Religion and Magic: Disappearing Jewels and Poltergeists





By Christina Fink

A monk cannot tell authorities about people’s problems.  If he does, the authorities will consider that monk to be their enemy. – a monk from Mandalay.

[This article is excerpted from Christina Fink’s  book, Living Silence: Burma under Military Rule (London: Zed Books, 2001)  It is republished here with the permission of the author]
While many Burmese seek solace and community through their spiritual practices, the regime also penetrates the religious sphere in many ways.  The ruling generals are constantly demonstrating their own piety through lavish donations to monks and monasteries in a bid to shore up their moral authority.  At the same time, the regime feels it must keep monks under surveillance, because the country’s spiritual leaders are the main alternative voices of authority, and they have frequently intervened in the country’s political crises.  Because so many people in Burma are deeply religious, the use of religion for political ends can be effective in both positive and negative ways.  The regime can bring people together in support of important Buddhist activities, but it can also take advantage of religious fervor to fan violence against practitioners of other religions. 

Buddhism and Politics

The primary duties of Buddhist monks toward lay people are to instruct them in the philosophy and practice of Buddhism and to accept appropriate donations from them, so that lay people have a chance to make merit.  Although frowned on by conservative monks, many monks also engage in fortune telling, astrology, and the giving of protective charms and incantations to lay people.  They themselves may firmly believe in the efficacy of such practices, and they want to help their supporters, whose main concerns are with their daily lives rather than seeking enlightenment.  

At critical points in Burma’s history, monks have felt compelled to venture further into the realm of worldly affairs and take up politics.  In the early 1900s, monks played a leading role in organizing protests against the colonial government, particularly because they felt their religion had been insulted.  In the decades since General Ne Win took over, the lay community has often looked to the monks for leadership in their struggle against unjust governance. 

U Nandiya, a strict, middle-aged monk from Mandalay put monks’ participation in political affairs into a philosophical and historical perspective.  He had become a novice monk when he was young and decided he liked monastic life, so he ordained as a full monk at twenty and has been in the monastery ever since.  In his opinion, everyone must accept the suffering that all humans face; namely, desire, sickness, aging, and death.  But suffering from injustice is not natural and should be eradicated.  He explained, ‘If you have a headache and take aspirin, the headache will be reduced, but if you think this is your fate, then the headache isn't reduced.  Also, everyone in Burma knows we need a good government and political system so that we can have a good life.  So we must work for this.  The Buddha never talked about fate, so we shouldn't get too confused with our fortunes.  We should focus on work, knowledge, and effort.’

U Nandiya gave an example from the Buddha’s life to reinforce his point.  He said that during the Buddha’s lifetime, the Buddha himself tried to solve social conflicts, such as a dispute over water distribution between Bihar and a neighboring state.  There are also plenty of examples from Burma’s own past.  ‘During the Pagan dynasty,’ he said, ‘monks were also active for the people.  King Narapatisithu [1173-1210 A.D.] forced people to build pagodas.  He forced them to cut trees and bake bricks.  So one of the Buddhist monks suggested to the king that he shouldn't force people to do this kind of work.  But the king ignored him.  The monk said, “I won't stay in this kind of kingdom, because you have no justice”.’

According to U Nandiya, what contemporary Burmese monks hate most is the regime’s forcible collection of money, including for religious purposes.  Such donations should be purely voluntary, he said.  The monks also disagree with the use of forced labor and feel unhappy that people’s lives are made so difficult by all of the military government’s demands.  Thus, in 1988, the monks participated in the pro-democracy demonstrations.  U Nandiya explained how the monks from his monastery joined with students from a branch college of Mandalay University.  He said, ‘The monks hid students and politicians in monasteries because they had enough food and places to sleep there, and the monks could protect them from arrest.  And people are always coming and going for religious affairs, so it was a good cover for activists to meet with their contacts.’

In 1988, the monks took over the administration of Mandalay and many surrounding villages.  People from outlying districts ventured into the city to ask the monks to come out and administer their areas until peace was restored.  Several groups of monks did so.  The monks also set up a rotation system to handle security and administrative duties in the various quarters of Mandalay.  In many cases, the monks became informal judges, solving people’s disputes.  Because the population of monks in Mandalay is large and well-respected, they were able to maintain a certain degree of order in the city.

U Nandiya remembered one case when some demonstrators arrested an army captain with a pistol and brought him to the monks’ headquarters.  After the monks asked him about his battalion number, his duties, and his hometown, they gave him a travel pass and told him to go home or back to his base.  Without the monks’ authorization, the captain could have been killed by the demonstrators.

When I asked U Nandiya if Buddhist monks stood for the people, he replied, ‘Buddhist monks stand for justice.’  But on the subject of the slingshot fights during the 1990 religious boycott, he admitted that the monks had gone too far.  ‘It was not appropriate to do this,’ he said.  ‘It broke Buddhist discipline.  But most who participated were very young.  People supported it because they hated the military so much, but didn't dare to fight by themselves.’

Besides their concern for the suffering of the lay community, monks have also been directly affected by military rule.  Ill-conceived economic policies and heavy taxation of villagers in remote areas has made it difficult for villagers to provide adequate support to the monks.  In Mandalay, many impoverished Burmese living in the downtown area have sold their homes to Chinese immigrants and moved to the outskirts of town, leaving monks in the city center with no one to feed them.

