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CHARISMA AND POWER IN BURMESE BUDDHISM
Hiroko KAWANAMI (Lancaster University)

1. Introduction

In order to understand the notion of charisma and power in contemporary
Burmese Buddhism, I return briefly to Weber (1946) who first introduced the
notion of 'charisma' into the social context and examine how useful the
concept is in the context of Burmese society. Reynolds (2005) has recently
drawn our attention to the fact that the notion of charismatic power has its
own share of problems when it comes to cross-cultural applicability. He says
that it can unnecessarily reinforce the dichotomy between sacred and
profane, the human and the spirit world, Buddhism and spirit cult, and so
on.! I will not go into the debate for the purpose of this paper, but highlight
the danger of compounding further misunderstanding by not paying enough
attention to what actually takes place in the field of living Buddhism.
Despite concerns however, I use the term charisma here since it is useful as a
reference point to draw out certain features of power exercised by the actors;
in this case Buddhist monks, and in order to understand their 'power' in
relation to other kinds of powers.

At a popular level, a monk who attracts a large following does so due to his
unique personal qualities that appeal to the general public in many different
ways. Weber saw this kind of influence to imply an open and creative force
that showed a potential for anti-structure, which was made possible by a
person becoming the centripetal force, "opposed to all institutional routines,
those of tradition and those subject to rational management." (1958, 52).
Thus charisma for Weber was not only about an intrinsic quality of a specific
individual, but was also about the relationship that was created and
sustained by his loyal followers. Weber distinguished the notion of charisma
broadly into two types (1958, 95-96); the institutional charisma that has its
authority invested in an institution or organisation, and a primal form of
charisma invested in an individual endowed with extraordinary qualities
that can potentially overthrow the former type of power. Some of the
charismatic monks I allude to in this paper represent both institutional
authority and exceptional personal qualities, although some more than the
other, and my case studies represent a general spectrum of their spiritual

appeals. Nevertheless, the ideal of an arahant ultimately goes beyond the
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confines of society and individual, which reflects the beliefs of Burmese
Buddhists who aspire for some awe-inspiring kind of mystical power that
transcends their ordinary human existence. I hope to broaden the discussion
about the notion of charisma and power, and examine many aspects of
spiritual appeals of Buddhist monks in my attempt to unravel the very
source of people's devotional worship and understand some of the local
appeals that have wider cosmological and transcendental implications.

In order to understand what is in store for charisma in Burmese society, 1
refer to the so-called 'ideal types' of monks and use them as a conceptual
barometer in order to examine certain features of their power and influence,
and determine the quality of their attraction over their devotees. The three
monks I enlist here as case studies have been chosen from a popularity
survey conducted on 40 senior Burmese nuns who are ardent supporters of
the Sangha authority. As we will see in the next section, the monks they have
chosen represent various aspects and qualities of charisma, which reflect the
religious expectations, spiritual ideals and general aspirations of Burmese
lay devotees. Their popularity derives from a mixture of qualities, talents,
and outstanding communication skills they manifest, as well as various
expectations devotees hold towards them.

Firstly, there are monks who are the state-recognised scholars whose
monastic life is devoted to the learning and teaching the Buddhist scriptures.
They are respected for their knowledge and academic achievements. The
Burmese state has traditionally fostered monastic education and rewarded
high academic achievers, and erudite scholars have been granted with
special privileges and patronage for life. Ironically, whilst the authorities
promote a certain type of monastic elite, they are simultaneously threatened
by the wide influence monk teachers can command through their fraternity
and network of disciple monks and the reverence in which they are held by
the general public.

The second typology refers to monk preachers who draw a large crowd by
giving dhamma talks and sermons. Those monks with oratorical skills can
communicate and reach a wide range of audience from illiterate villagers in
the remotest corner of the country to the educated Burmese population living
in the diaspora. Although it is their intention to give sermons primarily to
disseminate religious and moral messages, there are also monks who have

used their skills to criticise the regime. Eloquent preachers can appeal and
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inspire, and even mobilise their followers to generate a movement, in that
their very presence and skills can become a source of social instability and a
potential concern for the government.

However, a monk who is the ultimate focus of people's devotional worship
1s an arahant; the enlightened one. Such a monk represents supreme moral
qualities of virtue and wisdom in his enlightened state. Some of them go
beyond the ordinary and human, and as a consequence he is believed to be
endowed with extra-ordinary powers, albeit his disinterest in them.2
Meanwhile, his supra-natural powers and extraordinary qualities have to
conform to the normative standards and criteria set out in the Buddhist
soteriology, which are also influenced by local criteria set out in popular
beliefs and religious myths. In one respect, an arahant seems to show a
potential for anti-structure as envisaged by Weber and Turner, whilst on the
other, his power is all encompassing that provides the foundation for social
stability, natural reproduction and cosmic regeneration. A rumoured arahant
in Burma usually does not have high academic qualifications or official ranks,
and reside in peripheral regions far away from secular politics. However, his
appeal goes beyond the values and prestige authorised by institutional
status and monastic authority of the Sangha. Such a monk seems to
symbolise a kind of cosmic microcosm for his devotees, which gives them a
glimpse of a spiritual pathway through which the cosmic and transcendental,
and the human and spiritual worlds intersect. Even senior politicians and
army generals who represent military force and secular power, frequently
visit and seek blessings from such a monk in the hope of soliciting an
overarching spiritual support to realise their temporal wishes in an
uncertain world.

