five ru-
pees or kyats, a little over three US dollars or twenty five [ranes at the
present rate ol exchange. It covered my boarding [ce at one of the
university residential halls - a sum on which our Lamily could live
comlortably [or one month in those days. All my aunts had to pay me was
about twenty [rancs [or my tuition [ce and my pocket moncy per month.,
[ was most gratclul to my karma [or ollering me such a chance 1n life.

I proposc to give you only a skelton account of my academic
lifc as a [ramcwork, to which the [lesh in the [orm ol the Myanmar
Buddist's beliels and practices will be added later,

My [irst [cw months as an undergraduate were miscrable, to put it
mildly. All the arrogance | had acquired during my school days and after
the results of the examinations were published, vanished into thin air, The
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gap between the school and the university standards was very wide in-
deed. Besides, Yangon university, then the only ultimate centre of learn-
ing in Myanmar, was the place for intellectual clites - the cream of
Myanmar intcllectuals. | felt [ had met my crushing defeat alter so many
SUCCESses.

But [ soon picked myscll up and began to take cverything in my
own stride. 1 was given permission to complete two years” course in one
year. But | had to give it up [or rcasons | shall recall later, The university
cducation widened my horizon. It was the result of cross-lertilization
between myscll and British prolessors and lecturers, and other students,
and reading more advanced books in Lnglish. | gradually became more
critical and independent in my judgement. But [ still remained cssentially
a Myanmar Buddhist.

At the end of the second year, [ passed the crucial examination,
which sifted the grain [rom the chall - the examination in which the per-
centage of the number of students passed was thirty to [orty, My [iend
and rival ol our school days, the Indian student, [ailed. 1t was not his lack
o[ industry or intclligence, but ol karma. [1is dominating father had [oreed
his son, who was very good at English and History, to take Chemistry,
Physics and Biology. The [ather wanted him to become a doctor., 1is sad
fate started a train of thought in my mind. Three young men with similar
qualitics had an cqual opportunity in the same school. Yet one of them,
the Myanmar student had to drop out of the picture for lack of money to
g0 to university, Now, the Indian student had become a drop-out because
he was forced to take the subjects for which he had no aptitude. Why? o
this question 1 applicd myscll until 1 got the answer [rom a Buddhist
dictum. It says that to succced in life one needs three requisites - karma,
intclligenee and industry, Karma here is used in the sense of the cumula-
tive results ol one’s deeds perlormed in the past as well as in the present
existence. From thig dictum [ concluded that those two yvoung men’s lack
o[ success must be attributed to their karma, [lencelorth my [aith in karma
was re-affirmed by an event at the beginning of my third vear at the uni-
versity, | had to make a crucial decision at my aunts’ request. You may
rceall that I was a scholarship holder, and cvery scholar was obliged to
[ollow a course for an 1lonours degree at the beginning o his third year.
This llonours course took three years to complete as against two vears
[or a general degree. In balancing their budget my aunts discovered that
the three years's course was one year too many to support me. So they
suggested that 1 should get some sort of stipend in lieu of the sholarship.
I bowed to their wish and applicd [or a stipend intended lor poor students.
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[t was worth fiftcen kyats more than the scholarship. But, what man pro-
poscs, God disposcs,

In duc course I was called [or an interview with members of the
Stipend Board. 1 came face to face with the chairman of the Board, Pro-
[essor (3 H. Luce. He looked at my application and crumpled it up into a
ball and threw it into the waste-paper basket. 1le then sat like a statuc
staring at e, without saying a word, 1 believe, [or two minutes. 1 thought
it lasted two hours. Suddenly one of the board members, who was deputy
warden of our hall, relicved me of my sullering by telling me that | could
go. I made lor the door as [ast as my legs could carry me. [ learnt [rom
him that evening when he came to see me that Luce was furious with me
[or opting [or a general degree and that Luce wanted me to read [or an
HNonours degree in [listory or Myanmar. [ had been attending Luce’s
classes in Lar Lastern [listory and Myanmar cpigraphy. | knew that he
thought worlds of me and he even volunteered to teach me Chinese. S0l
decided to take an llonours Degree course in Myanmar, And Prolessor
Luce, who was at that time olficiating as the Principal of our College
told me that since | had to do an extra year, [ would not be paying my
tuition [ces hencelorth, 1 wrote a letter of explanation to my aunts and
they did not demur to my having to stay one more year, All this changed
the course of my life, as the events unfold themscelves.

It was also in my third year too that | decided to take wp the
tcaching prolession as my carcer. To a Myanmar, on whom Buddhism
docs not sit lightly, tcaching and medical prolessions arc the two noblest
wiays of earning one’s living, | knew that 1 wasn't cut out for the medical
profession since the sight of blood always gave me a turn. My aunts, on
the other hand, wanted me to join the Indian Civil Scervice, popularly
reterred to as the 1CS, and known as ‘Heaven-born Scrviee™; its members
were reeclving top grade salarics, and werce held in high esteem. Perhaps
my aunts were thinking ol the astrologer’s prediction that [ would become
cither a monk or a high ollicial; or perhaps, as is human nature, they
wanted to enjoy the splendour of the life of an Indian Civil Servant’s
aunts who could allord to live in a splendid house, go about in a chaullcur-
driven limousine, and have several servants at their beck and call. 1 ried
to rcason out with them., We argued. [t was a clash of idcas, standards
and valucs duc to the generation and intellectual gap, Respect and cver
conscious of the gratitude 1 owed them would never allow me to be rude
to them. | would not have the nerve to call them “squares’ even had such
a word had been known in those days. This question was however re-
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solved to the satislaction of both partics in the end as manilested later.

| was glad in a way that [ chosc the Myanmar [lonours course. It
took me into the unknown and [ascinating regions ol Myanmar language,
literature and culture. Classes in inscriptions of the vy, Old Myanmar,
Old and Mecdicval Mon were conducted by Luce: in philology and pho-
nctics by I'¢ Maung 1in; and in Myanmar classical litcrature by the lee-
turcrs in Myanmar. Lyventually the [inal year arrived: the examinations
would be held in March 1936, But on the 25th Fcbruary a strike was
called by the university student leaders. Over 700, more than hall the
student population, obeyed them. [ too was one of them.

We were taken to the Shwe Dagon Pagoda plattorm. The
residents of cach ol the cight halls were allotted to one ol the zayats, rest
houses, which dotted around the hill of the famous pagoda. We staved
there about three wecks, at the end of which the leaders called ol the
strike, as the University authories gave in to most of their demands., They
told us that the cxaminations which we had missed would be held in May
o[ that year. We all went home,

‘The seene in our house was most depressing when 1 arrived back.
My aunts were almost in tears, They [elt that the moncey spent on me all
these years had gone down the drain. My prospects of getting a good job
had been blighted by my joining the strike. To all these, L merely replied:
‘Auntics, what is to be, will be’, and went on preparing for the coming
cxamination, and passcd the Bachelor ol Arts or BA llonours cxamina-
tion with First Class Honours. It was a miracle; or was it the work ol my
karma?

I proceeded to the Master of Arts (MA) degree course. And the
unmiversity authonties appointed me a tutor in Myanmar - an omen for the
[ullilment of my aspiration to be a teacher., [ had a happy lic as a part-
time tutor and student for two vears. In my second vear of playing this
dual role, an uncxpected and inexplicable thing happenced to me. It turned
out to be the turning point in my life,

| was having tca in a calc in Yangon town onc alternoon, when
a [riend walked in. 11¢ spotted me among the many in there, and showed
me an advertisement in a newspaper in English about a state scholarship,
ollered by the government [or further studics 1in Britain. 1t invited appli-
cations from those holding a First Class Honours degree. The last day to
submit them was the very next day. 1 thanked him proluscly. 1 went the
next morning to the government department concerned and handed over
my application for the scholarship to the proper authoritics. In due course
[ sat a competitive examination for it, and was interviewed later together
with two other short-listed candidates, At the end olit all, 1 was awarded
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the scholarship.

There were hundreds of cales in the city of Yangon. And yet my
[ricnd, the messanger ol good tidings, chosc to have his reflreshments no
where else except this cafe. He saw me, and vou know what happened
therealter, Wasn't it curious?

On the morning ol my departure [rom the village [or Lngland,
the atmosphere in the houschold was ol joy and sadness. Just belore |
lett, [ knelt before a row of ten people: my grandmother scated herselfin
the centre, {lanked on onc side by her [our sons, including my Lather: on
the other side by her live daughters, [our o whom were my [oster mothers.
And as [ did obeisance to them, they showered upon me all kinds of good
wishes [or my happincss and succeess in a [orcign land. One ol my uncles
gave mce a picee ol advice ag a parting gilt; it was not to lose my Myanmar
Buddhist indentity in a distant strange land, and to constantly obscrve the
Five Precepts. Little did 1 realize, as L said good-byc to them, that | would
ncyer sce most of them again, All, except three ol my aunts whom | saw
when [ went back to Myanmar on study leave in 1957, dicd during the
Second World War,

S0 far [ have related to you the events of my academic life with
honesty, not disguising the [eelings that accompanicd them. [ shall now
tcll you in the same spirit some of the remarkable incidents that, as it
were, punctuated my intellectual activitics,

3.1.4.1 Token marriage

Soon after | had started attending classes at the University of
Yangon, the authoritics granted me the dispensation [rom attending the
lectures for the [irst year students. [ aceepted it with alacrity, [or it meant
cutting out onc academic year. But it was not to be. 1 fell il sometime
alter [ollowing the what was then popularly relerred to as ‘one year’s
course’ | went home and wag placed under the care ol a proper doctor
[rom Mawlamyaing. A [cw days later, my worried aunts consulted a village
physician. He diagnosed my illness and pronounced that it was neither a
physical nor mental sickness. It's symptoms, he went on, indicated that it
was causced by outside agencics, and the only cure lor it, he concluded,
was My cntering into matrimony. But he knew that that was out of ques-
tion in my casc. 50 he recommended a means [or overcoming this obsta-
¢cle, that is my token wedding to o white hen,

My illness dragged on [or another ten days. In the meanwhile, my
doctor, who told me that [ was suffering from anaemia, was treating me
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accordingly., When he was told what the physician had suggested, he
smiled and said that so long as the quack medicine man did not administer
any medicine ol his to me, he could indulge in whatever he Lancied. A
farm labourer produced a white hen. The physician tied one end of a pice
o[ whitc string to the hen's right leg, and the other end ol it to my right
hand. 1lc then said that we were man and wile. 11 untied the string and
lct the hen [ree. It was the end of the marmiage ritual. My young cousins,
who were present together with the older relatives at the ceremony,
promptly nicknamed me ‘the husband ol a hen'. I [elt better soon alter
going through the motion of contracting the marriage, and returned to the
university. [ cannot say whether it was the efficacy of the doctor’s medicine
or the cllectual rite that restored my normal health to me,

3.1.4.2 The guardian spirit of hidden treasure

It may be recalled that ours was a residential university and that
the majority ol the students lived in halls, that were named alter the an-
cicnt capital citics ol Myanmar, They are Tagaung, Pyay, Bagan, Thaton,
Bago, Sagaing, Pin-ya and Ava, Ours was Bagan Hall. We each had a
room ol our own.

Onc cvening about 9 o’clock, my concentration in my work was
broken by muffled noises coming from one of the rooms along the corri-
dor. On investigation, [ discovered a scnior sutdent of weak physique
and delicate health in a state of delirium. A [ew students were trying to
hold him down. An intimate [riend ol his conlided to me in all scriousness
the history of this student. He had a sweet-heart, who was female guard-
ian spirit ol hidden treasure, and he was now posscsscd by her, The [riend
said that the only way to get rid ol her was to get a necromancecr, in vulgar
tcrms - a hidden treasure hunter. We did not get him, instcad we got the
university doctor, who was an Anglo-1ndian. He had been sent [or by the
deputy warden ol our hall, who was a Moslem, The doctor examined him
thoroughly, pondered [or a moment and preseribed [or him castor-oil.
The young patient’s friends thought otherwise. When both doctor and the
deputy warden left the seene, they on their own initiative wound rosarics
round his neck and wrists, Once or two of them recited the nine attributes
of the Buddha - a practicc many Myanmars arc apt to have recourse to
when [aced with a situation involving supernatural beings.

The young man [cll asleep. 1le was quite normal again in the
morning with the bottle of castor-oil on the table untouched. And he did
not seem to remember anything about last night's drama.
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3.1.4.3 Alchemy and magic

It takes all sorts to make the world, A [ew more ol some of these
‘sorts” arc given in the [ollowing cpisodces.

As a Buddhist, [ make a habit of paying respects three times a
year to my [ather, who wag lelt a widower when [ was seven years old.
lle lived in a small town twenty miles away [rom our village, 1le was a
kind hearted and understanding Lather. The only [ault [ [ound with him
was his addiction to alchemy. He wouldn't have it when 1 nicely told him
that he was crying [or the moon.

My [ather was an alchemy addict and a dabbler in white magic.
His main objective was to obtain an elixir by reducing mercury to ash. He
was more interested in achicving the clixir ol lile than an clixir to change
metals into gold, still less an clixir to cure all ills. [1e wanted to live long
cnough to sce the [uture Buddha, Arimetteya, the [ifth and last Buddha to
attain Enlightcnment in this world cyele, He was not after the Philosopher
Stone, as the monk of ancient Bagan, known as Monk Goat-Bull, who,
alter successlully had achicved it, made the whole of the city of Bagan
rich with gold and silver. He acquired his name from having the eve of a
goat and that ol a bull. (scc [1tin Aung: Folk LElements in Burmese
(Myanmar) Buddhism, p 51 & passim) My [ather, like other Myanmar
addicts, was inspired by the Monk Goat-Bull's success, but he forgot that
it was only a lcgend. The mercury, tricd as he did, was never reduced to
ash: it was he who was reduced to poverty in the end.

My [ather’s house was the haunt o the charlatans. [t was a ren-
dezvous for alchemists, magicians and similar crackpots. I met many of
them. Once so-called alchemist could not decipher in a book on alchemy
the names of the necessary ingredients [or his purposc. These were given
in cryptograms. | volunteered to help: [ have more than a nodding ac-
quaintance with cryptograms, chronograms and mnemonics written in
Myanmar. But he relused my help. 11e thought that a student ol an Lnglish
university was not cut out [or such an abstruse science. [le relerred the
matter to my father, who in turn sent him back to me. It was rather ironic.

One magician, who did not know properly some of the titles of
the deitics concerned with his art, resented my scepticism. One day he
said to my father that he would show once and for all this sceptical English
cducated heretic the poteney of Myanmar magic-cralt. | agreed to be his
guinca pig. e asked me to open my right palm. When 1 did so, he placed
an amulct on it, recited a mantra, a magic spell; and declared that 1 would
be powerless to close it. 1 did. He looked flabbergasted. Nonetheless, he
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told me to keep it still ¢closced wath the amulet inside the fist, and recited
another mantra, and again declared that 1 would not be able to open
it. I did. He finally conceded his failure, which he attributed to my having
a strong will power.

3.1.4.4 The power of invulnerability

As astudent reading for the Myanmar Honours degree, [ usually
spent my long vacations in Mandalay and other cultural centres near this
city or at Bagan, where one could stay months on end imbibing Myanmar
arts and architccture. On onc ol these vacations, | decided to stay in our
village for reasons unknown to me. The Myanmar Water Festival or Thin-
gyan, which has been alrcady hinted at, came, This is [linduin origin, but
has been appropriated by the Myanmar as a Buddhist [estival and the
three or [our days ol the [estivity arc looked upon as sacred. Most clderly
Myanmars keep sabbath throughout this period.