Not surprisingly, successive military regimes have promoted monks who support them or who adhere to the belief that monks should not participate in political activities.  Student activists, on the other hand, have tried to encourage and work with monks who feel compelled to fight against injustice.  Monks realize that they risk debasing the monkhood as an institution by plunging into the dirty world of politics, but they also risk being seen as irrelevant if they remain indifferent to the suffering of the people who bring them their daily sustenance.  

Among the Buddhist population as a whole, there are mixed feelings about whether monks should participate in politics or not.  At the same time, many Burmese are influenced by the belief that suffering in this life is a result of bad deeds in the past, so one might as well just accept the political situation as inevitable.  When the time for change comes, it will happen by itself.  Particularly in times of intense repression, such thinking tends to predominate.  Individuals focus more on personal efforts to improve their chances for a better next life through praying, adhering to Buddhist discipline, and making religious donations.

The temple represents an important space in society, and one that is generally perceived as belonging outside of military control.  Time spent in religious establishments often provides a respite from personal and political tensions outside.  Meditation in particular, has played an interesting role.  When on the run, just released from prison, or feeling stressed from the dangers of their political work, some activists have turned to monasteries and meditation centers as sanctuaries where they can regain peace of mind.  Intense meditation has led more than a few out of their political lives and into a focus on spiritual development.  Others have used the sense of calmness and stability obtained from meditating to help them ward off depression and continue their political work. 

As much as the regime realizes that people do not want to see armed soldiers in the monasteries, the generals feel that they must keep the monks under surveillance.  The regime is well aware that most political uprisings in the past have been led either by students or monks or a combination of the two.  The students are bold and committed, but they lack authority.  The monks, on the other hand, have moral authority among the people, as well as an organizational structure that allows them to mobilize quickly and widely.  Thus, the junta has developed a two-pronged strategy to prevent citizens and monks from coalescing into a powerful anti-government force.  First, they have tried to limit the influence of the monks, particularly in their role as advocates of the people.  And second, they have used combinations of rewards, gifts, surveillance, and intimidation to make monks hesitant to defy the regime.  

Before the military took over, monks say that they were often able to intervene if certain authorities were treating people unjustly.  But now the army refuses to honor this role.  Villagers and townspeople still complain to monks about their sufferings, such as having to do forced labor or pay monthly porter fees, but they know the monks cannot persuade the authorities to stop such abuses.  There have even been instances of military commanders telling abbots to call on people to build feeder roads so that it will appear as if the work is a religious donation rather than forced labor.  One of the few material ways that monks can help their local populations is by donating part of the food they have received to the very poor.  Such gestures alleviate hunger temporarily but do not address why they are hungry.

Perhaps not surprisingly, abbots and senior monks have, by and large, been more willing to go along with the regime while younger monks have been more sympathetic to the democracy movement.  Senior monks have far wider responsibilities, such as maintaining their monasteries and taking responsibility for the monks underneath them, whereas the young monks, like students, are freer and more motivated by their zeal for justice. 

Although monks are supposed to live simple lives with only a few necessary possessions, many have found it hard to reject the luxuries offered by generals and other benefactors.  Lavish gifts to senior monks include TVs, VCRs, and fancy cars, all of which are technically prohibited by the monks’ code of discipline.  The junta has also built special hospitals solely for monks, with equipment and treatment far superior to what ordinary people receive at public hospitals.  

The regime particularly rewards supportive monks with large donations and religious titles.  Meant to be bestowed on those who show superior mastery of Buddhist doctrine, the titles instead often go to monks who are loyal to the regime.  In some cases, they are given to senior monks whose loyalty may be in doubt, but whom the regime hopes to co-opt.  Even if the monk himself continues to view the regime with distaste, others may see him as tainted by having accepted the title.

Successive military regimes have also secretly placed intelligence agents in the monasteries, so if any monks are discussing politics or meeting with political activists, their activities will be reported.  The planted monks can also urge other monks to stay out of politics.  In some cases, military authorities have tried to obtain representation on monastery committees as well so that they could keep an eye on the goings-on at the monasteries.  One Mandalayan who was a member of a monastery committee in the BSPP period explained that in Mandalay, the BSPP authorities often tried to get their own men elected to the monastery committees, but the temple supporters generally resisted. 

U Nandiya described some of the other methods successive regimes have used to rein in the country’s approximately 300,000 monks.  They abolished religious associations outside the government’s control and through the state-controlled media, have defamed respected monks who take anti-regime stands. ‘For instance,’ U Nandiya said, ‘they publish “news” that the monk has drunk liquor or slept with a woman.  They don't bother with ordinary monks, even if they are doing bad things.’  At the same time, the senior generals look for loyal monks to promote to leadership positions on the state-controlled supreme council of monks.  Such monks can be counted on to discipline younger monks.  U Nandiya said, ‘The SLORC is using some monks who don't have enough knowledge of worldly affairs.  They believe that the SLORC is doing great work for the Buddhist religion because they are always building new monasteries.’

