
		
  	
     
    [Skip to Content]
		
		
		
			
				
					
						
							

							Institutional Login

						

					

					
						
							

							LOG IN

						

						
  						
    						
    						Accessibility
    				  
						

					

				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					
						
							
														
						

					

									
						 
							
								Browse
							

							
								
									OR 
								

							

							
								
  								
  								
										
                    Search:
										
										
										
										
																				
                    
										

									

								
																											
								

							

						
				
					

				
					
						
	
		
			
			  menu
				
			

		

		
			Advanced Search
			Browse
			
				MyMUSE Account
				
					Log In / Sign Up
					Change My Account
					User Settings
					Access via Institution
					MyMUSE Library
					Search History
					View History
					Purchase History
					MyMUSE Alerts
					Individual Subscriptions
																
				

			
									
			
				Contact Support
			

		

	



		
 
					

				

			

			
			
			
		






    


	
		
	

    
    
    
        
    

    		
			
	
				
					
						Modern Buddhist Conjunctures in Myanmar: Cultural Narratives, Colonial Legacies,  and Civil Society

					

				

				
				
					
						
							
								
								
								
								
							
							
					
							
					
					
							
								
								

							
							



						

					


				

				
		

			
	
		

    
    
    
    
    
    	
    		
    		
    		
    		
      
      
    		
    		
   			
   			
   			
   			
				
						
						
						
						 7. The Limits of Buddhist Moral Authority in the Secular State
						
						

						
	
						
						
						  

						  Juliane Schober
						  
												
						
	
							University of Hawai'i Press
							
	Chapter
	
						  
  						  	
    							  View Citation
							
	
    							  
    							    
                      Related Content
    							  
    							


							

						
	
							Additional Information
						


				

    		
    		

    		
    		
		
		
    		
    		
			

			
			
			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  The Limits of Buddhist Moral Authority in the Secular State 7 In September 2007 the world watched as tens of thousands of Buddhist monks marchedindailydefianceofMyanmar’smilitaryrule.1 The“SaffronRevolution,” as it came to be called in exile media, was the most recent iteration in a genealogy of Buddhist resistance against the secular state. Despite its designation as a “revolution,” the revolt did not achieve its promised transformation of the political order. Nonetheless, the events of September 2007 have figured monumentally in the minds of ordinary Burmese. The military and its supporters were widely seen as internal colonizers who extracted the country’s resources at the cost of economic development. The events of September 2007 presented a clear challenge to military regime and define a conflict that is located at the core of the nation and its cultural fabric. Since the advent of colonial rule, Buddhist resistance against the modern state has questioned the moral authority of secular government, setting the stage for competing paradigms of power. During the late colonial period of the 1920s and 1930s, the sangha actively contested British colonialism at historical conjunctures in which a traditional Buddhist worldview inspired early nationalist movements. Some of these monks came to be revered as national heroes and constitute the founding generation of Burma’s so-called “political monks.” During the 1988 uprising, a pivotal moment in the country’s post-independence history, the Alliance of All Burma Monks was formed to organize nationwide protest marches by students and civil servants. It was an umbrella organization for several monastic groups, including the Young Monks Organization (Yahan Pyo Apwe) and the All Monks Union (Sangha Sammeggi), which traced their organization to the sangha’s contestation of the British colonial state during the 1920s and 1930s. CHAPTER 7 120 In this genealogy, monks contested the moral authority of the state through their interpretation of the vinaya. The Buddhist discourse presented the conflict as one of moral authority and the Buddhist Universal Law (dhamma ) against bad governance enacted by a secular state. In its contestation of modern secular power, the sangha justified its social involvement in public politics on the grounds of its moral authority to speak on behalf of the Buddhist laity and its economic hardship. While the Saffron Revolution represents a recent articulation of socially engaged Buddhism in contemporary Myanmar, the practices and tenets of socially engaged Buddhists are rooted in traditional monastic lifeways. Traditionally monks were a class of literati who were teachers for the population at large. They were also active in other social capacities, including as healers and purveyors of medicines. Today they run hospitals and HIV clinics, are active in environmental conservation, and they organized vital relief campaigns in the aftermath of Cyclone Nargis in May 2008, when most relief organizations were denied access to the affected regions. As a cultural institution that survived colonial rule, the sangha has used its moral authority as political leverage to promote socially engaged Buddhist ideals, human rights, civil society, and democracy in Myanmar. These modern Buddhist conjunctures encourage us to rethink Max Weber’s attribution of Buddhism as “otherworldly,” a gloss that has long obscured our understanding of the inherently political implications of Buddhist practices. His notion of Buddhism validated a colonial view according to which political engagement by monks was not considered an authentic expression of Buddhist practice, but a manifestation of the tradition’s inevitable decline from its pristine origins. Weber’s position therefore reflects an orientalist reading of the vinaya that privileges some modern Buddhist interlocutors, while silencing other Buddhist voices who contest prevailing hegemonies. What follows in this chapter is a critical appraisal of the discourse on monastic involvement in Burmese politics. This inquiry takes its departure from the premise that the social context of Buddhist practice is necessarily embedded in political realities. At the core of the social practice of Buddhist ideals lies an economy of merit in which lay people demonstrate their virtue of generosity by giving dāna to monks in various ritual settings. This practice of generosity helps lay people acquire spiritual rewards or merit occasioned by the monks’ acceptance of their donations. Merit thus acquired becomes manifested in future spiritual and material prosperity as well as in social status and political power. The ritual exchanges that constitute a Buddhist economy of merit are performed in many contexts and affirm the legitimate status of monks and their lay supporters. Its ritual reversal, namely the refusal of donations from lay donors, requires a formal... 
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