On the final day of the Thin-gyan, a stranger from somewhere
arrived at the village, He went to sce the headman of the village who was
a cousin ol mine. 11¢ showed that dignitary what he claimed to be a solid
wild boar’s tusk, which he insisted was endowed with the magic quality
ol invulnerability, Scveral Myanmars would share with his calim in this
mattcr. The headman had his head screwed on the right side, and he
wouldn't belicve a word of it. So the man wagered a bet of 5 kyats on the
tusk stating that it would give the power of invulnerability to any one
who had it on his body. 1l¢ then olfered himsell as a target to be shot at.
My cousin replicd that it would be a plain murder which, he as a headman,
was not going to commit. llowever, he took on the wager, and ticd the
tusk to an cmpty bottle. He took out his double-barrel gun and shot it at a
distance ol ten yards. The bottle was smashed to smithereens and the tusk
was not to be [ound any where, My cousin gave the moncey to his [riends
who celebrated the victory, with the connivance of his, with bottles of
country liquor. They had one too many. The result was a brawl, which the
clders of the village, including my grandmother, blamed it on drinking
alcohol on a sacred day.
3.1.4.5 The magic candle

My course at the university, you may remember, included old
and medicval Mon. To supplement this knowledge of mine with that of
modern Mon, [ asked an uncle ol mine to make [or me an arrangement to
meet a learned Mon monk. 1e did. 1le lived in a village about 25 miles
away [rom ours. [ went and stayed with him to read modern Mon works
with the monk.
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A nephew of my uncle living with him was head over heels in
love with a pretty girl, who however did not requite his love., e spoke to
her whenever he got the chance: and he wrote love letters to her, but all to
no avail. He became desperate. On some of his friends” advice, he sought
the aid of a magician in the village, Onc evening he took me and a [ew of
his [ricnds to the magician’s house, where he saw the man preparing a
magic candle. It was over thirty centimeters in height and a little over
three centimetres in diameter. He had on it several magic squares and a
[ew [Ogures. A picee ol cloth was ticd arround the middle ol it 1 lcarnt
later that it was [rom onc ol the blouses of the girl, which the young man
some how or other had managed to smuggle out of the house. After
intoning a [cw incantations mostly devoted to the praising ol Sarawati,
the Goddess ol Love, the man asked the young man to light the candle
and make a wish. 11¢ told us that when the candle burnt through, the girl
wis bound to come running to the man of her love.

We had to wait [or somce time for the candle to burn through.
Nothing happenced. The magician conceded that it was one ol his [ew
cases of failure, The girl married another man.

3.1.4.6 Omens
(1) The vulture

On my trips [orm our village to Yangon or vice versa, [ always
had to use Mawlamyine as staging post. On onc such occasion [ allowed
myscll the luxury of spending two nights, instcad ol the usual onc night,
in Mawlamyine before | retuned home,

As Istrolled along a main road , my cyes [ell on a dilapidated and
deserted building. 1t stood singularly alone among the other well main-
taincd buildings around it. [ remembered sceeing it some years ago as a
thriving business centre. On enquiry, my host told me a bricl history oflit.
It was once a Chinese businessman’s housc, which he rented [rom an
Indian saw-mills owner. About a year or so ago, he said | a vulture alighted
on its roof. The householder and the house owner, who were not truly
conversant with the Myanmar avgurics and omens, did not attach any
importance to it, and treated the vulture as they treated any other bird.

The business declined. It went from bad to worse. Then two
menbers of the Gamily died one alter the other, The Chinese businessiman,
in the meanwhile, heard [rom his Burmese [riends and clients storics of
the repercussions ol such an cvent. In the end he and his family moved
somewhere abandoning the building to its fate. Since then, he said, no
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on¢ had dared to move into it.

This was the only instance [ had cver scen with my own cyces.
There are many other similar cases which have been reported to me, and
[or which I cannot vouch their authenticity, Since then, [ have been read-
ing books on omens. Scveral of these works say that a vulture, | think
because of its ugly look and dirty habits, 18 an inauspicious bird. But
some of them maintain that a house on which a vulture has alighted is not
nceessarily doomed [or ever. It depends upon the cardinal point [orm
which 1t comes to perch on the howse, and to which direction it departs
and the time it perches. The deserted house [ have spoken olis now alive
with people who are leading a normal lile.

(2) The monitor lizard

There is an animal which most Myanmar people would put
togcther with the vulture under the heading of ereatures ol ill-omen or
il-luck. It is regarded as a precursor of poverty by many Myanmar people.
Perhaps this concept ariscs, to repeat what has been already said, [rom
the [act that its ashen grey colour, swe in Myanmar, also denotes poverty
or destitution. In the Myanmar classical poetry of the nineteenth century,
cspectally in dramas and scrmons, there are relerences to the poverty
stricken persons as Apwe, monitor lizards.

It 15 a deep rooted beliet among the Myanmar people that the
cntry ol a monitor lizard into a housc [oretells poverty [or its owner.
Reports and storics ol such instances are many. In all my lile, | have scen
only onc such instance. It, however, proved ncither one thing nor the
other.

During onc Christmas vacation, | had an occasion to go and sce
a larmer in a neighbouring village, to buy a [ew cows [rom him. | went
with a [arm labourer on [oot. Just as we were entering the village we saw
a monitor lizard running into a ramshackle hut. Its owner was a lazy
drunkard who could hardly make both ends mect. 1e beat the unwelcomed
visitor to death and, 1 was told later, had it [or his dinner. The man was
alrcady a destitute, and cither the perching of a vulture on his hut, or the
cntering ol a monitor lizard into it could not in any way make his plight
worse than what it was.

(3) The owl

While still on omens, [ would like to tell you about an alleged
connection between the hooting or sereeching of an owl and the subsc-
quent death of a person. Many Myanmars would strongly delend their
belict that the hooting of an owl in the vicinity or within the hearing
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distance of a entically 1ll person presages his imminent death, Be it a
coincidence or otherwise, 1 had once witnessed an ¢vent which scemeoed
to validate their belicl.

In my fourth year at the University of Yangon, | returned home
a [ew days belore the Christmas holidays started. | reccived a telegram
[rom onc o my aunts saving that a rclative ol ours was critically ill. 1
went to see him soon after my arrival at the village. 1 called him “little
grandpa’ [or the [act that he was a younger cousin ol my grandmother.

| saw his [amily and the village physician. My little grandpa
wis about 65, He had been ill for months, and he was 1n a ¢ritical condition.
The physician was telling his wile that yesterday was his day ol concep-
tion and today was his day ol birth - the day of the week the patient was
born. He added ominously that if her husband could survive the midnight,
he would pull through and would be on the mend again lt was about 9
o'clock in the cvening. We all decided to sit out the crucial midnight.
About 10 o'clock or thereabout, we heard the hooting, rather the screech-
ing ol an owl [rom a ncarby tree, followed by a sustained rhythm ol
screcches. Qur [aces [ell. Sure cnough, my little grandpa dicd belore mid-
night, inspite of all the efforts the physician made to save lus life.

Two bricl comments may be needed to make: one is the
physician’s notion ol the day ol conception and the day of birth; and the
relationship between the owl’s hooting and the death of a sick person. We
can deduce [rom the physician’s remark that his notion of the day of
conception and the day ol birth is not the same ag the universal idea ol the
date of conception of a child, as diagnosed by a gynaecologist and the
datc o birth as recognised by the Registrar-General of Births, Deaths
and Marriages. In treating scrious cases ol illness, Myanmar physiclans
attach a great importance to those two days of their patients, which are
crucial Lactors in time ol crisis as demonstrated in the physician’s remarks.

Many sceptical people would certainly insist that the connection
between the two phenomena - an owl’s hooting and death - as tenuous.
They will assert that this sort of things arc more commeon in villages
where there are more owls than in towns, and that there must be cascs
where an owl's hooting in the vicinity of a patient’s house docs not
invariably bring about his death. Thosc are scnsible arguments. But this
is the traditional belicl and tradition dics hard.
3.1.4.7 The astrologer

Youmay remember my telling vou about the government awarding
me a state scholarship to go to Britain for further studics in cducation.,
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That was, as you will recall, after [ had been through the process of sitting
the competitive examination, and being interviewed by a board. It was in
the interim period between these two ordeals that [ experienced a mild
SUTPIise.

There was a [ourtcen-day gap between the date ol the
cxamination and that o the interview. [ waited in great suspensce [or this
(inal act. Days scemed to drag on too slowly [or me. The day prior to the
momentous interview, 1 went to sce a friend in Yangon town with a view
to whiling the time away with him. It was a Sunday. As he tried to make
conversation with me, perhaps to prevent my mind [rom dwelling on the
coming interview | was having the next day, we heard some one shouting
‘Astrologer, astrologer' My [riend asked him in. He was a Moslem. He
wis hawking around his trade. 11le was asked by my [riend to read my
[uture. | was sure it was for [un. The astrologer [irst looked at my right
palm, and asked the date of my birth and he scribbled a number of
numecrical [igures on a picee ol paper. Finally he said *Sahib (Master in
[lindi), you are, 1 see, going to the West®, at which point | interrupted him
with a remark, ‘Bombay, | suppose’. He shook his head and told me: "No,
no, a place much futher than Macca, And, there you will mect three gen-
tlcmen, much older than you, and they will be kind to you. Onc of them
will treat vou like his son. Believe me, Sahib, vou will prosper there, sir!
He went on with his prediction.

My [ricnd and [ regarded it as a huge joke. 1le gave the [ec the
man asked [or, which wag not much. But soon alterwards, when some of
the things he had said had sunk in, | felt mildly surpnised. He couldn’t
have known that | had alrcady sat an examination and was awaiting an
intcrvicw [or a state scholorship to go abroad. Yet, he talked ol my going
to a place further than Mcecca, Curiously enough, all those words of his
quoted above, did come true as you will sce later, Equally, many other
things he predicted were widely ofl the mark.

1t is not in my nature to approach cither an astrologer or a palmist
and ask him to read my future, Yet, twice in my life, so far, it has been other
people who have delegated themselves to do these [or me. The [irst was
the incident mentioned above. The second was in 1969, when | was living
in England. | received a thick registered envelope from my vounger brother
in Myanmar, containing three sheets of [oolscap paper ol predictions on
my futurc. I[1¢ had my horoscope and apparently [celing worricd about
his long absent brother, sought the aid of a most famous astrologer in
Yangon. One prediction says that [ would get married in 1970, 1 did.
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3.1.48  Lpidemic

The summer before 1 left for England there ws a mild form of
cholera epidemic in our village. The headman sent for the 1lcalth
Inspectors from Mawlamyine. He told the villagers to take the greatest
care with their [ood and water, The [rightened villagers did as they were
told, but at the same time they requested the monks to come and recite
paritte {protective sacred texts) at the cross-roads one cvening. ‘There
arc scven principal paritta. The Buddha, it is said, sanctioned the recital
o[ the paritta in times ol danger or sickness, both individual and national.
This customary practice has been observed sinee the days o the Myanmar
kings.

At the end ol the ceremony, the villagers also held their own
form of rtual. They beat pails and buckets and drums as a means of
cxorcising any cvil spirits who might have a hand in this cpidemic.
Incidentally, the beating of pails and other metal containers can also be
heard at the time of the celipse of the moon. There is a belicl among the
Myanmars that this mysterious phenomenon is caused by Rahe (the Black
Planct) trying to swallow up the moon and that such an uproarious din
would make the scizer to release its victim, or to vomit it il Rahu has
alrcady swallowed up the moon.

3.1.5 England 1

1laving paid my respects to my grandmother and uncles and
aunts, | made for Yangon to start my journcy to kEngland. [ said good-byce
to Myanmar, totally unawarc ol the Lact that [ would not sce her again [or
the next nincteen years. 1 (inally lelt Myanmar in August 1938 to join the
Institute ol Education, University ol London. But, since its term began at
the begining ol September, 1 was [oreed by expedicency to abandon the
normal way of going to England by ship. In thosce days the mode of
travelling to and [ro [rom Asia to Lurope was by boat; [lying by acroplanc
did not come into vouge until in the 196075, | went by ship to Calcutta,
l'rom there [ crossed the sub-continent of India by train to  Bombay,
where [ caught a large passenger liner for Marscilles. Here | boarded a
night cxpress [or Calais, and thenee by [erry boat to Dover to catch a
train to London where | arrived on the 3rd of September.

This journcy, which took cighteen days by boat and by train
across the vast scas and strange countrics, was a traumatic and
enlightening experience for me. | saw Pans from my carriage window on
the morning ol 3rd September. Lhad a good look at it without fully conscious
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that in time to come | would be having very pleasant and [ruitlul
association with some ol its scholars and students. | have been to this
beautilul place [ive times since 19635,

My trip to England, especially between Bombay and Marseilles
on board the large liner, was a bit ol an ordeal. Apart [rom the sca sickness,
there was the problem of cating meals at the table in the diming saloon.,
[ was then a vegetarian and a tectotaller. The translormation [rom a
meat cater to a vegetarian was a gradual process. [t started when [ was at
school in Mawlamyine. On the last evening of my returning to school in
Mawlamyinc, my young cousing, as a gesture ol [arewell, would invari-
ably treat me to a meal of coconut rice and chicken curry - a dish for the
Myanmar gourmet. At [irst [ enjoyed it. But gradually | began to have
scruples about eating chicken. It was perhaps out of compassion for the
animals we had on our [arm - cattle, bullalocs, pigs, [owls, ducks and
what have you. Each time [ had chicken, 1 started to wonder whether it
was the white hen I [ed vesterday, or the brown cockerel [ was chasing
the other day. The thought spoilt my appetite. Soon, such cmotional
[eelings spread to the other animals, and they pricked my conscience so
much so that [ gave up cating meat altogether - a life [ led throughout my
unmversity days. 1t was done on humanitarian grounds rather than on reli-
gious considerations. Buddhism is silent on the question of cating meat.
Hindwsm 1s explicit on it. The Buddha ate whatever he was offered, and
s0 do the monks ol today. As [or the lay-Myanmar, though scveral veg-
ctarians there are among them, they cat meat without giving a thought to
it.

On board the ship, at meal times 1 sat next to an clderly
Englishman. At dinner a menu was given to us, It had thirty to forty
courses, many ol which were in Irench, of which [ knew next to nothing
then. Acting on the advice of my table-mate [ chose vegetarian dishes,
and then started cating semi-vegetarian [ood later - cheese dishes, a few
prawns or small amount of fish with plenty of vegetables, Some of the
waiters looked at me as an odd specimen, the more so when | declined
their ofler of drinks.

| shall not portray the life of a Myanmar Buddhist in an alicn
clime, where the ambicnee was dillerent [orm that ol Myanmar. ‘To do so
would not do full justice to my lecture on the life of the Myanmar Buddhist
[rom the cradle to the grave. Instcad | proposc to tell you a bricl story of
my days as a student and then as a tcacher in England, spotlighting those
incidents, cvents and dramas, all of which contributed to the changing of
the course of my hife,

I would have liked to forget, il [ could, the first [cw months at
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the Institute of Education. 1t was a kind of nightmare to me. 1 had to
study, among other things, Principles ol Lducation, Llementary, Advanced
and Industrial Psychology and the English Education System in England
and Walcs, all of which were Greek to me. And on top of that | had to
practise teaching at an English school in London. However, at the end of
the scssion, 1 got through the examinations. | got a diploma in tecaching,
which opened the door [or me to proceed to the MA degree. It was a
miracle, or was it the working ol my karma in the previous existances?
Anyway, more miracles were to happen in the next ten years.,

While [ was at a loose end during the long vacation alter the
cxamination, another Myanmar state scholar came to sce me to tell me
that Dr JL A Stewart was very keen to mect me, Dr Stewart, an Indian
Civil Scryvant had served in Myanmar many years. 1e retired in 1933 and
brought back to England the material for the compilation of a Myanmar
Lnglish dictionary. 11c was appointed lecturer in Myanmar at the School
ol Oriental Studics, later to be known as The School of Oriental and
Alrican Studics, London. 1l¢ became Reader in Myanmar in 1938, and
Prolessor of Myanmar in 1944, We went to see him at Bishop's Stortlord,
a town about thirty miles away [orm London. Alter a [ew preliminarics,
Dr Stewart talked me into switching [orm writing the MA thesis in
Education to preparing a thesis for the PhD degree in Myanmar. [ joined
the school as a postgraduate in 1939,

World War Ll came in September of that vear. All the Myanmar
statc scholars in Britain were given an option of cither returning to
Myanmar or remaining in Britain to continue their studies. | opted for the
latter. | preparcd my thesis under Dr Stewart’s supervision. One cvening
in 1942, | believe, while [ was walking along a London strect, musing
over the twists and turns in my karma during the last [ew months, scyveral
German bombers started raining down bomb alter bomb around me.
I made for the nearcst underground station to take shelter below, There
I mct a London Last-Lnder, a Cockney, most ol whom are noted [or their
sense of humour, He said with a broad grin: *Mate, vou don’t need to run
s0 [ast. Unless there is your name written on the bomb, you won't be
killed by 1t". When | asked him why then he was taking shelter under-
ground, he said: °1 ain’t alraid ol the bomb, [ was altaid olits blast!” 111s
remark on the bomb and the name written on it indicates that he was a
[atalist, onc step removed [rom a believer in karmea.