In Burma there has always been a tension between the belief that every government is bad and best avoided and the idea that the government is the defender of the Buddhist faith.  As noted earlier, the legitimacy of kings in Burma and throughout Southeast Asia rested in part on their fulfilling their duties as religious patrons. Recognizing that there is still credibility to be gained from such activities, the SLORC and the SPDC have invested much of their time in the restoration of pagodas and the presentation of donations to monks.

In April 1999, the military regime oversaw the completion of a restoration of the Shwedagon Pagoda, the most revered pagoda in the country.  By initiating a large-scale restoration, the generals sought to win the respect of the people and to further establish their right to rule.  The political significance of the event can be seen by the fact that they even released some NLD members from prison for two days to be able to attend the restoration ceremony. 

While many civil servants and others were ordered to make donations of cash and labor for the restoration project, few resented it.  They are intensely attached to this stunning pagoda which symbolizes the spiritual soul of the nation.  In addition, they believe their donations will help them achieve a higher status in their next lives, leading them closer to their ultimate goal of nirvana.  The pagoda is believed to contain eight hairs of the Buddha which were brought to what was then a Mon kingdom by two merchant-disciples of the Buddha.  Over the centuries, the pagoda has been expanded and restored several times.  According to the regime’s figures, by the end of March 1999, the call for donations had brought in 94 pounds of gold, the equivalent of $2 million in cash, and nearly 68,000 pieces of jewelry, which could be broken up and used to decorate the bejeweled umbrella at the top of the pagoda.

In 1996, the military regime negotiated a lease with the Chinese government to have a tooth relic of the Buddha flown from China to Burma for a few months.  Many people in Burma were grateful to the regime for arranging this, because they believe that the tooth relic has tremendous power and significance.  The junta also oversaw the construction of tooth relic pagodas in Rangoon and Mandalay to house a replica of the tooth relic, imbued through a ritual with the potency of the original. 

Still, many people realize that the regime has tried to use its highly publicized religious activities to gain political legitimacy.  One common joke in Burma is that a disgruntled customer complains to the shop where he bought his TV, ‘This is supposed to be a multi-color TV but all I ever see is green and yellow.’  The meaning: the news on government-controlled TV consists largely of military personnel, in their green uniforms, giving donations to monks, in their yellow robes.

The Disappearing Jewels

Despite the authorities’ apparent devotion to Buddhism, there have been several reports of military men engaged in the plunder of Buddha images and old pagodas.  When pagodas are built, the patrons and well-wishers place gems and other valuables in a sealed treasury located under the center of the pagoda.  The landscape of upper Burma is dotted with old pagodas which have fallen into disrepair.  These pagodas have become prime hunting grounds for fortune-seekers in green uniforms.  In one case in Sagaing Division, villagers were forced to dig up the treasury under military orders.  When they reached the treasury, the soldiers ordered them to leave the area.  According to one of the villagers, the soldiers then cordoned off the pagoda, removed the valuables, and took them away.

A much more dramatic incident took place in Mandalay in 1997 when one of the most sacred Buddha images in Burma was mysteriously damaged.  After King Bodawpaya conquered Arakan in 1784, he had had the huge bronze Mahamuni Buddha image split into pieces and brought up to a site just outside Mandalay where it was reconstructed and housed in a new temple.  This image, which has become the symbol of Arkanese national identity, was revered by Arakanese, Mon, and Burmans alike for centuries.  It was also believed to contain a precious stone in its navel which would give miraculous powers to its possessor. 

In 1996, some Mandalay authorities insisted that it was time for a renovation.  During the renovation, a mysterious hole appeared in the belly of the statue, where the gem was thought to be located.  As senior monks began to investigate the case, rumors quickly spread that one of the two monks who possessed a key to the building had been forced by a military officer to open the building at night.  As a result, a senior monk called monks from all the major monasteries in Mandalay to a meeting to discuss the issue.  During the course of the all-day meeting, in which answers about what had happened were not forthcoming, a monk and another man suddenly came into the room to announce that a Muslim man had raped a Buddhist girl.
  

Some of the already frustrated monks decided to take action, and headed to the Muslim man’s house, which they ransacked, and went on to damage a nearby mosque.  As the news spread, a frenzy of attacks on mosques broke out in Mandalay and other cities.  Over the next few days, monks could be seen wielding long sticks and desecrating mosques, often while riot police passively watched the scene from a distance.  There were also several reports of people seeing monks with walkie talkies under their robes, and a few had very shiny heads indicating they had just been shaved.  In other words, it was widely believed that military men dressed as monks were involved, although many real monks did most of the damage.  In the meantime, the hype surrounding the damage done to the Mahamuni image was forgotten, and its belly was patched up.  Later, it turned out that the Buddhist girl had not been raped by the Muslim man after all.  As for the precious stone, no one knows whether it really was in the stomach of the Buddha, and if the thieves managed to extract it or not.

The Mahamuni incident occurred just before the annual monks’ exams were scheduled to take place.  Rather than provide a gathering place where the monks could possibly decide to take action against the regime, the military postponed the exams.  When the exams were finally held a year later, the monks had to pair off and guarantee for each other.  If one monk were to engage in anti-government activities, the other one would also be in trouble.  As they have done in other communities, the authorities imposed a policy of communal punishment for the acts of individuals in order to reduce the possibility of unrest.

