




















16 STUDIES ON ASIA, 1962

cessive weeks in meditation in the monastery at least twice during
his retirement. He was universally reputed to be a pious man
(a future Buddha, perhaps?) and promised to make Buddhism
the state religion. Some supporters termed a vote for U Nu a
vote for the Buddha. Consequently, how could he help but win?

Now what does U Nu hope to do for Burma? Much could be
said here about economic, educational, and political hopes, but
I will venture to put the real kernel of U Nu's special plans into
two statements. First, he hopes to establish a type of socialism
consonant with Buddhist principles. I quote from a private memo
and his 1959-1960 campaign speeches, not yet nor perhaps ever
to be translated officially:

The Buddhist scriptures provide a considerable number ol
instances which show that Buddhism favors a Welfare State in
which the government has assumed responsibility for the care
of the poor, the unemployed, the sick, the aged, etc.

He finds Buddhist principles in full accord with the basic Socialist
goal of eliminating competition and unfair distribution:

The profit motive should be eliminated. . . . The miseries
of the world are due to the lack of Socialist principles. . ..

The main aim of Buddhism, to my mind, is to gain libera-
tion from the rounds of existence. . . . Yet 1 believe that only
one percent of the Buddhist population [of Burma] can
aspire for Liberation. This is because under the defective eco-
nomic system which we see before our eyes, much time and
energy must be spent to earn the bare necessities of life. . . .
The economic set-up of human society allows no way for the
practice of the Noble Virtues.

So under the new society people can spare their surplus
money and property to set uEi_a common pool for the estab-
lishment of a Socialist state. This is true Dana [charity] . . .
and the practice of Dana leads to Nibbana.

I believe the dawn of Socialism is not far off. We can estab-
lish this State in Socialism in our time.

But, secondly, this is to be a Buddhist socialism. Therefore, not
only will U Nu ban beef slaughter, sponsor tension-easing meals,
seek reconciliation with political enemies, and use persuasion
rather than coercion wherever possible, but he will make Bud-
dhism the state religion. Why? Simply to get elected? I think not.
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In order to curtail the exercise of other religious faiths in Burma?
Probably not, despite some Buddhist-nationalist pressure to do so.
One can scarcely overemphasize the crucial seriousness of U Nu's
purpose here. During debate on the State-Religion Bill he pub-
licly stated that he would expect every member of the Union
Party in Parliament to vote for it or face expulsion from the
Party. For one who has seldom invoked party discipline before,
this alone suggests considerations of overriding importance. It
may be summed up thus, in the words of earlier terminology:
The main thrust of U Nu's politics is to resacralize government.

For this purpose, no matter how fully compatible with Bud-
dhist principles Socialist political philosophy may be, mere Social-
ism is not enough. Or at least not enough, or right, for Burma.,
Here, it must be a Buddhist socialism. For Burma is solidly Bud-
dhist in a way that the West was probably never, and certainly
is not now, Christian. Buddhism is the deep well out of which
practical Burmese living-values are drawn; it is Buddhism alone
which seems able to unite the dissident factions and ethnic
groups in Burma; it basically was Buddhism that bound the
Burmese peoples to the throne in “national” loyalty in times past.
Nowhere else, in nothing else, can such 2 unifying force be found
for Burma in these difficult times, one which will bind people
to people, and people to government. Therefore, though a king
cannot be restored to Burma, the central government must play
the king's former religious role and become the official Patron
of Religion. To U Nu as a politician who knows his people well,
this makes good practical sense. And 10 U Nu, the devout Bud-
dhist, this action, which he terms “the noblest deed, the greatest
deed for Buddhists,” is the climax of his persistent hope of join-
ing together the world's one wrue faith with the world’s one re-
ligiously desirable political method in the government of his own
fatherland. Indeed it is much more than likely that he sees the
resacralizing of the government as significantly advancing Burma
along the road either to a Loka Nibbana (Perfect World, some-
what equivalent to the Kingdom of God on earth in Christianity),
or, what is much the same, into greater readiness for the Maitreya
Buddha, the coming Buddha, in whose near advent some Bur-
mese believe,
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And what has the U Nu government done practically to pro-
mote a Buddhist socialism? According to the parliamentary act
of August 1961, passed by a twelve to one majority, it initially
means the following: compulsory education in Buddhism for
children of Buddhist parents and prospective Buddhist teachers
in government schools; placing the scriptures in all libraries and
Buddha images in public courtrooms; establishment of some new
primary schools in monasteries; separate hospitals for monks;
closing of government offices and schools and prohibition of
liquor sales on Buddhist lunar sabbath days; establishment of a
committee to guard against religious discrimination against
minorities.