1 obtained the PhD) degree in 1944, in the same year the title of
Professor of Myanmar was conferred on JL A, Stewart, At the end of the
warl in Lurope, Stewart asked mce to assist him in his Myanmar-Lnglish
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Dictionary, then being compiled in the Dictionary office in his garden at
Bishop’s Stortlord. 1 joincd him in 1946, He had a colleaguc, 4 Mr C.W,
Dunn, another Indian Civil Servant, who had worked together with JUA.
Stewart in Myanmar, Stewart dicd of heart attack in May 1948 at the age
0[66. Dunn and | carricd on the task in hand. In October 1948 [aceepted
the oller of lectureship by the School of Oriental and African Studics,
with a provision that | would relinquish the post at the end of my three
years tenureship. It was not to be. | had one student alter another reading
[or the Myanmar [onours degree, besides several others [rom the Lorcign
Ollice, [rom the BBC and other quarters. A Mr 11, I Scarle, a collcague
in Myanmar of Professor Stewart and Mr Dunn, was appointed a temporary
lecturer in Myanmar, and also as an bditor of the Dictionary. The title of
Reader in Myanmar was conferred upon me by the University of London
in 1955, My pleasant and prolitable association with them was severed
by the death of Mr Scarle in 1965 and of Mr Dunn in 1966,

At this juncture, may 1 relfresh your memory with what the
Moslem astrologer had told me in 193%, a [ew months belore 1 lelt [or
England! He said: *Sahib, you are goig to the West ... a place much farther
than Mcceca, And there you will mect three gentlemen, much older than
you, and they will be very kind to youw, One ol them will treat you like his
son. Belicve me... you will prosper there, Sin 1 did mect Stewart, Dunn
and Scarle, the three gentlemen who were very kind to me, particularly
Professor Stewart. Le did treat me like his son: his cldest son, who was of
the same age as |, was killed in [taly at the beginning of the war, After
one year of collaboration with Stewart on the Dictionary he began to
conceive in his head that [ was the only reliable, trustworthy Myanmar
scholar he had ever met. e told it to his Myanmar wilc and said to her in
my presence that [1la Pe should stay in Lngland to work at the School. |
still remember an incident that took place the day belore Stewart’s death.,
The Rector of the University of Yangon, who was in England at that time,
came to sce us at Bishop's Stortford. He offered me the post o Reader in
Myanmar in Yangon. Stewart, very ill though, angrily told him that that
wis not good cnough [or me, and that [ could become  a prolessor one
day, i 1 would work at the School.

3.1.0 Myanmar 1957-58

At my request, the School granted mce a leave ol absencee [or ten
months on study lcave in Myanmar. My homeward bound journcy was
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more quict and peacetul than the outward bound trip about nincteen years
ago. | went by boat [rom Liverpool to Yangon where | arrived one month
later. | had time on hand to take stock of my failures and my achicve-
ments, and to speculate on the Myanmar | would [ind. I arrived back to
my country as a non-vegetarian and a non-teetotaller, and as a cigarette-
smoker!

1 shall not bother you with the account ol my academic activitics
concerning Myanmar language, literature and culture, [or which | was
granted leave ol absenee on study leave in Myanmar. Instead 1'll present
you with the more interesting human side ol the lile of the Myanmar
Buddhist.

The Myanmars, | found, had not changed much with regard to
their attitude to Buddhism and other -isms. 1 couldn't help noticing that
the Myanmars were as zealous Buddhists as ever. The ember of their zeal
had been [anned by the holding in Yangon ol the Sixth Buddhist Council
in 1956. They were devoting more and more of their time and energy to
meditation, without however neglecting their other two primary dutics-
religious ollerings and observing moral precepts. At the same time, 1 also
noted that the so-called magicians, both individually and in groups, tak-
ing on various high sounding names, were on the increase. Some of them
were exploiting the ignorance, the fear, and in a fow cases, the greed and
the cupidity of many Myanmars. 1 am not surc how potent their magic is,
but I do know from my personal experience that some of them don't get
right cven the names of, and the relationship between, some ol their patron
supcrnatural beings. Added to all these was the spectacle that grected my
cycs at the house of a prolessor where [ went to dinner on the third day
alter my arrival in Yangon. In a room specailly built for the Buddha's
shrine, side by side with the Buddha's images were sceveral statues ol a
[ew nats, which, | was told, brought prosperity to the trades people. The
professor's wife was a businesswoman!

Now | will retail to you a [ew ol the belicls and practices of the
Mpyanmar people which | encountered during my stay in Myanmar. The
[irst was the worshipping o an awcsome banyan tree,

3.1.6.1 The banyan-tree

My [ricnds took me on a coach trip to an old Buddhist cave,
through jungles and valleys. The coach was loaded with people [rom all
walks of lile. When we came to a huge old banyan tree - there are many
such trees in Myanmar which the Myanmars regard with awe - the driver
stopped the coach and all the passengers got ol to pay their respects to
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the tree. [ was well assured by the driver and my [riends that most ol the
people travelling on this road always did obcisance to this tree cither by
getting out ol their vehicle, or [rom inside it as they drove past the tree.
The exceptions, they said, were the Christians and people of other
persuasions. We then proceeded with our journey to the cave to study the
arts and sculpturcs, and to do another obeisance to the Buddha's images
inside it

There are, as you may know, numcerous specics of banyan-tree.
Nevertheless, ordinary Myanmar people associate every one of these trees
cither with the tree under which Buddha attains enlightenment or with
the abode of a deity. And they hold it in awe. Many interesting storics arc
being related  about banyan-trees, but | would like to repeat the story
told to mc by my old teacher and mentor, the late Professor J
AlLStewart and his Myanmar wile, while [ was in Bishop’s Stortlord.

Stewart was in charge of a district in Upper Myanmar during the
Lirst World War. 1lc was also a captain in the army and had under him
Myanmar and Indian Sappers and Miners - the forerunners of the Roval
Lngincers.

There was an cnormous banyan-tree with a temple underncath it
[or the Guardian deity in the centre of the town, where Stewart had his
hcadquarters. 1t was impeding the flow of trafhic. Nobody dared touch it.
In the end, the clders approached Stewart about the tree, e summonced
his soldicrs, put dynamite around the tree and demolished it within a fow
scconds. Three weeks later, Stewart and his men were ordered to go to
Mesopotamia.

Many citizens of the town, including Mrs Stewart and the
Myanmar soldicrs™ wives, attributed the cause ol their husbands having
to have to leave their homes and Lamilics to the destruction ol the deity's
abode.

([1la Pc: Natural Symbols in seuth Last Asia, cdited by G.1.
Milncr, London, 1978, P 101)

3.1.6.2 The cairn

Alter we lelt the cave, mentioned above, the driver ol the coach
took us to a cairn, a [airly big heap of stones. The passengers got ol and
threw small stoncs and branches on to it 1 too joined those people in this
ritual, though | had been living nincteen years in Lngland. The atmos-
phere was too compelling.

T'his 15 a reminiscence of the ritwal performed by the companions
of a prince who was to rule as the last king of the Bagan dynasty, 1044-
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1287, The prince was nicknamed Minkhweche, Prince Dog Dung, When
'Minhkweche', | quote, *was about to become king, he was playing onc
day at gonmyvin (a kind of sceds) with his companions. And behold, there
was lying on the court some dog’s dung indeed. So they took and moved
it, covering it cach with an handlul ol carth and a bough ol a tree they
went down flat upon their knees and worshipped it. When the wise saw
the great pile that they had worshipped, they began to say, "Lrelong this
prince shall become king" ' (Pe Maung 1in and .11 Luce : The Glass
Palace Chronicle of the Kings of Myanmar, London, 1923 p. 158)

3.1.6.3  Ancestors’ nat

In the summer o 1954, as the temperatures soarcd to round about
36" Celsius, a [tiend ol mine took me to a hill station called Kalaw, in the
southern Shan States. [t used to be one of the summer resorts of the British
olficials, where the climate is mild and cquable. We stayed at a housc
amid the pine trees, Our host, an uncle ol my [riend, was a civil scrvant.
He was a noted white magician, who put to use his knowledge for nobler
cnds.

One evening soon alter we had been back [rom the day's outing,
his chauffeur, a Gurkha, who lived near by, came running to him in dis-
tress. 11e told our host that when he got home he [ound his wile in a state
of paroxym - shouting, laughing and attacking pcople. Our host picked
up a Shan bag and a small canc [rom a table and went with his chaulicur,
We accompanicd him. The wile, a slender woman, was lying in bed - all
in a tremor. ‘The man examined her and gave her a crushed betel leaf to
chew it, and asked her what it tasted like, She said it wag bitter, and tricd
to get up. It took all the strength of her stout husband and ol her strong
brother to keep her down on the bed. She calmed down somewhat when
the magician showed her his magic canc. 1e told the husband that the girl
was being posscsscd by her ancestors” nat or spirit.

‘The magician took out an amulet on a string and put it round her
ncek, not without opposition from her at [irst. 11c told the spirit (ol course
through her) not to harass her anymore. She shook her head vigorously.
S0 he recited a mantra and repeated his injunction by threatening her
with hig canc. She nodded her head and smiled. A [ew sceonds later, she
was normal again, She looked around her, and when she saw us standing
in the room, she stood up and chided her husband [or not providing us
with tca or somcthing to cat.
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3.1.6.4 The inauspicious and auspicious days

Onc month after 1 had got back to Yangon from Kalaw, my
younger brother came to tell me that the boat, Derbyshire, which I intended
to catch back to Lngland, had alrcady arrived in Yangon. She was [ilteen
days ahcad ol her schedule, I also learnt that she would be leaving on
Friday, the 13th of Junc,

While | was waiting for the date of her departure, my relatives
and [tiends came to say [arewell to me. When they [ound out the day |
was lecaving, a [ew ol them said: "Isaya {teacher), you are a lcarned man.
Surely, you know the lines, "ltavelling on water on a I'riday, mislortune
at vour feet will lay ' " . Another interposcd by telling me that it was on
the 13th too. The Myanmar idea of 13 as an unlucky number is derived, |
belicve, from a day called vgrg-midty, Sankrit “unlriendly day’. A datc is
unfriendly or inauspicious, it 1s asserted, when the sum total of the num-
bers representing the day of the week and the day of the [irst or sceond
hall o[ the month amounts to 13, Lyery Myanmar month has two scparate
halves. The first is the waxing and the sccond the waning moon. Each
hall has 15 days cxeept the months in odd numbers, 1,3,5,7,9 and 11,
which have 14 days in the sccond hall, Vara-mittu falls on Sunday (1) the
12th waxing or waning; Monday (2) the 11th waxing or waning and so
on. The majority of my well-wishers pleaded with me not to go on that
day. But | was adamant, because the next boat would not be leaving until
the end of July.

It may be  stated that many Myanmars cither 1gnore or dely
these beliels. Lqually, not a [ew Myanmars, including ¢ven educated oncs,
would not feel ike embarking on an enterprise or on a journcy if the day
were inauspicious. Belore they do an important job, they olten consult a
calendar in which the auspicious and inauspicious days arc indicated. Or,
to find them out, they may recite the cryptogram in mnemonics on the
propitious and unpropitious days, which ar¢ in verse in scveral works on
astrology. 1lere is one. (The names ol the twelve Myanmar months have
initial capital [etters. and the Myanmar in there are in transliteration form.)

Auspicious days

1. Tanhkii: sa-lha ‘Tanhki: I'riday - Wednesday
thwan: pa-Kuchun Kuchun Saturday - Thursday
NAyun nnwan. ca Nayun Tuesday - Tucsday
on-lha Wachui Wachui Sunday - Wednesday
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2.5a-lu1 Wikhon Wikhon Friday - Wednesday
mrat-toi |'dsalan: 1dsalan; Thursday - Saturday
Sitan: kywat chi Sitan:kywat Tucsday - (Tucsday)
¢-1i Tanchonmun: Tanchonmun:  Sunday - Wednesday

3.sa-lum: Nattdé Nattd liriday - Wednesday
ma-nd Prasui Prasw Thursday - Saturday
ci-fiul Tabul.twal Tabui.twai Tuesday - Tucsday
ai-wan ‘lapon: Tapon: Sunday - Wednesday

We know from the table you have that the propitious days from
cach of the months are those given in the last column above, A carclul
cxamination ol this table shows that

(1) only six days out ol the cight days ol the week are included:
the two excluded days are Monday and Rahu: and

(2) there 15 1n this a certain pattern.

(a) Iive out ol'six days arc arranged in pairs: 'riday and Wednes-
day: Saturday and Thursday: and Sunday and Wednesday. They repre-
sent the auspicious days in the first, second and fourth months, while
Tucsday alone represents the auspicious day in the third month.

(1) This [ormat ol the first group of [our months repeats itsellin
the following sccond and third groups.

‘There 1s also a cryptogram in mnemonics, composcd also in verse
form, for the inavspicious days. They too have a pattern, similar in format
to that of their opposite numbers, cxcept that there are cight instead ol six
days. The crytogram is; fe-ma, sak-ravi:; avi-froni:; chu-rac - the names
of four species of trees, representing the nauspicious days of the four
months in cach of the [irst, sccond and third groups. In this casc too, as in
that of their opposite numbers, there are [our pairs which repeat them-
sclves twice to go round the twelve months.

Inauspicious days

ta-ma Saturday-"Thursday
sak-raf: Friday-Wednesday
an-karn: Sunday-Monday
chii : ruc Tucsday-Rahu

‘The only comment to make here is about *raf’ in sak-raf:, line 2
above. The letter *r’ is shown under Rahu in the table. But here [or rea-
sons unknown it represents Wednesday. (See the table showing the davs
ol the week and their corresponding alphabets in appendix)

3.1.7 Lngland 11
On Friday the 13th of June 1958 [ left on board the ship Derbyshire
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for England. It was during the monsoon. The Indian occan was very rough,
but rougher was the Arabian Sca. The ship tossed and rolled amidst moun-
tainous waves. But worse was to come. As she made her way through the
waves towards Aden, lving to the north-west of her, there came a gale
[oree south-west wind, She had to change her course duc west almost
heading towards the on coming gale. We reached Diibuti instead ol Aden.
‘The ship then made her way to her port-ol-call by hugging the coast line
of Africa. Eventually we armved at Aden. The Myanmar passcngers natu-
rally put the blame on the date of the departure [or what they had sullered
s0 lar,

Mistortune seldom comes alone. In the Red Sea one of the ship’s
cngines broke down, When we [nally made our way to Port Sucz, we
began to hear rumours that our ship would not be allowed to go through
the Sucz Canal into the Mediterrancan sca. Some of you may remember
the Sucz Crisis 0of 1956 and its aftermaths, Many of us started entertaining
visions of having to go round the Cape of Good 1lope, therchby prolong-
ing our journcy another two months. And some [Cared that our ship might
be detained by the Egyptian authonities and would not be released until
such time as the British and Lgyptian governments could come to an
agreement. Again the date, the 13th and the day, Uriday were blamed lor
such inconveniences and sufferings. [ am not sure what was happening in
those [ew hours. Bven the Captain ol the ship wouldn't tell us anything.
Anyway in another [ew hours we [ound oursclyes, to our great joy, in the
Mediterrancan sca.

In the period between 1958 and 1980, with a break of my revisit
to Myanmar in 1979, [ led the lile ol a Myanmar Buddhist in Lngland.
An account ol my lile there would still fall within the purview ol my
lecture, but it would not arouse much interest in vouw. All | shall mention
here are three [acts: my [ullilling the three primary dutics ol a Buddhist,
the deseription of which [ reserve [or the next stage: my [ullilling the
propheey ol the late Prolessor JLA Stewart, which he made a [ew hours
betfore his death, by becoming a professor in the University of London in
1966; and my [ullilling the wishes of my wile by returning to Myanmar
in 1980 [or good.

