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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  The Politics of the Modern State as Buddhist Practice 5 In Burmese history, traditional and modern states have relied on support from the monastic community to ensure their political continuity, and complex interdependencies developed as a result of the state’s reliance on Buddhist legitimation . Secular institutions that confer power upon government, including participation in the political process through fair elections, have consequently suffered. This chapter explores recurrent attempts by the state to infuse political ideologies with Buddhist meaning. Modern Burmese governments—be they democratic, socialist, or military—have often tried to control the sangha in order to enhance their political legitimacy. Alternatively, they worked to keep the sangha from contesting the politics of the state. The state’s efforts to control Buddhist institutions has created some liabilities, but at the same time, Buddhist worldviews and ethics have been forced to compete with secular visions of society and with political ideologies like democracy, socialism, and venture capitalism. Reforming Buddhist institutions was an established practice for strong Burmese kings, who would “purify” the sangha from alleged decline. The reforms usually initiated realignments among monastic lineages and affirmed new norms of orthopraxis, orthodoxy, and popular piety.1 Michael AungThwin has pointed to the political and economic interests of kings during the Pagan dynasty, when reforming the sangha allowed the dynasty to divest monasteries of their land and recapture an otherwise shrinking royal tax base.2 Since that time the Burmese state has repeatedly striven to reshape Buddhist practice and morality in the image of its own political ideology, attempting to redefine and reform traditional as well as modern forms of Buddhism. At the The Politics of the Modern State as Buddhist Practice 77 same time, the conduct of politics was often articulated as popular Buddhist practice. The political implications of Buddhist practices were prevalent during the British period, when colonial Buddhist communities emerged in new and transformed historical contexts. Buddhist practices remained a salient idiom for mobilizing people and provided a focus for national identity well into the modern period. Since the early twentieth century, when the wunthanu associations and the YMBA were organized, national welfare and progress have been mapped onto the stages of the Buddhist Eightfold Noble Path. As Alicia Turner notes, Buddhist missionary societies therefore became the primary means for organizing the colonial Burmese public, creating civil institutions in colonial society, and mobilizing a broad range of civil causes (thathana pyu thi).3 In modern western European political tradition, religion is usually relegated to a private domain, and the state is envisioned as secular. In the Theravada Buddhist world, religion is necessarily at once political and religious. Buddhism in Burma has undergone periods of demythification and rationalization, but the state has never relinquished control over the sangha and has not permitted the complete privatization of Buddhist institutions and power outside the purview of the state. As we have seen in chapter 1, Theravada reforms did not particularly aim to modernize or privatize the domain of religion, although such aspects could be a part of the attempt to reform. Propagating the Buddha’s dispensation is a cultural discourse that transcends historical contexts, but at the same time it harbors great political potential that is difficult to control. For example, during U Nu’s government (1948–1956, 1957–1958, and 1960–1962), the state continually attempted to control the sangha, and ultimately the loss of the state’s control over the monks was a major force contributing to its collapse. The popular revolts of 1988 and 2007 have similarly demonstrated the monks’ ability to intervene in the functioning of the state. This chapter explores how governments of the independent nation-state have controlled Buddhist institutions, particularly the sangha, in order to consolidate their political power. During the late 1950s and early 1960s, U Nu’s democratic government encouraged charisma, meditation, and international Buddhist missionary efforts to implement the politics of the nation-state. It empowered the Ministry of Religious Affairs to become a forceful instrument of state policy. By contrast, reforms carried out by the Sangha Mahanayaka Council of Ne Win’s era in the 1980s aimed to contain charismatic monks, their sources of revenue, and their popular influence.4 Ne Win’s reforms imposed measures to control monastic institutions and individuals, including registration for and access to monastic examinations. The role of the Ministry of Religious Affairs [44.213.75.227] Project MUSE (2024-03-13 11:36 GMT) CHAPTER 5 78 was expanded to manage the public activities of... 
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