What more than this official branding of the Burmese govern-
ment, holidays, and school as Buddhist will ensue? With welfare-
state socialism as U Nu's declared socio-economic policy, present
trends in this area may be expected to continue. Obviously he
hopes also for a permeation of the total national life from the top
down by Buddhist principles. Will the raiment then be Buddhist,
but the voice of policy be secular-socialist, and politics go on as
usual? Will the law become a dead letter with U Nu's passing
from the political scene, an historic monument to a chauvinistic,
nostalgic Buddhist ideal? Will the officializing of Buddhism stop
Communism in its tracks within Burma? Will the law in the
hands of Nu's successors become an instrument of political power
and policy and of a divisive-oppression of minorities? These are
[ascinating questions, but they are as yet unanswerable.®

NOTES

I. Quoted in John F. Cady, 4 History of Modern Burma (Tthaca, N. Y.
Cornell University Press, 1958), p. 11,

. Ibid., pp. 8-9.

. Nibbana is the Pali form of Sanskrit Nirvana.

. Emanuel Sarkisyanz: Russland und der Messianismus des Orients (Mohr:
Tithingen, 1955), p. 38, (Author’s tranalation.)

. The coup détat of General Ne Win on March 2, 1962 has undoubtedly
put a crimp in U Nu's Buddhist socialism. (The article was written before
the coup.) How much and what sort of crimp is somewhat conjectural, but
not totally obscure,

Obwviously Ne Win is not anti-Buddhist. Tt was under his government
that a long-term move to rehabilitate monastery education was under-
taken, Moreover, his cabinet (reappointed) were all staunch traditional
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Ruddhists. But, although he recognizes the predominantly Buddhist nature
of Burma, he will kecp that predominance under careful control.

Ne Win, who might be termed a “secularized” Buddhist with no pa-
ticnce for “mixing religion and government,” will predictably concern
himself primarily with Burma's economic solvency, her national safety,
and her internal harmony. He will fight, eliminate, or suppress whatever
threatens these vital interests, even though some religious sensibilities
must be sacrificed. His previous government (1958-60) destroyed thousands
of stray dogs and crows in the interests of sanitation; it likewise refused
to sanclion government nat (spirit) feeding ceremonies and will doubtless
hatt work on U Nu's government-sponsored nat shrines. Shortly after the
coup Ne Win lifted the ban on cattle slaughter (imposed by U Nu in
19600 in the interest of an adequate food supply. It may be that he will
vonsider two sets of sabbaths (Buddhist lunar and British-Christian Sun-
days) to be too expensive a luxury—and possibly might opt for the latter
on purely practical grounds,

In view of Chin (Christian and animist) restivenesa under the cstab-
lishment, and the resulting violent anti-Moslem demonstrations in Ran-
goon, will he consider the fofal state religion setup dangerously divisive?
(Probably he does not feel decply committed to his predecessor’s legisla
tion; and even some of those who favored the establishment appear to
be having second thoughts) Almost certainly he will Armly enforce the
freedom-of-religion provision of the constitution. And his plans will not
inchude a specifically Buddhist socialism or any utopian attempt to sacra-
tize the state, 1f genuine sacralization ever were a hope, even under U Nu,
its gobden hour has fled, probably forever, with his second loss of power
to the army,