3.2 Manhood

1 shall now continue the story ol the lile of the Myanmar Buddhist
by translerring the scence to his habitat, Myanmar. You may remember
that we had paused for a while when we reached the stuge of his transition
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from vouth to manhood. It was to give mysclf a chance to continue my
bricl autobiography and to highlight a [ew specimens of his belicls and
practices. [lere 1 shall pick up the thread and try to picce together the
various aspects of his life to present to vou a recognizable portrait of
Myanmar manhood. The material for this and [or cach ol the [ollowing
stages on his journcy in this world, | shall draw partly [rom my own
cxpericnee and partly [rom my own obscrvations.

Having lett behind the phase of adolescence, the Myanmar Bud-
dhist cnters into matrimony and a lile ol domesticity.

3.2.1 Human relations and marriage

Marriage in Myanmar is known by three expressions, “procuring
auspiciousness’, “placing hand above hand’ and *winding round with a
white cloth.” All these [orm as rites in a marriage ceremony. Marriage 1s
asingularly significant institution of the Myanmar Buddhist - an institution
that rellects various aspects of his attitude to lile; his standards and valucs,
his belicls and practices, which are constituent parts of his culture, 1t is a
human relationship between two unrelated people of different sexes, in
which the two partics adjust themsclves by tolerance, mutual respect,
understanding and love in order to live together till death or divoree parts
them. 1tis in a way, the culminating point of other social dealings such as
between parents and children, tecachers and pupils, and between [riends,
and between relatives, which are based on platonic love,

| shall consider the [irst these social dealings by showing vou
a tapestry of them so that in the final analysis you can see this institution
in its truc perspective.

3.2.1.1  Parcats and children

The [ive dutics of the parents, the distilled tradition, opinions,
beliels, customs and such like of the Myanmar Buddhists, cmbody the
parents’ love and care [or their children. These are;

(1) to guide their children away from evil;

(2) to lead them to what is good;

{3) to cducate them;

(4) to sct them up financially;

(5) to sce that they are suitably marricd.

The love ol the parents is well expressed in a saying: “The sight
o[their children is like a drop ol cool, exhilarating water on them'. Their
attachment to their offspring 18 particularly strong, a fact which gives
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birth to a proverb: ‘Discard only bad baskets and punnets, not bad sons
and daughters™. They would like to keep their children with them as long
ag they could and to share their possessions with them; and to [wlfill the
last one of their five duties, that is to see that their children are suitably
marricd.

Their care stems [rom their desire to sce them as decent citizens
and dutiful children. *Parents are the [irst teachers™ so says a maxim, and
they live up to it in spirit and, often, to the letter, so that the community
would look upon them as “true children of good parents’. They are well
aware of the popular observation: ‘Bad children: blame the parents’. As
with the parents all over the world, they would very much wish to see
their sons and daughters ‘riding an clephant, surrounded by horses: not
tramplcd by clephants and kicked by horses’. The bond between parents
and children is much stronger in Myanmar than in the West.

Children's love and respect for their parents are a rule rather
than an cxception. They hear, they learn and read in books the gratitude
thcy owed to their parents. “The magnitude ol the debt owe to their
parents’, according to one homily, “1s greater than that of Mt Meru,' which,
as alrcady stated, is the largest mountain in the Universe, lying in the
centre of the [our large islands - Northern, Southern, Lastern, and Western.
Grown- up sons and daughters generally repay in the form of giving aid
and succour to their parents in their old age, for their care and tenderness
bestowed upon them Irom childhood to manhood days. Alter all parents
arc included in the canon of Five Worthy Objects. Most of the children
are aware of thewr five duties, which are;

(1) to reciprocate their parents [avours:

(2) to take responsibility [or their parents” allairs;

(3) to perpetuate the family:

(4) to be worthy ol one’s inheritance:

(5) to perlorm works of merit on their parents’ behalll

3.2.1.2 Teachers and pupils

The tic between parents and children is paralled by that between
tcachers and pupils. The teacher is the second  parent to his pupils. e
has at his heart the physical, intellectual and spiritual well being of those
in his charge. He is in [act their teacher as well as their mentor, in whom
they place their trust and loyalty which sces to it that these have not been
misplaccd. 1le would not hesitate to chastise any pupil of his who has
trodden on the wrong path. Isn't there, he would assert, a proverb which
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savs: ‘A bad pupil, blame the teacher” His duty, he 1s aware, 1s to mould
any pupil into a [ull man,

The five dutics he is expected to discharge arc

(1) to endow his pupils with knowledge;

(21 to withold no knowledge [rom them;

(3) to scnd them to other teachers (to be better cquipped);

{41 to admonish and exhort them;

(5) to proteet them from danger.

Pupils in olden days, it scems, had a closer relationship with
their teachers. Many ol them, as the Pali word anre-vavika “living-in’
indicates, lived with their teacher to learn at his feet and administer to his
nceds. There are storics in which, the teacher who had a daughter olten
gave her hand in nuarriage to his lavourite pupil. But things are dillerent
nowadays., Nevertheless, many hold in reverenee their teacher who
togcther with their parents constitutes one of the Five Worthy Objects.
They rely on him [or knowledge, Most ol them still hang upon his words.
This Luith 1n their teacher born ol respect and delerence, and the aceceptance
of his pronouncements as the gospel truth may have one drawback: it
deters the pupils [rom taking their own initiative and [fom cxcrcising
their critical minds in tackling dillicult situations. The five dutics
traditionally laid down for the pupils to carry out arce

(1) to be assiduous;

(2) to listen to the teacher’s advice;

{3) to lcarn what he teaches;

(4) to greet him when he comes:

(5) to administer to him by his side.

3.2.1.3 Between friends

The two terms most commonly used to deseribe a ricnd is smeqi-
Aswed fcomrade-ally’ and thy-nge-gyvin 'companion since youth' the tic
between two [riends is very strong indeed: '[riends ride in the same boat
and go on the same journey' - they share the same happiness and sorrows,
and they go through thick and thin together, riendship calls [or sacrifice
and loyalty. Thosc who do not conlorm to these requirements are [air-
weather fricnds.

Advice in Myanmar didactic poems on the choice of [riends and
how to deal with them is not scarce. And, Myanmar parents are always
reminding their childrem ol the type o person to belriend, sinee an unde-
sirable companion can bring disrepute to his circle or even to hig commu-
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nity. The contagiousness of bad habits 18 also stressed in proverbs of
which the oldest is: *Plant a Hhwer-dauk (bitter [Tuit) tree near a swecet
mango tree, and the mango will certainly losc its flavour’. Onee a [riend
15 found to be false or undesirable, o Myanmar 1s often told not to break
o[l the [riendship as “onc breaks ol a growing branch or a bamboo’ but
to do it gently.

3.2.1.4 Between relatives

Just ag there are fair-weather [riends, so are there * Lair-weather
relatives”, il may be permitted to coin the expression. Lor the sell-secking
relatives, the Myanmar have a saying: “He tries to establish relationship
with a person only when the person has gold®. Here then is 4 pun on the
words Aswei-myo (ally-kind), the word [or relative, and shwei-mvo {gold-
kind), intended to mean a rich relative. The good oncs are always ready
to come in time of need to the aid of their kith and kin, Myanmar Buddhists
arc conscious ol onc of the thirty cight principles of Buddhism: ‘Render
assistance to your relatives’. And there is no dubt that a too literal appli-
cation of this excellent principle, without due regard to equity and justice,
has led to many cascs of nepotism since the days ol the monarchical
period. All through recorded history many wealthy and inllucntial
Myanmar have put this tenct into practice; and it is not rarc cven today, to
(ind a well-to-do Myanmar supporting a housclul ol near and distant rela-
tives. 1t is said “A good tree can lodge ten thousand birds”.

3.2.1.5  Social contract between man and woman

We now come to the human relationship between two unrelated
people, aman and a woman, who have contracted a union to live together
as husband and wife, in other words, marrage.

Three words have been invented by a wag, They are “hatched’,
‘matched’ and “dispatched’, meaning birth, marriage and death respec-
tively. The two persons are matched by an agency, which a Westerner
will identify with fate or love, or vaguely with one of those things in life,
whercas a Myanmar Buddhist associates it with nahpu-za or karma.

Nahpu-za, brow-writing, the Myanmar belicve, has a hand in
cvery marriage. They maintain that any one who has the writing on his or
her brow will marry the destined person, and that those who do not have
it will remain unmarricd. The idea is [lindu in origin, The Sanskrit phrasc
faefite vekho meaning “written on the brow?’ is the key to this belicl, that
the destiny of every individual 18 written by the Brahma on the brow of a
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child on the sixth day of it's birth,

Karma, on the other hand, 1s Buddhist in origin. It is vsually
translated into Myanmar, particularly concerning marriage, as “causcs of
past deeds’. For the expression ‘to get married” we have in Myanmar
alvanmg heet causcs join together, akyvaung hyon causces coincide, and
aleverumg pa causes accompany. Lor that of parting, there are akyveaung kon
causcs are cxhausted, abyveung ne causcs arc scanty. Those who are not
aware of the existence of this dual belief are apt to be misled by these two
nomenclatures, both of which however stand [or Cupid, Roman god ol
love, or Myanmar nahpu-za nat, the brow writing deity, Lyvery Myanmar
parent, especially the mother in her anxiety forgets all about the nahpu-za
and karma, and starts worrying about her children when they reach the
age of puberty. She [cars more about her daughters when she recalls the
proverb: “Not [ruiting when it is time to [ruit, and not blossoming when it
18 tiume to blossom’. A late marriage may bring scrious conscguences to
her daughter. She may be lelt on the shell, or be led astray, or land in an
ill-matched union. She is worried about her son too. She is determined to
get the daughter-in-law of her choice. But human nature being what it 1s,
she wing sometimes and loscs at times. Alter all, the union ol two people
is ordaincd by their nahpo-za or karma. ‘The truth of this dictum will be
scen 1n the following exposition on marriage.

Marriage is a social contract and as such never sanctificd. Bud-
dhist tradition looks wpon it, as it docs upon the birth of a child, as an
incident in lile which is bound to prolong the existence in samsira of
those concerned. Marmage can be contracted by (1) direct contact
between the parents of the two  parties, or by cmploying a go-
between: (2) clopement; and (3) living together as man and wile, All
these forms of marriage are legal in the eyve of the Myanmar Law,

I shall consider the last of these [irst, that is the two people sctting
up a home of their own, without going through a formal marriage cer-
cIony.

(1) Living together as man and wife

‘Two people live together as man and wile without going through
any formalitics 1s not a rarc phenomenon in Myanmar. They have their
own reasons: to avoid publicity [or various considerations, or to avoid
wasting moncy or not having any moncy to spend on a ceremony and
such like. But many couples make the position known to the outside world
by mmforming their neighbours, village otfficials or by announcing in the
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newspapers, or by putting their signatures on a legal document in the
presence of a judge. It is not really essential [or the couples to legalize
thelr marriage in this way: the customary law recognizes any couple as
man and wife if the man’s garment is seen on the railing of their home or
il they cat their meals out of the same bowl or plate.

This sort ol marriage also presupposcs that the two people have
been through the phases of courting and [alling 1n love with cach other
betore they live as husband and wife, with or without the consent of their
respective parcnts.

(2) Elopement

Contracting marriage by clopement ollends the scnsc of propricty
and decorum of the old people. But its gets the hearty approval ol the
young romantics. Llopement is a natural scquel to the two processes
mentioned above - wooing and falling in love.

Wooing in old Myanmar was donc under the hawk-cyced parents
and clders. In those days when everything moved at a leisurely pace, and
when patience was a virtue, three seasons’™ wooing was the rule rather
than the exception. Scerct trysts were not as uncommon as they are today.
llowever, the young beau went to sce his sweet heart at her home at the
hour ‘when brothers hardly recognize cach other’ {(between 5 and 6 pim),
and had a téte-ta-téte with her. He stayed on ignoring ‘the time when
clderly people rest their heads on pillows™ (10 pm), until “the time when
bachelors return’ (11 pm) arrived. 1le bade adicu to his girl [riend and
returned home. Marriage or elopement followed in its wake in due course.
[ have used, you will notice, the then current terms of expressing time to
give a proper atmosphere to the scene.,

For many young people of today, three years waiting 1s too long.
Muny old restrictions have been dispensed with, there 1s a change in their
attitude, and temptations have inercased manilold. Some of them cannot
wait cven three months, This is, as vou all know, the age ol “instant col-
fee’, ‘instant noodles” and “instant this and instant that’. Besides the way
courting is conducted has to adapt itsell to the world of changing stand-
ards and valucs., Young men arc more [orward and the young girls are
less demure, The man often deploys one of the three means to achieyve his
desired object, The first 1s a rather mild tactic, He writes love letters and
cither gives them to the girl himsell or send them to her by post or through
an intermediary. The sceond is by emploving a go-between - a tactic that
betrays his tumidity. The third i1s a direct approach: he goes to see the girl
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and, to use the modern parlance, chats her up. If one of these means
brings success to him, he is accepted, and in duc course they [all in love
with cach other, They want to marry. The parents intervene and object to
their entering into nuptials on the grounds ol their age or unlinished
cducation and such like. The loved ones have no alternative but clope-
ment, and 1n a [ew extreme cases suicide. 'l tell you about an clopement
[ witnessed mysclf in our village with a happy cnding.

Onec ol my [ricnds who was about nincteen or twenty then ran
away with his swecet-heart, who in vain had tricd many times to prevail
upon her well-to-do- parents to give their consent. [is would-be parents-
in-law looked down upon him as a worthless creature, who would not be
able to keep their daughter in circumstances she was accustomed to. They
thrcatened to cut her off with a centime. The couple went into hiding
until the whole allair had been blown over and the parents [ury had sub-
sided.

The young man was an orphan. 11c¢ and his girl-[riend approached
a handful ol clders including two ladics, the paragon of the art of
reconcilliation. The cmissaries came. They met the girl's parents, and the
two ladics used their maximum power of persuasion. They asked the par-
cnts to let begones be bygones, and stressed the [act that their daughter
was having the worst ol both worlds, ‘Lo drive their point home, they
quoted the proverb: *L the thorn falls, the lealis picreed; il the leal [alls,
the leal 1s picreed’. They capped their arguments by putting [orward the
urefutable reason that it was karma that had destined this union. The
parcnts in the end relented and agreed to have the two crring young ones
in the cvening of a certain auspicious day. Lvening is the usual time chosen
[or such an occasion: the people have done their day’s work, and lile has
quictened down somewhat, and any [ormal activity will have less public-
ity - a statement that proved to the contrary, as you will sce by and by.

At dusk on that evening, the voung couple, accompained by some
o[ the cmissarics, came. They brought with them the traditonal tray ol
gilts with which to pay their respects to the girl’s parents. Adfter a briel
preliminary [ormality they did obeisance to the father and mother, who
gave their blessings: ‘May you both live as husband and wilc happily
togcether to a ripe old age’. The [ather was now in a convivial mood.
Perhaps, he was feeling nostalgic about the day he eloped with his wife.
He added to those blessings his own, “May you also be blesscd with a
matlul of children’ - a number which depends upon the size of the mat, 1t
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may range from five to ten children, For such flippancy he got a digging
in his ribs [rom his wile's clbow. Just at that very moment stones and
broken picees of bricks of all shapes and sizes began to rain down on the
thatched roof of the house. It was a frightening experience for those in-
side the house,

A band ol village lads and two or three middle aged men had
taken up their strategic positions a [ew minutes beflore the arrival of the
party at the reception ceremony. They learnt of it some time betore the
cvent, They had indulged in this horseplay [or what is gencrally known
as ‘stonc [ee’, ge-ho in Myanmar. They kept on hurling their missiles
until the father came out and groped his way in the darkness to their
leader. He haggled over the sum ol moncey [or the stone-[ce. He then paid
them ofl to leave the party in the house in peace. The young couple were
hencelorth married in the eye of the public,

| must admit | have not the faintest 1dea of how this custom
originated. A [ew Myanmar scholars have attempted to explain away its
origin. | shall pass to you two versions of their accounts [or what they arce
worth, It 15 not unlike the story of the Fall of Man,

It began with the beginning ol the world. Soon alter the evolution
o['this world cycle, many Brahma passcd away [rom their celestial abode
and appcarcd on carth sclf-illuminated. They first ate the tasty carth, as a
result of which they lost their sell-illumination, and they took to cating
the layers underneath it The dict tainted their minds with greed, which
brought about the disappearance ol their sustenance. So they turned to a
fragrant and tastetul creeper called in Pali bodalard or paddalatd. It
disappcred in duc course, so they partook ol rice, This enterprisc of theirs
turncd them into the prototype ol modern man.