Monks and the NLD

In late September 1996, the SLORC sought to punish NLD members for their political defiance by issuing a decree forbidding NLD members from ordaining as monks.  Monks were also told to be wary of NLD members frequenting monasteries, because the NLD was supposedly trying to encourage monks to join the anti-government movement.  Lt. General Myo Nyunt, the then Minister of Religious of Affairs claimed, ‘Although [the NLD members] are Buddhists, they are unaware of the sin of dividing the monks.’
  This order contravened Buddhist doctrine and was generally ignored by monks.  However, it can be seen as an attempt to reverse the 1990 monks’ boycott against the military, when monks refused to accept offerings from or carry out ceremonies for members of the military and their families.  The aims seem to have been to put a distance between the monks and the NLD, to demoralize NLD members, and perhaps to turn ordinary citizens against the NLD for purportedly politicizing the monkhood. 

In the meantime, supporters of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi often put her photograph on their Buddhist altars in their homes, signifying their respect for her and their wish that she be protected by higher powers so that she could continue to lead the struggle on their behalf.  The NLD has not directly encouraged monks to come out on their side, but as  noted earlier, the leaders of the NLD have routinely drawn on Buddhist teachings to explain their political points, and ordinary people have tried to ascertain the political sympathies of venerated monks.  

Stories about Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s and Lt. Gen. Khin Nyunt’s visits to the Thamanya abbot indicate the extent to which people are looking to the monks to support their political ideals, even if only symbolically.  A devout, elderly monk from the Pa’o ethnic minority group, U Vinaya set up a monastery on Thamanya hill twenty miles outside of Pa’an, the capital of Karen State, in 1980.  Over the years, U Vinaya has built up a large following that now spans the entire country.  A vegetarian, he is famous for his strict practice, and people believe that he has magical powers.  If they are blessed by him, their businesses will be successful, they will pass their exams, and their other wishes will be fulfilled.  On weekends, up to 3,000 people come to see him, including large numbers of businessmen and students from Rangoon.

The Thamanya abbot also generously allowed Karen villagers fleeing from the civil war between the Tatmadaw and the KNU to build huts on monastery land around the foot of the mountain.  In 1996, there were several thousand Karen villagers living there, free from the food and labor demands of both the Tatmadaw and the KNU.  Some of the villagers farmed, but many worked at the monastery preparing enormous amounts of food for the endless stream of visitors.  

The Thamanya abbot has never talked openly about politics, but he is certainly perceived as a possible threat by the military government because of his ability to attract people.  Members of the military regime, including Lt. General Khin Nyunt, have visited him.  And so has Daw Aung San Suu Kyi.  In her first trip outside of Rangoon after she was released from house arrest in 1995, she headed directly to Karen State to pay her respects to the Thamanya abbot.  During her visit, a picture was taken of her sitting at his feet.  This picture was later copied, laminated, and widely distributed by supporters of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, who took it to signify the abbot’s tacit support for her and the democracy movement.  To this the abbot has merely said that anyone can have their picture taken with him.  

When I was traveling in Burma in 1996, I heard several apocryphal stories comparing Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s and Lt. Gen. Khin Nyunt’s visits to the monastery.  One version claimed that when Daw Aung San Suu Kyi arrived at the foot of the long stairway up to the monastery, the abbot came down to welcome her.  But when Lt. General Khin Nyunt arrived, the abbot did not descend.  The abbot invited Daw Aung San Suu Kyi to visit again, but he did extend the same invitation to Lt. General Khin Nyunt.  When Lt. General Khin Nyunt tried to give the abbot a van, he refused the gift saying, ‘Monks don’t need vans.  Take it back.’  In another variation, it was said that when Lt. General Khin Nyunt got in his car to leave, it wouldn’t start.  He had to go back up to the abbot, who told him that only after he had gotten rid of his anger would the car start.  Probably none of these details are true, but they reflect peoples’ desires for a different reality.

The military regime courted the Thamanya abbot for two reasons.  Besides wanting to rein him in, they also hoped to garner more support from the Burmese populace by showing respect to a monk whom the people adore.  The regime encouraged the abbot to move to Rangoon, where they could have more contact with him.  He rejected the offer, saying he was perfectly happy where he was.  However, his refusal to move shouldn’t necessarily be seen as a snub against the regime.  He was over eighty years-old and had developed a close relationship with the people in his area. 

Still, the regime kept a close eye on him.  Although guns are not supposed to be brought into any monastery, on the day I visited, armed Tatmadaw soldiers were patrolling the nearby primary school sponsored by the monastery.  When I asked why there needed to be armed soldiers at a school award ceremony during daylight hours, I was told that it was for the children’s security.  I couldn’t help but wonder if it had more to do with demonstrating that ultimately, this territory was under the regime’s, rather than the abbot’s control.  

In late 1999, the junta was caught off balance by the publicized demands of two venerated monks, U Zawtipala, the abbot of Kyakhatwaing monastery in Pegu, and U Kundalabiwuntha of Mahaghandharon monastery in Mandalay.  Issuing separate appeals to both the regime and the NLD, the senior monks urged them to work together for national reconciliation.  U Zawtipala, who had never been involved in politics, even offered to act as a mediator in talks between the NLD and the regime.  He asked both sides to be flexible but also suggested that the government should not go against the will of the people.
  While the NLD issued a statement declaring that the party was willing to accept the abbots’ guidance, the regime suggested that the senior monks had been used by its political opponents.  In a written response to the appeals, the regime insisted that ‘The National League for Democracy should be willing to adopt a more realistic and flexible policy.’
  The generals ignored the call for dialogue.