I quote:

"And there appears masculinity to man, [cminity to woman.

So that man and woman gazc long at cach other. Because they gasc
long at cach other, the burning ol lust arises. Then they [ollow their
sensual instincts. Because of their evil practices they are blamed,
censurcd by the wise: and to hide their sin, they make houses wherein
they dwell’. (The Path of Purity, |, translatcd by Pc Maung
11in,Oxford University Press, 1923] pp. 482 and following.)
It is morc¢ than possible that the Myanmar scholars usc the story of the
cvolution of the world cycle as a peg to hang their explanation on the
origin ol the stone-Iee. Lor, to this version they have added their own,
which says, "I'he decent minded people make for the dwelling place of
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the shameless individuals, and threw stones on their houses to drive them
away. Such custom, the scholars maintain, still lingers on.

The other version of this folk-lore has a similar théme with some
yvariations.

Ninc Brahma, not so many Brahma as in the [irst cpisode,
appearcd on carth, And after cating the rice [or their [ood, they were
tranformed into live men and [our women. Four of the men took the four
women as their help-mates. The filth man resented at being “lelt single’.
S0 he pelted the homes of the happy couples with stones. Most men would
have dong the same thing if they [ound themselves in his shoes! Sympathy
with this sad archetvpal bachelor has instituted the custom of stone
throwing by the bachelors [rom gencration to genceration down to the
present day. [t should be added that this practice 1s confined only to cascs
ol clopement in the rural arcas. Another such traditonal practice in which
the payment of money 1s involved will be dealt with under arranged
marriage.

I have made references to the tragic fates of a few run away
couples in Myanmar. Sometimes the boy and the girl make a pact to commit
suicide cither together or seperately, At other tumes, it 18 usually the girl
who ¢nds her life. The cause ol such tragedics are not Lar to scek. 1t is the
objections of the parents of onc or both partics, born ol prejudices and
pride. The means of putting an end to onc’s lile are many: chiclly by
taking cyanide or such like, by drowning or hanging oncscll, or in [ew
instances by leaping from a great height - in France from such bulding as
the Lillel Tower or in Britain [rom such prominent landsacpes as “Lovers’
Leap’, which are usually situated on the edges of steep chiffs.

Committing suicide is condemned by the Myanmar Buddhists,
many ol whom censured those Victnamese Buddhist monks who sacrificed
their lives by sell-immolation some years ago. This horrible act not only
violates onc of their Five Precepts - not to kill - but it also gocs against
the grain of their belicll Itis that any onc who commits suicide will repeat
it in the next five hundred and five consecutive lives. This as far as | am
aware, is not part of the teaching of the Buddha.,

(3) Arranged marriage

The arranged marriage is an ancient institution in the Last. 1t 1s
on record that this custom was already m practice in the time of the Buddha,
We know that Prince Siddhattha, the would-be Buddha, accepted duti-

http://www.cherrythitsar.org


http://www.cherrythitsar.org

134 Dr. Hla Pe
fully the hands of a beautiful cousin of his, Princess Yasodhara, when his
royal father oflered her to him in menriage. 11e was born in India, where
this custom, which may have been established much carlier, had been
being preserved ever since. In China too, this tradition hag been in existenee
thousands of years. In Myanmar, the Myanmars took over this custom
probably [rom India and institutionalized it probaly in the 11th century
AD. Itis still going strong in spite ol the western cultural impact since the
nincteenth century, And it will go on [rom strength to strength until par-
¢nts ceasce to worry any more about their children’s matrimonial allairs,
and the children ccase respecting them. The possibility ol such happen-
ings is too remote,

In the West too, history has provided us with instances of ar-
ranged marriages between the heads of two states, or between the mem-
bers of their families, chiefly for political reasons, throughout the centu-
rics. But the people have never [ollowed their rulers' examples. A westerner
disapproved ol the very idea ol parents marrying o[l their son or daughter
by arrangement. An arranged marriage, he [cels, has an clement of cocr-
cion or durcss. When | was in Britain, my British [ricnds and colleagues
and cven the stranger | met were astounded to hear that arranged mar-
riages were still in vogue in Myanmar, Some thought that they were an
anachronism which should be abolished, Some declared that they con-
taincd sceds of tragedy. As il to support their generalisations, reports on
cases of one tragedy and one coercion appeared in the British newspa-
pers.

The first was the tragic affair in which a strict orthodox Hindu
killed his daughter, a girl domiciled and cducated in Britain, who rejected
outright the young man her [ather had intended to be her husband. The
sccond wasg also about another Indian Lather. He locked up his Western
oricnted daughter who went out with her boy [riend in deliance of the
wishes of her parents, who had alrcady car-marked a voung Indian as
their son-in-law. These two were extreme casces. But, by the same token
there are many dutiful Indian children in Britain who have accepted to
live together with the lile partners of their parent's choosing.

Those i the West with a different cultural background would
not be in sympathy with this customary practice in the Last, unlcss they
had an insight into the nature of this long established custom. In the Last
a man [irst marrics the woman his parents choose and woos their choice
later, while in the West a man woos the woman he chooses and marrics
his choice afterwards. There are many connbutory factors which have
[acilitatced the establishing of what the Westerners might call this topsy-
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truvydom. In Myanmar, they are: upbringing and temperament of the
Myanmar Buddhist; his respect and obedicnee to his parents; his lack of
social contacts with the opposite sex, and the rigid attitude to marnage,
that once done cannot be undone. 1t is not surprising then that in cight out
of ten cases both parties regard an arranged marriage as a means of unit-
ing two people, as ordained by their nahpu-za-or karma,

May [illustratc my points with two instances, in which alter the
initial protests, success was achicved in arranging the marriages ol two
scemingly incompatible young people a [ew years ago.

The [irst concerned a4 young man, He was blessed with good
looks, a good cducation and a good post in the goverment service, 11is
mother, to whom moncy was everything, made arrangements without his
knowledge to marry him off to a neice ol a man of wealth and status. The
girl lacked all his attributes. The son who had a girl friend broke down
when he [ound out the lady he was to marry. Nevertheless, he went through
the marriage out of respeet [or his mother. [le and his wile now have a
grown up Lamily.

The sceond is about a girl. She is beautilul and is proud ol her
beauty. She is cducated too, Her rich parents, [or the sake ol their daugh-
ter's [uture approached the parents of 4 young man to oller the hand of
their daughter in marnage to their son, He was well educated and held a
top government post. 11 was also a man of good character, but not of
good looks. They were married. 1t 1s said that the wife would not be seen
at [unctions together with her husband [or the [irst [ew months alter their
marriage. In the end she accepted the situation. She was a good wife to
her husband up to the time of his death.

In most ol the arranged marriages, cspecially between the
children of well-to-do people, three preparatory stages are usually involved
belore the holding of the wedding ceremony. They are (a) investigation,
{b) betrothal and (¢) consultation.

(a) Investigation

Protective Myanmar parents arc most particular about 4 prospec-
tive son or daughter-in-law. Betore any commitment they make, they waill
use cvery means at their disposal to find out all about their probable new
acquisition.

In a would-be-son-in-law, they examine chiclly his pedigree, moral
attainments and his intellectual achicvements. The girl's parents are in-
terested to know about his family history: has there ever been or 1s there
any leper, lunatic, or drug and alcoholic addict among his parents’ relatives:
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and 1s the young man partial to drinking, gambling or women? Status and
wealth do count but they are subordinate to his moral virtues.

In a prospective daughter-in-law, the man’s parcnts scrutinize
her moral character, her looks, her domesticity, and her education. Wealth
can be one of her asscts!

(b) Negotiation

Having satis[icd that their enquiries turned out to be all that to
be desired, the parents of one party approach their opposite numbers.
Over a cup ol tea or collee, or round a lunch or dinner table they discuss
the matter ol matrimony. I the discussions end satisfactorily an astrologer
15 consulted about the matters relating to the marmage of the two people.

In several instances a go-between (in Myanmar ¢umg-tiwe liter-
ally meaning “successlul connector’) is entrusted with the task [or both
imvestigation and negotiation, A go-between in Myanmar is usually a
maturce woman. She depends [or her success on the art of persuasive speech
which is much cultivated in Myanmar. [t 1s not mere [luency or plausibility
s0 much as adroitness in getting on confidential terms with people and
imvolving them in a conversation they enjoy. Craft, sycophancy, perhaps
impudenee may be cmployed, but never 80 as to alarm the other party or
to put him on his guard. Nothing will be accomplished unless the person
approached can be made to [eel that he has been having a heart-to-heart
talk. The art cmployved may be desceribed as practical psychology, the
ability to get on the right side of the person, to exploit his vanities or
frailitics, and somctimes, of course, to appeal to his better feelings.,

(c) Consultation

A reputable astrologer is consulted for two purposcs. One 1s to
accertain whether the would-be-husband and wile are astrologically com-
patible; and the other is to fix the auspicious times and dates for the
betrothal and marriage ceremonics.

To have a happy enduring marriage, it is imperative, say the
astrologers, that many astrological aspects must be examined. There are,
indced, many of them. One may sullice. [t concerns the relationship be-
tween the plancts under which the prospective husband and wile were
born. Since the eight planets, the Sun, the Moon, Mars, Mercury, Rahu,
Jupiter, Venus and Saturn are represented by the days of the week, the
astrologer attempts to [ind out whether the days on which they were born

http://www.cherrythitsar.org


http://www.cherrythitsar.org

The Myanmar Buddhist : His Life From the Cradle to the Grave 137
arc fricndly to cach other or not. Mutual sympathy indicates a happy
lasting marriage, and mutual repulsion influses unhappiness into the mar-
T4gc Or may CYCn Cause scperation,

For such ascertainment, there are formulace which are composced
in mmemonic verses, in which the two words in question are juxtaposcd.
The [ricndly and unfricndly days arc as [ollows:

The friendly days

C:sd Sunday-Lriday
Cin pan; Tuesday-Thursday
dan: lha Saturday-Wednesday
rha kyam Rahu-Monday

The unfricndly days
dham ma Saturday - Thursday
s0 ka Friday - Monday
an wa Sunday - Wednesday
ra ja Rahu - Tucsday

With the aid of the table we can see that the 1deal days are Sunday
and l'riday, Tucsday and Thursday, Wednesday and Saturday and Rahu
and Monday. Thosc that arc not suitcd arce Saturday and Thursday, Iriday
and Monday, Sunday and Wednesday, and Rahu and Tuesday. (See the
appendix showing the [riendly and unlricndly days)

We shall reduce these two sets of compatible and incompatible
days to the following pattern,

Birthdays Compatible days Incompitable days
Sunday - 1 Friday - 6 Wednesday - 4
Monday - 2 Rahu - 8 Iriday - 6

Tucsday - 3 Thursday - 5 Rahu - 8
Wednesday - 4 Saturday - 7 Sunday - 1
Thursday - 5 Tucsday - 3 Saturday - 7

Iriday - 6 Sunday - 1 Monday - 2
Saturday - 7 Wednesday - 4 Thursday - 5

Rihu - 8 Monday - 2 Tucsday - 3

In examining this and several astrological aspects the astrologer
may [ind certain unlavourable signs, which arc detrimental to the pro-
poscd marriage itscll. However, il the parents have already made up their
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minds, they ask the astrologer to perform appropiate rituals to surmount
these obstacles. Then he fixes the hours and the days [or the betrothal and
marriage ceremonics. | have to insist here that, cqually, there are many
other instances of contracting marriages without any references to stars
and plancts.

(d) Betrothal ceremony

The betrothal ceremony in Myanmar 18 more formal than the
cngagement party in the West, 1t is ususlly held at the girl's house. Where
a large gathering is involved, the venue [or the ceremony is in a marquec,
a restaurant or in a hotel. I'll tell you about such a ceremony held in
Mawlamyine about a year ago, in which | had to play a leading role!

My wilc and [ were invited by a [riend o ours, who is a widower,
to his onc and only davghter’s betrothal ceremony in his house, We went.
There was a fanrly large gathering of guests. The father vaguely told me
that he would be gratelul il 1 would say a [ew words at the ceremony. |
did not take much notice ol it. Suddenly, across the table we were sitting
at, the Principal of the Teacher’s Training Collage in Mawlamyine got up
and made a prepared speech [orm a sheet of paper. 1le said that he was
here on this auspicious day at the expressed desire of the parents ol a
good son. He was, he added, the spokesman on their behalf to ask fromally
[or the consent ol the father of the girl to agree to her marriage to their
somn. 11¢ went on to give biographics ol the man’s parents and then extolled
his moral and intellectual virtues. I1e ended with the words that he very
much hoped that his request would be favourably received by the father.

The [ather turned to me [or help as his spokesman for this
oceasion. | got up and made areply in kind. The father, | declared, deemed
it an honour to have to reecive a request like this from such a quarter, and
he was sure, I added, the young man as portrayed in the speech would
make a most suitable help-mate to his davghter. I then culogised the
girl"s attributes such as the character, her education and her domestication.,
I concluded that the father was pleased to accede to the other party’s
request,

These lormalities were [ollowed by a ritual known in Myanmar
as fer-sur le ‘rings cxchange’. It svmbolizes plighting the troth, A lady
gavce to cach spokesman a casket containing a diamond ring. 1 put on the
ring-[inger ol the girl the ring said to have been given to her by the younyg
man. And my opposite number did the same with the ring form the girl by
putting it on the man’s nng-finger. The couple were then offered each a
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bouguet consisting of roscs, gladioli and sprigs of the cugenia, with which
they did obelsance in turn to the man’s parents and to the girl's Lather.
The ceremony came to a close, The [Lather entertained the guests to a
banguet.

(¢) Marriage ceremony

Marriage ceremonics vary [rom place to place. The cssential
rituals are however observed universally, with slight vanations as a result
ol local tradition and the resources and spending power of the parents
concerncd. The choice ol the venue [or the wedding ceremony, like that
of the betrothal ceremony, 15 determined by the nature and the scale of it,
[rom a small house to a large hotel. 1t may range [orm a quict one to that
o[ the wedding of the year. [t can be perlormed by people [orm any walk
o[ lifc - [rom a village elder to the highest official in the land. The orthodox
or conservative Myanmars prefer to sce a Pon-wna or Brahmin, whosc
prerogative it is to ofliciate at such a lunction, or [ailing that they choose
a pscudo-Brahmin. There is a tacit understanding, howcever, not to hold
any marriage ceremony during Buddhist Lent. | believe this arises out of
the misunderstanding of the Buddha’s injunction to the monks not to travel
during the raining scason which coincides with Lent. The Buddha [cared
that the monks travelling in groups might do damage to rice ficlds.

| shall now briclly deseribe to you two out o the many marriage
ceremonics | have attended in Myanmar, The [irst one at Mandalay and
the sceond in Mawlamyine.

It was a society wedding in Mandalay. The ceremony was held
at the bride’s home. A [ew minutes belore the auspicious moment lixed
by the astrologer, the bridegroom in his ceremonial dress, accompanicd
by 4 fricnd, madce his way to the front room of the big house, and took his
scat on onc ol a pair of large velvet cushions, which were placed on the
carpeted floor. The [riend sat behind him, After a little while the bride, in
her ceremonial dress and bedecked with jewcelery, entered the room. She
was escorted by a fmend. She took her seat on the other cushion to the left
o[ the bridegroom’s. The [riend also sat behind her, For a [ew minutes
they were under the glare of the invited guests.

At the appointed time, a Brahmin with a conch-shell dangling
by his lelt side came in. He blew the conch-shell, a token ol success, to
start the ceremony. 11e took hold of the bridegroom's right hand and held
its palm upward. 1lc then placed the bride’s right palm over it {({es-ftai,
hand-placed-over hand, in Myanmar), and he wound round the jomnted-

http://www.cherrythitsar.org


http://www.cherrythitsar.org

140 Dr. Hla Pe
palms with a picee of white cloth (vu-bver yie-pert, white cloth-winds round).
There alter, he dipped the palms into a silver bowl, hall [illed with watcr,
that was in [ront ol the couple. e muttered a [ew mantra in Sankrit and
took the palms out of the silver bowl. He blew his conch-shell to conclude
the ceremony. You will know [rom the above deseription why a marriage
ceremony s called in Myanmar a lei-hiar pwe.

‘The next item was arecitation by a well known singer ol a yady,
lyrical verse, sung in culogy of the bride and the groom and their parents.
The ceremony concluded [ormally with an address by a crudite Myanmear,
admonitory in tonc and informative in nature. 1le expalined the aims and
objects of the marmage ceremony and exhorted the man and wife to be
[aithlul to cach other. He then told them the five dutics of a husband and

a wile,
Hushand
(1) To love and adore lus wifc
{2) To ¢csteem her
(3) To commit no adultery
(4) To endow her with worldly possessions
(5) To provide her with ornaments
Witc

(1) Lo manage c[licicntly all domestic obligations
(2) Lo look alter the relatives

(3) To commit no adultery

(4) To protect the property

{5) To be industrious

An soon as he stopped his speech, a few ladies holding large
silver bowls scattered over the heads of the guests the contents of the
bowls - pop corns and silver coins. The guests were then entertained to a
[cast. Later on, some happily married couples who had celebrated their
silver, golden or ruby wedding anmiversanes were invited to the newly
wids” bedroom. There, one alter another, these couples stroked and blessed
the bed and pillows and blankets,

That cvening, about 10 o'clock, the bridegroom made for the
bedroom, which was on the [irst [loor. He [ound his way barred [rom the
[oot ol the staircase to the top ol it by a scrics ol strings. Lach end of
these was being held by a person. This practice is known in Myanmar as
Ao ta *string-barring”. He was told that they were *gold and silver strings’,
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and that 1if he wanted to pass them he must pay the toll, He had to fish out
some moncey [rom his pocket. No doubt, he had anticipated it This so-
called “toll-payment’ and *stone [ce’ are two ol the many practices which
survive in several places in Myanmar. Their ongins have been lost in the
mists of time.

Belore 1 proceed to the next ceremony at Mawlamyine, a [ew
cxplanatory notes may be made on some of the rituals perlormed at that
of Mandalay. The positioning of the bridegroom’s palm upward denotes
his request [or the hand of the bride: and placing of her palm over his
indicates her assent. The tying of the two palms with a picee of white
cloth, a symbol of purity, betokens the union of the two people; and dipping
the plams together in the water means the union that can never be seperated
just as water can never be severed apart in two.

The marriage ceremony in Mawlamyine was held at a restaurant
about six months ago. Most of the ritualistic items in that of Mandalay re-
appearcd in it. But the dillerences between the two ceremonics are note-
worthy

The bride and bridegroom sat on chairs on a dais,below which
the guests took their scat also on chairs. The gentleman who ofliciated at
the ceremony was not a Brahmin, [e is a university professor, a [riend ol
mine, who has been conducting marriage ceremonics in his sparc tume as
a labour ol love. He docs not charge any [ces as a prolessional docs. The
ceremony itscll was on a modest scale: the parents of both partics arce not
well ofl

The professor carried out his function single handed throughout
the ceremony, except at one point, when he had to place one palm above
the other. 11e persuaded my wilec and myscllto perform this rite, | belicve,
to give prestige to the ceremony. [ held the right palm of the groom up-
ward, and my wile held the right palm of the bride downward and placed
it over the groom's. The prolessor ticd the two palms with a picee of
whitc cloth and we dipped them into the water in the silver bowl that was
in front of us. He did not actually blow the conch-shell which hung
dangling by his lclt side. 11e only made a gesture ol blowing it. 1le did
not recite the mantra in Sanskrit, but instead he declaimed a [ew passages
of blessings from the Buddhist Scriptures. He did make a speech brietly
on the biographics of the bride and groom. But he dispenscd with the
singing ol the laudatory song. 1le however added a new [cature to the
ceremony - Buddhistic in flavour. Towards the end of the ceremony, a
lady from among the guests came to the edge of the dias and handed to
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cach of the newly weded couple a bouguet contaiming, as in the case of
the betrothal party mentioned above, roses, gladiolii and sprigs ol the
cugenia. I'ive times she went through this act, and [ive times the young
couple did obeisance, first to the Three Gems; second to the local deities:
third to their parents: fourth to their teachers:; and [inally to the gucsts.

There are signs that the Myanmar Buddhists are incorporating
Buddhist clements into the marriage ceremony. A few are doing away
with the sccular aspects of it. | have been to some marriage ceremonics,
in which the monks were invited to the wedding house to be fed belore or
alter the ceremony - as arcligious ollering. At one house in Mawlamyine,
the parents of the bride did away altogether with the traditional ceremony.
An Abbot and [our monks were invited to the wedding house, The gucsts
undertook to obscrve the Live Precepts, at the end ol which the Abbot
gave a discourse on a story [rom the Buddhist Scriptures of a devoted,
gencerous and pious couple in St Lanka. He dwelt on their exemplary life
in this world and their reunion alter death in a celestial abode. e told the
young bride and groom to draw the moral [rom the story., The monks
were fed first and the guests later. The two voung people are married in
the cyes of the public,

(4) Marricd Life

May 1, at the risk of being censured as a chauvinist, say that
marriages on the whole are more durable in Myanmar than in the West,
There are many impereeptible but strong bands round the union of two
strangers. First, the upbringing of the Myanmar people which revolves
round the two pillars of love and respecet; the comparatively [ewer
temptations to lure them into scll destruction; and third, the most important
of all, their implicit faith in karma: karma has brought them together and
[or better or [or worse they will have to make the best olit.

Maost ol the above observations mirror in the relationship between
husband and wile. In spite of the unavoidable tills between them, they
realize that they are interdependent. A Myanmar husband 1s in theory the
master of the house, and i he so wishes he could take as many as onc
thousand wives, as onc proverb says. 11c 1s not however prepared to risk
at being stigmatized, and cven ostracized, by the socicty as a man with a
lesser wile even in a country where polygamy 1s legal, He is usually kind
to his wile, and he would be the Last man to [ollow the advice ola Myanmar
proverb: “Spare not a bullock or a wile' - the cquivalent Lnglish proverb
15 ‘A spaniel, 4 woman and a walnut tree, the more they are beaten, the
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better they be’. He looks upon her as his sister and addresses her
accordingly as Anerndg (younger sister). 11e knows he must not leave her
alonc longer than onc month: *Stay away onc month from your wife’
(She will transler her love to another); *Stay away [rom a harp three
months’ (you will [orget how to play it). 11c is conscious of the power of
his wite's persuasive tongue, since if she says it many times she prevails,
and he is resolved not to side with her always as it means siding with
[oolishness - not 4 magnanimous attitude to onc’s wilc.

The wife's position scems to be at first sight an uncnviable one.
In a country where marriage, building a pagoda and getting oncscll
tattoocd are reckoned to be three things which, once done, cannot be
undong, a wile has the worse ol both worlds. Divorcee and desertion always
brings discredit to her. Nevertheless, many wives preler scparation to
having to suffer the agomes of living with a ‘dog-like husband’ the rest
ol her life. Iler position in marriage is not as bad as it is rellected in
proverbs and sayings, many ol which olten contradict one another.

A Myanmar hushand, it has been said, 15 1 theory the master of
the house: but in practice it is generally the wile who rules the roost, But
she scldom asserts her rights and independence. She loves, honours and
obeys her husband. ‘She 1s his mother sometimes, his younger sister at
times, and his scrvant the rest ol the time”, One of the terms of endearment
a wifc uses in addressing her husband in Myanmar 1s «ko (clder brother).
She looks to him to provide her with the blessings of his existance. [n the
pool ol life she regards hersellas water lily and her husband as the watcer,
and she will look well only when the water sustains her. As a good wife
she is willing to [ollow her husband through thick and thin in their journey
on carth as the thread [ollows the needle,

Even in the case of a divoree a Myanmar witc’s position is better
than her counter-part in the West, In cases where property is involved,
both partics take away whatever property they may have had on marriage:
and the property acquired by husband or wile, or jointly by both, is di-
vided by mutual agreement or by the decision by the court.

(3) Divorce

Shway Yoe in his book, published in 1910, has this to say about
divorce: ... divorees are [ar from being so common as most writers would
have us believe. The warmth of [amily allection is one of the strongest
traits of the race, and the Myanmar 1s very kind to his wife, while every
girl is taught [rom her carlicst years to look with the highest respect upon
man, and to deler in all things to his judgment; though she is [ar more

http://www.cherrythitsar.org


http://www.cherrythitsar.org

144 Dr. Hla Pe
[ree than the [ndian wile, 1t is a simple matter to blame the Myanmar [or
gasy marriage customs, but the system speedily puts an end to unhappy
and ill-assorted unions, and illegitimate children are exceedingly rare.
linally, unless there is good known cause [or a separation the divorced
partics arc not by any means looked upon with a [avourable eye. The man
who cnters a monastery to get rid ol a wile goes by the contemptuous
name ol rw-nwer (few-Aewet) “jungle runaway’ [or the rest of his lile,
while the ta-ku-lat {rehku-lar), the divoreee, 1s a perennial subject ol joke
to the jester in the play:-

'She that’s neither maid, married, now widow,

Lits all men as a pot doces its lid; O, - that is to say a divorced

woman needs small wooing,”

(Lhe Myanmar : His Life and Notions, pp.60-61)

Shway Yoc's gencral observations arc true. Several of them are
still applicable to the plight ol many a divorced person. The term tahki-
lat is apt to convey to some sections of the public the idea that the person
is an unstablc man or woman., A tahka-lat is likely to be looked upon
with sncer and scorn, while a widow or a widower 1s treated with warmth
and sympathy by the community as a whole. A divorced man s usually at
the end of 4 marriage queue behind the bachelor and widower, whilc a
divorcee's prospects of remarrying are remote. She s regarded, though
she may be an innocent party, as a scheming minx in spite of the popular
saying:

“lahki-lat, a woman divorced once,

We'll never barter her [or ten virging’
But no onc knows what a tahko-lat’s nahpo-za or karma has in store [or
him or her.

3.2.2 The Three Primary Duties

Any critical and mdependent minded Myanmar, who is essen-
tially a Buddhist, is olten assailed by mental conllicts as he goes through
life. As a student he has to balance the moral teaching ol holding his
teacher in awe against his intellectual training for finding out the truth,
and as a houscholder his choice of prolession against the cver looming
background ol the three [undamental concepts and the Five Precepts. Be
that as it may, as a houscholder, he takes up in carnest the three primary
dutics: dana religious oflerings, sifa obscrving moral preeepts and
bhdvand practising meditation,
3.2.2.1 Dina

Of these three chicf forms of practising picty, dana scems to
have appealed most to the Myanmar Buddhist, since the dawn ol history.
The initiation ceremony [ dereribed carlier is an act ol religious ollerings.
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It 18 casiest to fulfil, provided he has the means and, [ suspect, it provides
him with tangible results in the [orm of monuments, and it also gives him
a sort of kedos. Both members of the royalty and commoncers have had
millions of religious edifices built all over Myanmar. Many tops of the
mountains, hills and hillocks and the plains and the river banks are graced
with white or golden pagodas. Tradition has it that there are four and a
hal{million pagodas on the site ol the ancient capital city ol Bagan, which
18 about one pagoda cvery cleven square metres! Some of these buldings
have dedicatory inscriptions on stone containing prayers as well as curses
to the would-be descerators ol their works of mierit. These give us an
insight into the purpose in performing them.

I would like you to savour [irst two prayers out of many, and
then the curses. 11ere is the [irst prayer by a queen, which Prolessor Luce
says has a certain Lollywood quality about it. The translation is by Luce,

*Mcan timce before I reach Nirvana, by virtue of this great

merit [ have done, may I prosper as a man, and be more royally
happy than all other men. Or as a spirit, may [ be [ull of colour,
dazzling brightness and victorious beauty, more than any other
spirit. Morc cspecially, 1 would have a long lile, [ree [rom discasce,
a lovely complexion, a pleasant voice, and a beautilul [gure. |
would be loved and honoured darling of every man and spirit.
Gold, silver, rubics, carols, pearls and other lilcless treasure:
clephants, horscs and other living treasure - may 1 have lots of
them {7 these). By virtue of my power and glory 1 would be
triumphant with pomp and retinue, with fame and splendour.
Whencever L am born, may | be [ullilled with noble graces, charity,
[aith, picty, wisdom cte (7 and such like) and not know onc speck
of miscry; and after | have tasted and cnjoved the happiness of
men and the happiness of spirits, when the noble law ol deliverance
called the [ruit of sanctity blossoms (7 ripens), may 1 at last attain
the peacclul bliss of Nirvana'.

(The Journal of the Myanmar Rescarch Socicty, Vol XXV,
pt L, 1936, p.136)

Ah! vanitay vanitatum. She wants to have the best of both
worlds. Contrast this with the other by a lesser queen at the same court.
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"1 wish to abandon a body opressed by countless miserics -
the misery ol birth, old age and death, the miscry ol living with
thosc we do not love, the miscry of seperation from those we love,
the misery of not getting what we want. So [ have resigned
(7 discarded) my dear precious gold, silver and other treasures,
and built 4 monastery and 1 have ollered my [iclds, gardens and
slaves, exeepting none (7 without exception), [or the happiness of
the monks, ... who dwell there-in ... May the mernt of our deed go
[irst to the king... May the queens also, and all the ladics-1in-waiting,
sharc it ... For myscll [ pray that [ may ncver be covetous,
insatiate, wrathful, fnvolous nor inconsiderate, But 1 would cross
the round of rebirths [ull of these good graces - modest in my
wants, casily satis[icd, mild of temper, pitiful, wise, conscious of
causcs, gencrous, large hearted, Laithlul, carnest, unforgetul and
considerate, and may | win the deliverance in the very presence of
Lord Mitreya’. (G.11.Luce : Ibid 136-137)

A lew comments on some of the allusions and words may be
made before we go on to the curses which usuvally follow or precede the
praycrs,

(1) Both ladics cxpress at the cnd of the prayers their desire to
rcach Nirvana- ‘attain the peaccful bliss of Nirvana’ and *win deliverance’
- a [ormat still used by cvery Myanmar Buddhist at the end ol his or her
praycr.

(2) The [ive miserics mentioned in the second prayer are known
to almost every Myanmar Buddhist who always prays for their deliverance
[rom them - one way of putting it [or reaching Nirvana,

(3) The act of sharing merits, also in the sceond prayer, is still
being done by the donor at the end of every religious offering nowadays.

(4) Lord Mitreya is the Buddha who, as has been said, will attain
Lnlightenment as the lilth and last ol the [ive Buddhas in this world cycle.

The curses are meant to deter acts of vandalism. They are un-
Buddhistic in character.

"Who among my relatives, the king's relatives, or outsiders,
monks, laymen, men or women robs or violates one slave, one acre,
among the slaves and ficlds which | have offered, may his glory
not be great as a man, nor his lile long. The king's wrath be upon
him. The axe of lightning smite him. Danger of [ire, danger of water,
dangers ol clephant, horse, serpent, leopard, tiger, bear, befall him,
May he suffer terrible disease, which doctors try to cure but can-
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not. May he die suddenly spitting lots of blood. Dead, also, may
he be cooked in the great hell, Avicd, May he not behold any of the
coming Buddhas. Though it be his lot to be reborn as man, may he
be leprous, itchy, wlecred, blind, deal, dumb, mad, a cretin dwarl
with stuntcd [cet and hands and stuntcd cars and nosc, a beggar
with just a bit ol rag wrapped round his neck, with no [ood to cat,
suffering a fate insufferable by any other man, a mere human ghost!.
(G.H. Luce ; Lbid 134)

Llere are two bricl curses with homely touch about them impre-
cated on those who desccerate the ollering.