Repression of Christians

Besides cultivating loyal Buddhist monks, the regime has sought to win the support of the majority Burmans by encouraging the promotion of Buddhism among non-Buddhist peoples.  Throughout military rule, foreigners have been able to come to Burma to study vipassana meditation at monasteries and meditation centers.  This is a source of pride for Burmese citizens, who generally view Burmese Buddhism as the most pure form of Buddhism being practiced today.  With regard to the ethnic minorities in Burma, many Burman Buddhists share the military regime’s perception that if the ethnic minorities ‘became’ Buddhists, it would be beneficial for them, and there would be fewer separatist demands.  Christians are still often seen as having supported British colonial rule, and find it difficult to rise to high-ranking positions in government service, particularly in the army. 

Ethnic minority Christians, who comprise perhaps ten percent of the country’s population, have been particularly targeted since the 1988 coup.  Although Christians in the cities and towns in central Burma have not faced physical persecution, they have been harassed in various ways.  Endless delays in approving building permits for new religious structures are common, and there have been cases of newly-built churches being pulled down even after the proper permit was obtained.  Church leaders wanting to attend Christian conferences abroad find it difficult to get passports.  The authorities in the Ministry of Religious Affairs even battled the Myanmar Council of Churches over terminology and graduation attire.  

A member of the Myanmar Christian Council, which represents twelve Protestant denominations, explained some of the challenges they faced in the mid-1990s.  General Myo Nyunt, the Minister of Religious Affairs at the time, informed the council that they could no longer use the word thoukdan kyan for ‘Proverbs,’ even though it had been used since the first translation of the Bible into Burmese more than one hundred years ago.  General Myo Nyunt didn’t want them to use this word because Buddhists used it in their doctrinal texts.  The council member explained, ‘Not long after, the Christians invited General Myo Nyunt to a Christmas Eve dinner in Rangoon.  He gave a long speech which had been written for him and included quotes from the bible, including sections from Proverbs.  Then the MCC elders wrote a letter to the government saying that since General Myo Nyunt himself had used the word thoukdan kyan for Proverbs, why can't we?  So then the Ministry of Religious Affairs dropped the issue.’

The council member also talked about how in 1995, the SLORC sent a letter to the Myanmar Christian Council saying that secular colleges use caps and gowns at their graduation ceremonies, so divinity colleges would have to choose some other form of attire.  He said that the MCC wrote back explaining that since medieval days in Europe, when colleges were religious institutions, gowns had been used.  Secular institutions had only come later.  After that, the Ministry of Religious Affairs dropped the issue.

Christian communities in remote areas, especially where armed anti-government forces operate, have faced much harsher pressure.  In particular, Christians in Karen and Karenni States on the eastern border and in Chin State and Sagaing Division on the western border have seen their churches burned down, their pastors arrested, and Tatmadaw soldiers disrupt services.  One Chin pastor explained, ‘On Sundays we can’t have a full service, because they take porters that day, too.  They refuse to make an exception.  Sometimes they also take porters during the church service.  We can’t do anything.  Sometimes we intercede on behalf of villagers.  We say, “Let that man be a porter two days from now.”  But they never listen.  They always say, “These are orders from above.”  They never understand the villagers.’

In the remote Naga hills, some parents in the late 1990s allowed their children to accompany authorities to what they were told were lowland secular schools, only to find out later that their children had been sent to Buddhist monasteries and made into novice monks.  

Particularly in Chin State, the regime was upset by an evangelical Chin group’s plans to convert all Chin to Christianity by the year 2000, as part of an international Christian campaign.  In response, the authorities tried to lure Christians into becoming Buddhists by offering them exemption from forced labor as well as food allowances or money.
  Another Chin pastor told about a Christian village of two hundred houses in Tamu township, Chin State, where the authorities went even further.  He said, ‘The military came and offered rice and money to those who converted to Buddhism.  Some were also given buffaloes and land for cultivating rice.  Fifty houses converted.  One man who converted was then appointed by the military as the headman.’

Such activities on the part of the regime are also aimed at creating splits among the ethnic minority communities, thus weakening their resistance to state control.  As with artists and writers, conflicts develop within religious communities over what degree of cooperation is acceptable and who has gone too far.  People within the community begin to view each other with suspicion, and bonds of trust are broken down.  However, to some extent the Christian community has been able to counter these pressures and maintain its vitality by putting much of its energy into group activities.

Similar to the Buddhist community, there has been an ongoing debate in the Christian community about whether the current sorry state of affairs is ‘God’s will’ or demands action.  Those pastors and church members who attribute current suffering to God’s will believe that they are being punished, usually because of moral laxity in the community.  For them, more disciplined behavior and more fervent prayer are the keys to a better future.  Other Christians reject this position as too passive and insist that God rewards only those who act.  But because action usually means coming into confrontation with hostile authorities, following through requires strong commitment.  

The Christians are a minority population, so they have been reluctant to take an active role in politics in the heartland of Burma, although church leaders in predominantly Christian ethnic minority areas have in some cases been more outspoken.  Among the armed ethnic nationalist groups where Christians are in the majority, many members have viewed their struggles as necessary not only to protect their ethnic rights but also their religion.  In central Burma, the Christian community has focused on redressing social problems and encouraging personal development, somewhat along the lines of the self-actualization writers.  Pastors, church staff, and motivated church members have worked together to organize English classes, youth leadership courses, drug rehabilitation programs, and summer conferences which bring together people from all over the country.  These activities have to some degree provided an alternative arena for the development of ideas and skills and have helped to create mutual understanding among people from different ethnic groups.  

Foreign missionaries have been banned from living in Burma since the mid-1960s, but foreign church officials have continued to visit Burma, and Burmese Christians sometimes manage to make their way to conferences and religious institutions outside the country.  As a result, they have been able to appeal for some financial assistance from abroad and to learn about the role of the Christian community in political movements and development programs in other countries.  Such links with the outside world have also made them feel less isolated.  Some young Buddhists have observed with interest the successes of Christians’ social programs, and Burmese Buddhist activists in exile have looked to more socially-engaged forms of Buddhism, such as exist in Thailand, for inspiration.

Exploitation of Muslims

Like the Christian community, the Muslim community is well aware of its minority status and has tried to maintain a low profile in Burma.  The largest concentration of Muslims is in Arakan State.  Smaller Muslim populations are scattered throughout the cities, towns, and rural areas of Burma, and mostly consist of the descendants of farmers, clerks, and traders who came during the colonial period.  The Muslim community provides some social services, such as a large free clinic in Rangoon, but generally stays out of the political arena.  However there are several Muslims in the NLD, who clearly hope that a democratic government would stop much of the discrimination they have experienced under military rule. 

Feelings of antagonism toward the Muslim population lurk just beneath the surface of more than a few Burmese.  This is due to in part to British encouragement of Indian immigration, which resulted in Bengalis and Indians quickly obtaining wealth and prominent positions.  Perhaps most upsetting to Burmese Buddhists is the idea of Muslim men marrying Burman women and converting them to Islam.  Throughout military rule in Burma, successive regimes have used the specter of a Muslim takeover to whip up nationalist sentiments.  In particular, when anti-regime tensions are running high, incidents of intolerable behavior by Muslims always seem to pop up and are used to channel anger into communal conflicts.

For instance, in July 1988, pamphlets supposedly written by Muslims encouraging fellow Muslims to marry Burmese women suddenly appeared in Taunggyi and other towns where anti-military feelings were growing after the student demonstrations in Rangoon.  As expected, Muslim-Buddhist conflicts broke out, and the stores and homes of Muslims were attacked and looted.  Such pamphlets have shown up several times in Burma over the past ten years, including in October 1996 in Rangoon, when pamphlets appeared saying in part, 

Burmese Citizens – Beware! 

The Muslims living in Burma are attempting to expand their religion while destroying Buddhism in Burma by using the following ways:

1) Land: All the land in the country shall be owned by the Muslims.

2) Money: To organize Buddhists to become Muslims using the power of money.

3) Women: To organize Buddhist women to get married with Muslims using      

    money and other ways.

4) Doctrine: To preach Muslim doctrine in every place.

5) State power: After successfully using these above methods and [the] majority   

    of the people become Muslim, to take state power.

Although many people now believe that these pamphlets are meant to incite unrest, some people still fall for them every time, and the damage done leaves an indelible mark.
 

In other cases, the military has sought to drive Muslims out of Burma.  During the 1997 Tatmadaw offensive against the Karen National Union, soldiers looted and destroyed the mosques in many of the towns and villages which the KNU had previously controlled.
  One Muslim man was getting water at a well in front of a mosque in his village when Tatmadaw soldiers came out of the mosque ripping up the Koran.  He said, ‘They threw the pieces of the Koran on the street.  When the Muslim women on the street saw this, they cried and felt such pain.  The SLORC soldiers said, “Don’t cry! This is not a Muslim country.  This is a Buddhist country! Go away”!’
  In other cases Muslims were killed.  As a result of the campaign to clear the area of Muslims, hundreds of Muslims fled with Karen villagers across the border into Thailand.

The Muslim Rohingya community in northern Arakan State has been particularly targeted.  A heavy-handed Tatmadaw operation in the area drove 200,000 Rohingyas into Bangladesh in 1978, and although many later returned, a Tatmadaw-orchestrated forced relocation program in 1991 sent 250,000 Rohingyas over the border again.
  Eight years later, tens of thousands were still in Bangladesh, refusing to go home because the military regime would not agree to accept them as citizens and wouldn’t guarantee their protection.
  Among local Buddhist Rakhines, the Burmese population in general, and even the opposition groups, there is little apparent sympathy for their plight.  The regime has been able to play off different populations against each other, and although those opposed to military rule know that they must be unified, they have often fallen victim to their own fears and prejudices.