"May they cleave to hell as burnt rice to the rice pot’, and

*May the rice and curry that they cat, the water they dnink, the
homes they live in, turn to poison.’
({+.H. Lucec : Lbid)

The Myanmars ol the twenticth century have not lundamentally
changed in their attitude towards the religious offerings. Most ol them
become philanthropists because they wish to sow sceds ol merit, which
may fructity in future existences. Some however have an ulterior motive
as well: they want to be known as “pagoda-bulder’ or *monastery-builder’
or “builder of any kind ol sacred monument’ such as ordination hall or
preaching hall, since such an honorific title 1s a status symbol, On my
visit to Myanmar in 1957, | met many clderly orthodox Myanmar
Buddhists, a [ew ol whom were pagoda or monastery builders, and every
time | broached the subject of founding public libraries in Myanmar they
turncd it down. This 1dea to them was too revolutionary and probably
was tainted with Western inlluence, Their stock reply was that the [ounding
ol a library would not yicld as much merit as building a monastery or a
pagoda. When pressed for the relerencee to such a pronouncement by the
Buddha himsclf, they gave certain passages which state that one who
builds a pagoda or a monastery acquires the greatest ment. But what
these people did not know was that there were no pagodas and, [or that
matter, no librarics in Buddha’s time,

‘The arigin of this deep rooted custom may be traced back to the
practice ol the Myanmar kings ol the Bagan dynasty, cvery one of whom
built at least one pagoda. The successive kings made a religion of [ollow-
ing their predecessors’ example, until the last king was removed from the
thronc in 1885, And, in turn, the commoncers cmulated their kings, This
act ol merit, done with all the best intentions, has resulted in many ruined
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pagodas, not to mention of the ruined monasteries, all over Myanmar,
through lack ol maintcnance - a neglect [rom which the works of merit of
the kings [ortunately have not sullered so Lar

Dana, | may conclude, covers all the acts of offenng, of food,
moncy or objeets to all the beings on carth including cven the animals.
3.2.2.2 Sila

The Myanmar Buddhists arc cexpected to obscrve at least the
Five Precepts in their daily life, as the Christians are expected to obey the
Ten Commandments. 1o renew their pledges, as it were, people ol all
ages especially in rural arcas go to the monastery or pagoda [our times a
month-on the day of the full moon, the new moon, and the eighth day in
between, rather like going to church on Sunday here, except that in
Myanmar, where a lunar calendar is in wsc, it docs not [all on the samc
day of the week. And, as mentioned earlier, the twelve Myanmar months
have 29 and 30 days altcrnately.

I still have vivid recollections ol some ol the occasions on which
[ went to the village monastery as a voung man in my Sabbath-day dress.
The people cither took a traylul of gilts such as bananas and coconuts -
two traditional indigenous products - or may be a tin of biscuits, and a
packet of candles given as from the group or they may make individual
gilts separately. A gilt tray is called kadaw-bwe, literally meaning obei-
sance-collection’, atray ol gilt. It 1s a neeessary accompaniment to doing
obeisance to a person, an object or a deity. There are two kinds of kadaw-
bwé. Onc 18 the ordinary kadaw-bwé, containing indigenous products.
The other 1s B-latr kadow-Bwe Luropean gilt tray. The word Bi-fut 18
from Arabic wilevir, Burope. The contents of the tray are the products of
Europe such as ting of biscuits, jars of jam and cans ol condensed milk
and such like.

The congregation at the monastery usually consisted ol two
groups - adults and the young at the back, and the old and the ageing in
the [ront. We placed the tray of gilt in [ront of the Abbot, and did obci-
sance to the Three Gems by reciting a praver in Myanmar dotted here and
there with Pali words, We then undertook the Five Precepts, at the end of
which, the [irst group lelt the monastery, while the others who were going
to keep the sabbath stayed behind to undertake the Eight Precepts.

‘To keep sabbath is to practise austerity. This means obscrving
three more precepts over and above the live, namely not to have meals
alter twelve noon; not to amusc onesell with entertainment ol any kind or
use cosmetics and ornaments; and not to sleep on a comfortable bed or

http://www.cherrythitsar.org


http://www.cherrythitsar.org

The Myanmar Buddhist : His Life From the Cradle to the Grave 149
bedstead higher than half-a-metre. Besides, one tells one’s beads and
meditates on the Three Signs of Beings - the impermanence ol lile,
sullerings ol this existence and the non-sell (the actual denial ol the indi-
vidual soul).

The persons who keep sabbath usually have their meal at one of
the zenvert, Test-houses near the monastery. They spend their night there,
break sabbath at dawn the next day, and return home in the morning.
There are, of course, people who alter undertaking the Light Precepts go
home to practisc austerity there, as | used to some vears ago.

When | was staving in Bagan Hall as an undergraduate, a few of
my [ricnds and 1 wsed to go on [oot about 4 o'¢lock in the morning on
Sundays to the great Shwedagon Pagoda, The buses did not start running
before 6 aum. There we did obeisance to the pagoda and undertook to
obscrve the Light Precepts, and returned to our hall by bus. Keeping
sabbath was a good training [or our mind, but | must conless that at (st
hunger started gnawing at my stomach, but with a little discipline | got
uscd to it But what tested my will power most was to keep my mind
occupicd with the religious dutics | was perlorming and not to be dis-
tracted by the thoughts of lectures and examinations.

3.2.2.3 Bhivana

Bhavana or meditation is the third member of the moral trinity.
Sila shows the way 'to ccase to do cvil', dana ‘the complimentary doing
good’, and 'bhavand' is an injunction to clean one’s mind, or discipline
and purily it by its deliberate control and cxercise. 1t is, 1 believe, the
most dillicult religious practice ol the three. The majority of the ordinary
Myanmar Buddhists used not to devote themselves to meditation. 1t was
conlined to the monks and some clderly devout Buddhists, as it requires
great concentration ol mind, quictude, and suitable atmosphere. Those
who lead a normal domestic lile could not allord time except at irregular
intcrvals,

Since the end ol the second World War, there has been a wind of
change. Meditation as a religious practice has gained morce popular fol-
lowing duc apparcntly to the example sct up by the ex-premier L N,
There are now as many meditation centres as there are schools of
meditation in Myanmar.

And since my return to Myanmar in December 1980, [ could not
help noticing the great interest and enthusiasm displayed by so many
people in this 4 la mode meditation. 1t is modern in its approach. | would
like to share with you what little knowledge [ have of it - the knowledge
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[ have acquired from asking my relatives, friends and acquaintances who
arc themselves involved in this mental culture.

O[the two [orms ol meditation there are, namcly samatha Pali,
quetude of mind, 'development of mental concentration’ which leads up
to the higher mystic states’; and vipasandg LPall, *insight’ into the nature of
things, lcading to the complete liberation of mind, Nirvana, The Myanmar
Buddhists naturally concentrate on the latter. Most ol the people I am in
touch with arc mostly in their initial stages of cultivating mental develop-
ment, They are training their minds under the guidance ol an instructor
by trying to take note ol everything they do, and cverything that happens
to them during the time of their meditation. As they take deep breaths, as
they sit or stand, as they talk or keep silence, or as they [ecl stifl in their
limbs [rom sitting or standing too long in onc position, they have to be
[ully awarc ol the act or the [act ol anything happening to them at that
moment, 1t 18 casier said than done, Many of you are not without this
cxpericnee of losing your concentration ¢very now and then while you
arc reading a book or writing an article or a lecture.

The people, | refer to, are not practising medition at home, but at
ong of the centres which, they [eel, caters [or their needs best. Neither are
they Lully occupicd with it They allot to it a limited period ranging [rom
a few days to onc month at a time.

With your permission | would like to supplement this sketchy
account ol meditation by the obervations made on this subject by Dr
Walpola Rahula in his book, What the Buddha Taught. The book as
yvou will know was completed in Pans 1in 1958, and published, with a
Loreward by Prolessor Paul Demicville in 1959, Tirst, Rahula wants to
substitute the term “mental culture” or ‘mental development’ for the word
‘meditation’ which he asserts rightly docs not do justice to the range of
mcanings the word bhavana covers, These are cleansing the mind of
impuritics, cultivating such qualitics as concentration and awarcness
lcading up to the realization of the Ultimate ‘Truth, Nirvana.

On mental culture, | quote the relevant passages from the Chapter
on Bahavana. [1c says:

"I'he moment the word “meditation™ 1s mentioned, ong thinks

of an cscape from the daily activitics of life; assuming a particular
posture, like a statue in some cave or cell in a monastery, in some
remote place cut ofl [rom socicty... The Buddha's tcaching on this
subject was wrongly, or so little understood, that in later times the
way of “meditation™ deterioated and degenerated into a kind of
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ritual or ceremony almost technical in its routing,”

What he says about onc form ol meditaion aimed at achicving
awarcness of whatever one doces has bearings on the way the Myanmar
Buddhists, relerred to above, are developing their mental culture. e de-
clares:

*(1t) is to be aware and mindiul of whatever you do, physically

or verbally, during the daily routine of work in your lile, private,
public or professional. Whether you walk, stand, sit, lic down or
sleep ... whether vou talk or keep silence, ...cven whether you
answcr the calls olnature - in these and other activitics, you should
be fully aware and mindful o the act you perlorm at the moment!
(p.71.

It is obvious [rom what Dr Rahula has said that to cultivate mental
development a meditator does not need a specific place such as a medita-
tion centre, or a specilic allotted time [or it, since it can be carried out
during the daily routine of work in one’s lile; or a guide to show the way
to meditation since one can do it by oncscll. 1 agree with him although his
method of this particular [orm of meditation is at variance with the practice
o[ the Myanmar Buddhists | have sketched in,

3.3 Old age

llow old is old? | am in a quandry about delining it. It is a vagary
on which different interpretations can be construed, and are being con-
strucd, by peoples with dillerent cultural backgrounds. The Myanmar
attitude to it 1s vague, and the Westerner's view of it 1s arbitrary. Lo the
Myanmar it is any time alter the age of Llty-live, an age still too younyg
to be called old, or to [eel old for a Westerner. Most of the British people
over sixty maintain that onc is as old as onc [cels! For want of such a
norm, [ once put my (oot in delining old age at the School ol Oriental and
African Studics.

Onc day at lunch table, | was scated between the Director of the
School, who was about sixty-seven or sixty-eight yvears old, and a muddle-
aged Scot lecturer, The Director was sitting on my right and the Scot on
my left. He was a golf enthusiast, as all Scots arc in this game. He asked
whether 1 played golll I replicd in the negative. lo his next question,
“Why not?”, | answered jokingly that it was an old man’s game. 11c was
rattled and made me deline what “old age’ was. Momentarily [orgetting
the age ol the Director next to me, [ said: *Oh, say, 68°. My right car-
drum was nearly split into two by a stringent voice: “68 15 middle-aged’.
It was the Dircctor who was shouting these words into my car.
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To the Myanmar Buddhists who are heard muttering the well
known phrasc concerning the cycle ol lile - *birth, old age, sickness and
death’, it is cvident that old age is only two steps away [rom death. But
death, according to the law of impermanence, comes to a baby, too. So
how old 1s old? Be that as it may, as a rule the Myanmar Buddhist not
only [cels but is made to [eel old by others at the age of [ilty-[ive. Attitude,
cthos and perhaps the climate have all contributed to this notion. This is
generally the age when many, cspecially in the Civil Service, used to
rctire during the British period. This rule was cnacted, [ am told, to cnable
the British ollicials who had scrved twenty-five to thirty years in Myanmar
to return home and spend the rest of their lives with their family. This is
generally the age when most of the sons and daughters begin to fullil
their filial dutics, by contributing towards the upkeep of their parents, or
in some cascs by keeping these so-called old age people with them.

In Myanmar a person of sixty 1s made to feel old, at least psy-
chologically, by two [actors. Onc is the over-attentivencess paid out of
respect and consideration to an old person, and the other is the kinship
terms grandfather or grandpa and grandmother or grandma,

I have scen cases where clderly people are not given the chance
to do anything for themselves, When a grandlather starts to make a move
to get his pipe from a nearby table, it 15 at once brought to him. The
moment a grandmother gets up to have a glass of water, it is given to her.
As soon as an old [ather [etches a broom to sweep the grounds around the
housc as a kind of exercise, a younger member ol the [amily takes it [rom
him to do his job. Similarly, [ was deprived of my gardening hobby many
times until | put a stop to it. No sooner had [ taken a [ork out o[ the garden
shed to do the weeding, than a young relative or the gardener told me that
he would rather do it for me. Even in making my own tea, the housc
companion or someone clse would not let me do it. But, in this particular
casc 1 always put my [oot down: the tea they make always has too much
milk and sugar [or my liking. [[such things go on [or months or years one
15 bound to feel older physically and mentally in the end.

I have heard [rom the mouths of people both from the Last and
the West who have grandchildren, that they [eel old because they are
grandparcents now! [t is this tcrm grandparent which instils the idea of
aging into them, some of whom are not even [ilty-[ive!

Myanmars generally look upon an old man as physically old
and mentally sct in ideas, although there are sprightly old people who are
more than a match for many a vounger man in active life. Incidentally, an
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old person 1s regarded as a symbol of wisdom, experience and sound
judgement.

At whatever time a Myanmar Buddhist lecls old, from then on
he doubles his efforts in layving up provisions for the next life. Some of
the Buddha's teachings, such as that every onc is subject to the chain of
causality - birth, old age, sickness and death, and rebirth - becomes more
poignant and apparcent to him. His interest in worldly affairs wancs in
proportion to the growing concern of his in the life here-alter.

| would like to put in a plea to you not to visualize every Myanmar
Buddhist over sixty vears of age as a morbid creature losing all his interest
in worldly aflairs. There are many who can and do enjoy lile.

3.4 Dcath

Myanmar language is rich in cuphemisms for the word “to dic’
and for all the concomitants of a death - the corpse and the funeral ntes.
This phenomenon is an index of the Myanmar view ol the cessation of
lifc which i1s both mystic and mysterious.

The Myanmar Buddhists of the twelth and thirteenth centuries
conceived death as a mere cessation ol lile. The expression they used
then was thei-de [vom athet thei-de LUe ccascs, as opposed to shin-de
from ather shin-de life lives, be alive. Instances of the indiscriminate ap-
plication ol this tcrm in the stone inscriptions ol that period to the death
ol cvery being irrespective of status, rank or sacredness are not rare. 1t
was uscd for the death of even a Buddha, However the establishment of
Theravada Buddhism together with its sacred language, Pali, has raised
the Myanmar people to a higher planc ol civilization and has cnriched
their language with the accretion of words from Pali. They became more
sophisticated. From the [ilteenth century onward their vocabulary on death
assumes a dillerent format. A few specimens may sullice.

(1) Man
(a) Ordinary Pcople
thet-de to dic
hson-de to ¢nd, hifc ends
thei-hson-de to dic-cnd, lile ccases [or good
(b) Pceople of status, rank or wealth
anetk-si veuk-te umpermanenee arrives, to reach the

statc ol impermancence.
ancik-gd — Pali aniced

ken Roun-de karma exhausts or ends:
kan — Pal kearnme
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(¢) Royalty
na-ywe vean-de Nat village enjoys, to dwell in the
abode of the nat or cclestial beings
(d) Divine beings - the nat and Brahma
su-teti-ele, Pali cui to dic
(3) Sacred beings
(a) Monks
pyan-donw-mu-de rcturn honorific particle-do, to re-
turn to his own abode, usually iden-
tificd with the abode ol the Brahma
(b) Buddha, Minor Buddha and the Saint
pareik-neik-ban win-daw-mu-de
Parinibana - enters-hononfic parti
cle-do, to enter Nirvana; a
transla-
tion of the Pali word Parinibhbdna
The Myanmar Buddhists® concept of death [alls into two cat-
cgorics: (1) natural death and (2) unnatural or violent death, which as
alrcady mentioned is described as asefn-ther raw-death, The natural death
15 that which 1s brought about by o0ld age and sickness, caused by, according

of an unnatural death 18 always attributed to abnormal circumstances -
cpidemics, snake-bites, suicide and child birth. The violent death, as it's
name implics, is a death resulting [rom violent causcs - execution, murder,
accident and attack by a savage animal.