As much as the junta has promoted the Buddhist religion, even ethnic minority Buddhists are dissatisfied by the regime’s explicitly Burman version of Buddhism.  Mon and Shan monks have faced difficulties in distributing literature in their own languages, and in some cases they have been prohibited from taking Buddhist exams in their own languages.  Shan people were furious when SLORC authorities took over the funeral arrangements for a famous Shan monk who died in Hsipaw in the mid-1990s.  The entire ceremony was Burmanized, from the design of the structure holding the coffin to the way he was cremated.  Likewise, when the regime restored a famous Shan temple in Hsipaw, the Shan-style roof was replaced with a Burmese style one.  Thus, the regime has attempted to impose a homogeneous culture that is both Buddhist and Burman, and while this policy has offended many, from members of other religions to members of other ethnic nationalities, they have found it difficult to unite in opposition.

Fortune Telling and Sympathetic Magic

While Buddhism preaches the importance of realizing the impermanence of all living things, many Burmese are attached to beliefs in the power of spirits and magic to affect their present lives.  Even the most devout Burmese Buddhists do not necessarily deny the existence of spirits, but insist that whether they exist or not is irrelevant in the larger quest for enlightenment.  Thus, the brother and sister spirits whose shrine on Mount Popa (described in Chapter 1) continue to be propitiated in return for protection.  Some of the most devoted followers are military generals and especially their wives.  This is because the pattern of those in power removing potential rivals continues, and generals vying for the top slots are in the most precarious positions of all.  In 1996-97, for example, there were two attempted assassinations against SLORC Secretary-2, Lt. General Tin Oo.  In the second instance, a letter bomb was delivered to his house, but his daughter opened it instead and was killed by the explosion.  Despite the regime’s well-developed skills at routing out underground activists, this crime was never solved.  Most believe it was perpetrated by rivals within the regime.

The popularity of fortune-telling tends to wax and wane in Burma in relation to the economic situation.  In periods of stability and prosperity, fortune tellers are consulted less, whereas in times of insecurity and stress, more people turn to fortune tellers for help. Even since 1988, interest has reportedly increased.  

Numerous books and magazines are devoted to fortune telling and astrology, partly because it’s difficult to legally write about much else, but also because people are devouring them.  Besides including stories of magical occurrences and special powers, they feature in-depth coverage of horoscopes and antidotes to the troubles that might befall the readers.  The simplicity of the techniques for cheating fate helps people to feel like they are doing something concrete to assert control over their lives, despite living in conditions where in fact they are often pawns in someone else’s game.  During the 1988 demonstrations, for instance, one mother had her sons eat bowls of mohingha, a fish and noodle soup often served at funerals.  This was her own brand of cheating fate.  She figured that if they ate the funeral food before joining the demonstrations, they wouldn’t be killed.

The SLORC and SPDC also apparently tried to thwart the rise of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi through astrological means.  According to one person working with the Education Ministry, in 1996 the regime reportedly changed the rules for the beauty contests held at annual school sports competitions.  The officials were told to eliminate any girls whose astrological charts predicted strong leadership potential, because this was associated with Daw Aung San Suu Kyi assuming power.

In March 1999, an apocryphal story about Lt. General Khin Nyunt’s test to predict Burma’s political future was whispered from person to person in Rangoon.  It went like this: 

As rain fell during the recent full-moon day of the hottest and driest month of the Burmese calendar, a story about Khin Nyunt started spreading. According to this story, Khin Nuynt climbed up to the top part of the Shwedagon pagoda at 4:00 a.m.  He placed a lion made of mud and a peacock made of wax at the top part of the pagoda, and vowed that the peacock should dissolve and the lion get harder as a sign that he will continue to rule the country.  On the other hand, if Daw Aung San Suu Kyi were going to rule the country, the lion would dissolve and the peacock would get harder.  Many people thought the peacock would dissolve as the weather was very hot. But unexpectedly, it started raining around 11:00 a.m., and it lasted until the evening.  Finally, the figure of the lion dissolved, while the peacock became harder.

This story is probably not true, but it wouldn’t surprise people in Burma if the generals were to engage in such actions.  As noted earlier, General Ne Win frequently turned to magic to strengthen his hold on power.  In this case, the tale is likely to be part of a ‘whispering campaign,’ where one side tries to derail the other by the use of rumors, a technique frequently used by both the military regime and the opposition.  With facts always hard to come by, stories such as this spread quickly and serve to raise the morale of the beleaguered opposition.

Numerology and choosing auspicious dates have been subjects of intense concern for the military regime and pro-democracy activists alike.  According to one fortune teller who takes his job quite seriously, ‘The military officers think that it is better to act by calculating things according to astrology than doing things haphazardly.  I also think that way.  Compared to doing things when you want to do them, it's better to do things after a careful calculation and choosing the right time.’  He strongly believed that the NLD could only compete with the regime by doing the same.  ‘In order to be successful in holding their meetings, and doing organizing trips, they may use astrology,’ he said. ‘If they have to face their enemy the SPDC, [they should calculate] what day and what time will be advantageous for them.’  Although he thought that Daw Aung San Suu Kyi herself did not consult astrologers, he was sure that others in the NLD did.  He certainly hoped so, for he felt that if the NLD picked astrologically-appropriate days for its important events, it could help them.

Moreover, he recommended that Daw Aung San Suu Kyi should stay away from the number eight, which is not a lucky number.  He said that the chances of success on an eight date are very low, only about twenty percent.  Instead she should counter the regime with nine or twelve.  One prominent student activist said that a couple of fortune tellers had also warned his group not to hold events or put out statements on an eight date.  Thus, if a political anniversary fell on an eight, his group dated its statement the day before or the day after.

In consultation with astrologers, first General Ne Win and later the SLORC chose nine as their lucky number.  Nine is also the special number of the nats, and thus is strongly associated with power.  As a result, the regime issued currency notes in denominations of 45 kyats and 90 kyats, which at least can be credited with keeping the population’s math skills up.  The SLORC staged its coup on September 18th, with September being the ninth month, and the 18th also representing a nine, because 1+8=9.  

Likewise, the SLORC sought to guarantee that the National Convention would work in its favor by carefully putting delegates into groupings whose total numbers equaled nine.  There were 81 NLD members plus 18 other elected representatives from various parties.  Each of these added up equals 9, and the two numbers added together (81 + 18) equal 99, which if added again equals 18, and 1 + 8 = 9.  Then there were 603 appointed representatives, 6+0+3 = 9.  The total number of delegates was 702, which again equals nine. 

This was pointed out to me by a citizen-sleuth who reveled in uncovering the regime’s magical activities.  He also showed me the one-kyat notes issued by the SLORC, which appear to have a series of four eights inside the numeral one, which, when turned sideways, resembles a chair.  A chair is often used to symbolize ruling power.  The meaning he said, was that the regime had overcome the pro-democracy movement.  Whether or not the regime really intended this is not the key issue.  The point is that people are reading meanings into everything around them, and that the psychological battle for political ascendancy is as important as the physical struggle.

Many citizens believe that because the regime is engaging in extensive yadaya chae (cheating fate) activities, they can prolong their rule.
  Thus, fighting them is likely to be futile.  Some astrologers have even suggested that the reason Burma has suffered so long under military rule is partly due to the date selected for independence.  U Nu’s astrologers chose 4:20 am on 4 January 1948.  According to the fortune teller above, the astrologers knew this wasn’t a particularly auspicious day, but rather than delay independence another month, they had to select the least bad day in January.  The problem was that the planet of Mars was ascendant during January, and Mars symbolizes the military and fighting.  Thus, the rise of the military in political life was partly determined by choosing this particular date for independence.  Again, whether or not this is accurate, it is a story which has relevance for people in Burma and influences their actions.  

By the same token, many people are willing to support the idea that if they pick the right date, an overthrow is still possible.  The exile community and some former 1988 activists inside Burma, tried to promote the idea of organizing another mass movement to commence on ‘9-9-99,’ 9 September 1999, numerologically an extremely auspicious date.  However the military regime was well prepared and posted military personnel in all public areas where people might gather.  Up to 500 activists, monks, and NLD members were arrested or detained in the six weeks preceding 9-9-99.  A few small protests broke out but were quickly dispersed.
 

Spirits of the Dead

As hard as the regime tries to control the living, it must also confront the dead.  In 1996, the SLORC ordered the digging up of Kyandaw cemetery, a large cemetery on a prime piece of real estate between the downtown center and Rangoon University.  This cemetery contained the graves of people from different faiths, and surviving family members were extremely upset about having to move the remains of their ancestors to a distant cemetery outside the city.  For many, the financial burden was also a significant factor, because they had to pay for the digging up of the grave, transportation charges, and then a reburial fee at the new site.  For others, their religious beliefs forbid the exhumation.  The reason for the move was that the authorities wanted to sell the land for a large sum of money.  The buyer was rumored to be the recently rehabilitated drug lord of northeastern Burma, Khun Sa.
  

Two years later, in June 1998, strange occurrences were reported at Myinegone intersection, not far from the cemetery.  Myinegone was also where on 21 June 1988, up to seventy students and twenty policemen were killed during an anti-government demonstration.  Suddenly, on the tenth anniversary, a poltergeist was reported at the location.  Plates and cups were said to have risen off tables in a teashop, and televisions were levitating and smashing into each other in a nearby appliance store.  One person even reported turning on a TV and seeing an image of blood.  It was believed that the spirits of those killed in 1988 were coming back to haunt the regime.  

Dismayed by this attack from an unexpected quarter, the Rangoon Divisional Commander hurried to the scene where he read out an announcement telling the spirits that they had been released from their duties on earth and could move on.  Such announcements are customarily read at funerals in Burma.  People in the area held their own ceremonies, inviting monks to come and recite chants to drive away the spirits.  While one such ceremony was taking place, it was said that donated juice bottles started moving and smashed into each other.  Police and soldiers were sent to the intersection to block off the area and disperse a huge crowd.  In the state-sponsored Kyemon newspaper, an editorial accused political groups of spreading false rumors about poltergeists to stir up trouble.
   

After a few days the situation calmed down, and the regime was able to breath more easily again.  However it is exactly this kind of incident which reminds the military that their hold on power is always tenuous and challenges will continue to appear, if not in the form of direct confrontations then through unexpected and even bizarre occurrences.  For ultimately the battle to shift the balance of power in Burma is a psychological one.  When the supporters of democracy feel that powerful forces are aligned with them, they may shake off their fear and act, but because the psychic aspects play such a key role, nobody can predict when.
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