(O[these, only the unnatural death entails an unconventionally
attended funeral and an unceremonious burial before the night is out.
A mother who dics at child birth is also buricd overnight, and her grave,
particularly 1n rural areas, 15 guarded for seven consecutive nights, for
[car that a black magician may cxhume her body and make usc of certain
parts ol anatomy [or some magic preparations,

The cuphemism [or a corpse 18 a-thu-ba, the Myanmar
pronounciation ol the Pali word asuiha not pleasant, 1ts Myanmar cquiva-
lent mer-ther 15 a direct translation of it. Both these Pali and Myanmar
words are used in combinations with other members for [uncral terms.,

a-thu-ba / ma-tha  a funeral, a corpse

d4- M ein a [uncral housc

./ m ehd to take a corpse to the place of interment or cre-
mation

. S po to go alone or join other people in a [uncral pro-
CCSS10D
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a /S moalaung often abbreviated to ¢ / m-lasmg or to sumply
alaung, a corpsc

Atsome ong’s death there is gencerally a procession, and a burial
service followed by a religious offering on the seventh day after the
decath.

Poignant gricl is olten cxpressed publicly by the relatives in
somic cases of death, The corpse is thoroughly washed from head to [oot,
and the two thumbs and the two big toes are tied together with strings or
strips ol cotton cloth, These are called “thumb-cord” and *big-toc-cord’.
Therealter, it is dressed in its best clothes. In olden days, an alternate way
was also adopted: the whole body was swathed in a new white cotton
cloth [rom armpits downward. The [ace is usually lelt uncovered, unless
[or special reasons. Between the teeth is placed a silver or gold coin a
custom now abandoned by many - [or Charon's toll to [erry across the
rver Styx. The body 1s laid on a bier, at the foot of which are kept a
lighted candle and an carthen pitcher of water, As long as the body lays in
the housc a plate ol [ood 1s placed by the side of the bier and 1s replaced
with another at every meal time. All these preparations are made under
the supervision ol a person who is steep in the ritual tradition. llelp in
this mattcr is not wanting. llence the Myanmar saying, "Lhe corpse will
look good, only when the neighbours are good’. There are no professional
undertakers in Myanmar,

The duration of the body to be kept depends upon the status of
the deccased and upon the time taken to reach the mourning housc by
relatives who live afar. A poor man 1s buried as quickly as possible to
save cxpenscs, whercas a rich man’s obscquics last longer, Until the day
o the [uncral, the house is generally bustling with pecople. Some conmc to
condole with the bereaved family, others mostly clderly onces, to meditate
on the impermancncey ol lile by looking at the corpse - in Myanmar «-
thu-fa shy, and the rest to spend the night to keep watch on the corpse-in
Myanmar »athea saun. They are young and middle aged men and women,
who pass the night plaving games such as cards, Myanmar dominoes and
Ludo.

The collin is cither bought [rom a professional collin maker, or
18 madc by carpenters often in the grounds outside the funcral house.
Alter the body is placed 1n the colling cach young member of the [amily
has his or her height measured with a picee of cotton thread, and cach
picce 15 coiled up and laid on the corpse.

On the day of the funeral, as the cotfin is carned out of the house
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by pall bearcrs. Somceone picks up the water pitcher, that has been lving at
the [oot ol the bier all this time, and pours watcer out ol'it along the trail of
the collin, and smashed the pitcher at the [oot of the [ront steps.

The funeral procession heads for the cemetry. Its length serves
ag an index ol the status or wealth ol the desceased. In towns, many [orms
o[ transport - cars, buscs or horse carriages - are provided to those taking
part in it. The monks and the nuns lead the procession in cars or buses. In
villages, the people follow the coffin on foot. Most Myanmars believe
that in joining the [uncral procession they gain merit which is said to be
ten times greater than that of going to a monstery. Ilence the saying:
‘(oing to the monestery ten times, going to a funeral once’. Whoever
startcd this proverb must have had in mind the sobering clleet through
meditation that the solemn occusion has on the people taking part in it.

The route ol a funcral procession to the cemetry 15 governed by
certain conventions. It should never head for the centre of a village or a
town. The [uncral ol'a person who has dicd in a jungle must not go through
any village, still less his own. It has to skirt round the outside ol it. The
cemetry of a village, as arule, 15 set apart from 1t in a place on the west or
south-west olit. In Mandalay, there is still a gate called 'the inasuspicious
gate’ on the south-west side ol the old royal city, through which many a
funcral procession had passcd in the days gone by, The orientation of a
town cemetry is impossible. There are more than one cemetry inside and
outside it. Lvery town cemetry has a zayat,

On arrival at the cemetery, the collin is carricd to the zayat, or to
an open space where there 1s no zavat, and is placed in front of the seated
monks, who are there to hold the burial service., The modern trend is to
have it held at home belore the body leaves [or the burial ground: it is
more private. This funcral scrvice, held as a sort of last ntes on this carth
[or the departed is performed mainly for the sake ol the bercaved Lamily,
and not to cnsure that the dead shall have a happy lile in the next exist-
cnee: whatever the people may do, the dead will not escape the inexorable
law of krama. He 1s bound to fare according to his deserts that is the
result of his deeds in the past and present existenees,

The collin is taken to the open grave and lowered into it by
means of ropes. On seyveral such occasions [ have scen the coffin being
swung backward and [orward three times over the grave belore it is
committed to carth. This is, [ am told, is a gesture of [inal [arcwell to the
world.
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Those who are by the grave side throw lumps of carth or stones
into the grave before it 1s filled in. In large citics such as Yangon and
Mandalay, ceremation is superseding this burial practice as well as that
of entombment.

On returning home one ol the relatives may pick up a lump of
carth or a stone from the top ol the new grave, take it back to the deccased
housc and keep it in the [ront room. This is a token oflering to the spirit of
the dead a temporary reluge [or seven days. There is a general belicl
among the Myanmar people that the spirit of the departed lingers about
on carth during the period ol seven days alter his or her death. Needless
to say 1t 18 a non-Buddhist practice and belict.

On the seventh day the ceremony [or religious ollerings is held.
Itis called yer-fe-zom lower *seventh-day to feed the monks’™. Dr A, Judson
in his dictionary delines yet-le-zun as “a [cast given to gucsts attending a
[uncral ceremony seven days alter the burial of the deccased’. Shwe Yoe,
in his book, subscribed to it (p.959). The scventh day 1s, however, counted
[rom the day ol the death; and 1t 1s not a [cast given to gucsts attending a
[uncral ceremony, but an ollering of [ood to the monks. The word zawn or
Aspm here means the monk's [ood. Of course the guests are also [ed alter
the monks as in cvery religious offering ceremony.,

The ceremony [ollows the patterns of those of the others men-
tioned earlier: feeding the monks and the people attending it; undertaking
the live Preeepts: the religious discourse appropriate to the occasion: the
watcr-pouring ritual: and finally the sharing of mernit with all the denizens
o[ the thirty-one plancs ol existence including the dead. Mo other single
cvent in the lile ol a Myanmar Buddhist presents the opportunity that a
dcath docs, of perlorming all the religious dutics [ have been speaking ol
dana, sila and bhavana. | notice this [act at the [uncral ceremony ol one of
my four aunts in 1957 when | came back to Myanmar on study leave,

The scale of this kind of ¢ceremony varics [rom one [uncral to
another. There 1s, at the top, somewhat ostentatious display of offerings,
including gilts [or the guests; and at the bottom, a modest [orm ol giving
away food. It 1s called thabei-thut 'putting food into the monks alms-
bowl™, 1t is held at the deccased's house or at a monastery with o hand[ul
o people. At the end of the ceremony the [ood is placed into the alms-
bowls of the monks. According to the Buddha’s teaching be it a grand or
amodest ceremony, merit is gained only by those who make the ofllerings
with all the sincerity of their hearts.

‘This then is the story of the Myanmar Buddhist, as it were, [rom
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158 Dr. Hla Pe
the cradle to the grave. [t needs, however, rounding oft’ by tying up the
loosc ends, represented by some of the funcral rites. These are non-Bud-
dhist practices, which have been observed so long that they have become
customs nowadays. They lic outside my prolessional domain, but [ will
try to explain them as much as | can with the help of the knowledge 1
have gained [rom Myanmar sources. These sources, you must be warned,
arc not well documented.

(1) Washing the body
There 1s no ritualistic significance 1n it. The body is cleaned
beause it has not been washed sincee the dead person had been taken ill.

(2) Tying thumbs and big tocs

This too is not a ritual cither, The [unction of the string is to
keep in position the limbs of the body which 1s subject to various chemical
reactions.

(3) Placing coils of cotton strings on the corpse

I have no explanation [or it. There is a similar custom which is
placing a picee ol the cotton-tree wood, or a short stem of the banana
plant in the collin of an old maid. The explanation [or that 1s to provide
the old spinster with a husband in her next lile as a woman. | do not know
why two particular items arc chosen.

(4) The ferry fare

The practice ol inserting a coin between tecth is not uncommon
among many cthnic tribes. Burmese scholars maintain that it is a relic of
an ancicnt Indian custom. When a person dicd in those days the relatives
thrust the stem ol a red 1ibiscus into its car-hole, ticd silver picees to the
hem of his dress, caused him to be possessed by a spirit and sent it off to
the cemetry. There the grave diggers stopped the walking corpse, took
the money and buried it. The red Hibiscus with its dangling stamen, an-
ther and pollen is known to the Burmese people as the ghost Oower,
unlucky to grow in the garden, or to bring it into the house or to adorn it
on onc's head. However, [ preler the Charon's toll to that given in the
story.

(3) Pouring water in the trail of the cottin

The origin of this custom as given in o Burmese book sounds
most implauvsible. I shall however repeat it [or what 1t is worth, and suggest
my own plausible conclusion to it.

Once a king would not bury the dead body of his most beloved
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queen. He kept it in the palace. His preceptor, a hermit, heard ol it, and
came to sce him. By virtue olhis supernatural power, the hemit summoned
the Late queen, who was by now reborn ag a [cmale beetle, When asked in
the presence of the king, she replied that she was happily married, and
that she would not change her husband [or any once on carth, On hearing
it, the incensed king kicked the body out of the palace, smashed the bier
and had the [loor on which it had stood washed down with water.

This is an act of spitc which no loving relative would commat
against the dead nowadays. 1 suggested that its origin could be traced to
some one, who did lose a relative he hated, and did have the floor, on
which his body had lain, washed down with water, And the people, who
witnessed such an act, followed it blindly without knowing the reason for
it!

(6) Throwing lumps of carth or stones inte the grave

There s also a story purported to cxplain the origin ol this
practice, but it is o implausible that it is not worth your while to repeat it.
[ shall however repeat what a [ew Myanmar clders have told me about
the reason [or perlorming this ritual, It is a kind ol *forgive and [orget’
gesture, As one throws lumps of carth into the grave, they assert, onc
should say: *1[ there ever exists a state ol hostility between you and me,
may it cnd here and now.' The lumps of carth represent, | belicve, a token
ol pecace ollering.

3.5 Lpilogue

And now, as a token of my appreciation of vour attending some
or all ol my cight lectures | shall bring my long discourse to a closc. You
have scen the tableaw of the life of the Myanmar Buddhist from birth to
dcath through the spectrum presented by a man who stands astride two
generations. You might deduce from it that the tableau of one genceration
is a replica ol the previous generation. This is Lar [rom the truth. Lvery
thing 1s subjcct to changes. Nevertheless, the Myanmar Buddhist's
[undamental belicls and practices remain almost unchanged.

The Lamily is still well knit as the community is well welded:
Buddhism still flourishes, so too the people’s practice in picty by [ullilling
the three primary dutics ol Dana, Sila and Bhivana: their strong [aith in
re-incarnation, karma and Nirvana still continucs unabated as with their
belicls and practices in astrology, in deities, in magic and in omens; and
cercmonics ol every persuasion arg still being held. So, you can still mect
the Myanmar Buddhist as portrayed in my lecture all over the Myanmar
ol today.
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160 Dr. Hla Pe
| am deeply gratetul to L' Assemblée des Professcurs du College
de France [or inviting mce to deliver this scries ol cight lectures in Paris.
Their kind invitation has cnabled me to mect my old [riends again and to
make new ones. | trust that the time yvou have spent attending my lectures
ar¢ worth your while,
(I1la Pc)
{15th March 1954)

Notes:  The translitcration ol words given [ollows the system devised
by Chas. Duroiselle (see Epigraphia Birmanica 1, 1, pp.6-12, Yangon,
1916). Certain modiflications have been introduced to make the system
more ¢consistent and to meet modern requircments. The *big i’ is written
‘i i'; the level tone [or the vowel *o7 serics shown as *87; and tong marks
are indicated as in Myanmar script. The transcription of the Myanmar
words [ollows the system recommended by JW, Okell: sce A Guide to
the Romanization of Myanmar, Luzac, London, 1971,
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The Myanmar Buddhist : His Life From the Cradle to the Grave J??
APPENDIX
The Auspicious and Lnauspicious Daysy

In the cryptogram in mnemonics, by substituting 1 for Sunday,
2 [or Monday, 3 [or Tucsday, 4 [or Wednesday, 5 for Thursday, 7 [or
Saturday and 8 [or Rahu { Wednesday alternoon ) we get the [ollowing
diagram showing the auspicious and inauspicious days for cach ol the
twclve months.

You will notice that these twelve months are divided into three
groups, cach group containing [our months, and that the pattern ol the
auspicious and inauspicious days ol the [irst group repeat itsell in the
sceond and third groups.

Months Mnemonics  A- days Mncmonics L nA-
days

Tankh: Sa-lha 6-4 ta-ma 7-5
Kachun htwan:-pa 7-5 sak-ran: 6-4
Nayun fifiun.-ca 3-3 an-Kkran: 1-2
Wiachui o1 -lha 1-4 chii;-rac 3-¥
Wikhon sa-1ul 6-4 do do
Tosalan: nat-ton 5-7 do do
Sitan:kywat ¢chi-(chi) 3-(3) do do
Tanchonmun 0-11 1-4 do o
N atto sd-lum; 6-4 do o
Priswm 114110 5-7 do do
Tapui-twai ¢l-finul 3-3 do do
Tapon: al-wan 1-4 do do

The Friendly and Unfriendly Days
The lollowing are the compatible and incompatible days ol the
week on which the prospective bride and bridegroom were born.
LUi-sa Sunday- Iriday: 1-6
Cin-pan: Tucsday-Thursday: 3-3
dan:-lha Saturday-Wednesday:7-4

rha-kyam Rahu-Monday:%-2

The unfricndly days arc

dham-ma Saturday-"Thursday: 7-5
S0-ka Friday-Monday: 6-2

AL Wi Sunday-Wednesday: 1-4
1a-ja Rahu-Tuesday: 8-3
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The Five Duties
1. Parcnts

(1) Lo guide their children away from evil

(2) Lo lead them to what is good

(3) o ¢ducate them

(4) Lo sct them up [inancially

(3) To sce that they are suitably married
2. Children

(1) To reeiprocate their parents” Lavours

(2) Lo tuke responsibility for their parents” atfairs

(3) Lo perpetuate the lamily

(4) To be worthy ol one’s inheritance

(5) Lo perlorm works ol merit on their parents’ behall
3. Husbhand

(1) Lo love and adore his wilc

(2) Lo csteem her

(3) Lo commit no adultery

(4) To endow her with worldly posscssions

(5) Lo provide her with ornaments

4. Wife
(1) Lo manage c[licicntly all domestic obligations
(2) Lo look alter the relatives
(3) Lo commit no adultery
(4) Lo protect the property
{5) To be industrious
3. Teacher
(1Ylo endow his pupils with knowledge
(2) To withold no knowledge [rom them
(3) Lo scnd them to other teachers { to be better cquipped )
{4) l'o admonish and ¢xhort them
(5) Lo protect them from danger
6. Pupil
(1) To be assiduous
{2) Lo listen to the tecacher’s advice
(3) Lo learn what he teaches
(4) Lo greet him when he comes
(5) Lo administer to him by his side
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The Myanmar Buddhist : His Life From the Cradle to the Grave 279
TABLE
Days of the week with their corresponding letters of the alpha-
bet and numbers,

Days Lctters of the alphabet Numbers
Sunday a and other vowels 1
Monday k, kh, g, sh, n 2
Tucsday ¢, ¢h, 5, jh, id 3
Woednesday I, w 4
Thursday B, ph, b, Bh, m 5
Lriday s, h 6
Saturday t, th, d, dh, n 7
Rahu ¥, T 8

Note: 1 sometimes — 4, and n—0 {£ero)
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