The traditional oppositional typology of monks we have seen is that
between the detached forest dweller (Pali: graAfAavasin) and the engaged
village/town monks (Pali: gamavasin); between the monastic practitioners
who meditate and those associated with doctrinal learning and ritual.
Nevertheless, the kind of oppositional rivalry described by Ferguson (1978,
69) is no longer evident when applied to the contemporary scene of Burmese
Buddhism. In this respect, the Burmese situation is different from Thailand
where the forest monks have established and maintained their autonomous
ascetic culture far away from the intervention of the political centre (Kamala

1997). In Burma, many forest monks and ascetic practitioners were purged;
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forced to disrobe or escaped to the Thai borders due to government
enforcement of its purification policies in the 1980s. Furthermore, the
encroaching secularisation as well as the achievement orientated values that
permeated the monastic community in the recent few decades, have brought
many bright young men from rural villages to study in renowned monastery
schools in the urban centres. As a result, we can no longer discern a clear
opposition between the wandering ascetics in the forest and sedentary
monastic scholars in towns.

The annual ecclesiastical exams supervised by the Department of
Religious Affairs and also promoted by many private Buddhist associations
have helped to change the general climate in the monastic community.
Whilst more monks and nuns have come to concentrate on the vocation of
pariyatti (scriptural learning and teaching) and contribute to spreading the
dhamma under the national banner of Sasana-pyu (dissemination of the
Sasana), there are fewer monastic who can claim to meditate full-time,
unless by default, such due to illness or old age, since meditation does not
generate donations or endow them with further symbolic uplift. Meanwhile,
patipatti (practice of meditation) or the vocation of meditation
(vipassanadhura) especially that of Vipassana has been eagerly taken up by
lay practitioners instead who invent their daily frustration and
disenchantment in their practice of meditation.

Consequently, few Burmese monks remain in the forest and fewer
arahants have been discerned in recent times, nevertheless, the arahant
ideal continues to inspire and attract both the monks and laity as an
important religious symbol that commands as well as provides direction to
people's devotion and spiritual imagination. Thus although the last two
famous arahants have passed away due to old age in 2003, the spiritual
prototype continues to survive in the Burmese collective memory, and people
are still eager to seek out and meet another arahant in their lifetime. In this
respect, the 'centrality' of his position (Tambiah 1984, 26) continues to be
relevant even amongst the most renowned scholars in the ganthadhura
tradition, and after accomplishing themselves in their scholastic career, the
1deal of virtuous detachment is embraced by some of them, perhaps as a way
to navigate through the sensitive political environment as well as to

re-connect with society and people as we will see in the next example.
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2. Insein Ywama Sayadaw: the Scholar

U Tiloka Biwuntha (1939 - ) is a monk scholar, commonly known as
Insein Sayadaw, who represents all the features and qualities of a learned
scholarly monk. He was born in 1939 in Lower Burma, in Zalon district of
the Irrawaddy division. When he was 15 years old, he became a novice monk
in the village monastery. He was ordained in 1959 and started his formal
education in Minjyan at a well-known monastery school run by a senior
monk Sayadaw Bathanda Thawbita. He passed the state ecclesiastical
exams in quick succession, and was awarded the official degree of
Sasanadaza Siripawara Dhammacariya to become a dhamma scholar. He
also passed the Sakyadhiha exams in Mandalay renowned for its difficult
questions, and received the honorary suffix of Biwuntha (Abhivamsa),
meaning "higher lineage", affiliating him with the small exclusive club of
selected monk scholars. He was not only a bright student, but a gifted
teacher. In 1969, he was invited to Insein Ywama in Yangon to teach as head
teacher of a large monastery school where he remains. He rose to the height
of his teaching profession in 1983, becoming professor in Abhidhamma
studies at Pariyatti Sasana University in Yangon, where he later became
Vice Chancellor. He was also appointed as judge in the Sangha Court and
served as one of the 47 members of the state executive committee of Sangha
Maha Nayaka since 1990.

He has written more than 30 books and textbooks that are used in
the state Buddhist curriculum. But what established his reputation as a
remarkable teacher was the special method he developed to teach important
books such in the Abhidhamma. He reworked on the old syllabus and created
a much more effective method to understand the principles and difficult
concepts by using simple tables and charts. It is said that his learning
method has revolutionised the Abhidhamma studies and made it much
easier for students to understand the principles of intricate concepts when
preparing for exams. In the last 30 years of teaching since 1971, it is said
that almost 2,000 students under his tutelage have passed the state exams.
Amongst them, Ashin Thilatkana became the seventh Tipitakadhara, which
1s awarded to a monk who has learned and memorised the entire Pali canon,
by which achievement of his disciple the reputation of him as a great teacher
was further enhanced. U Tiloka's CV 1is full of academic achievements,

publications, and distinguished disciples. Nevertheless, what appeals to the
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Burmese public derives from his special personal qualities, which are seen to
be antithetical to what is expected of a highly accomplished scholar. Many of
the devotees' narratives centred on his benevolent behaviour that pointed to
his unusual lack of pride or sense of self-importance. All these traits were
viewed as most unlikely for a distinguished scholar, which had all the more,
enhanced his spiritual worth in the eyes of society. Accounts concerning his
compassionate nature and lack of selfish desires continue to be generated.
He is also known to engage in volunteer work, for example, he gives private
tuition to nuns and visits ethnic minority areas to teach disadvantaged
children.

Nowadays, he has reverted to the traditional ascetic practices, and
meditates for long hours occasionally going to the graveyard to contemplate
on rotting corpses. He has also taken up vegetarianism, eats only once a day,
mixes up all the food in his bowl, and it is said that he does not show any
attachment to the tastes of food. People report how he often rests in a sitting
position or sleeps outdoors, which is as if he is subscribing to the prescriptive
ascetic practices in the forest tradition. However, unlike an arahant, he does
not limit his physical movement or contact with his many lay followers. And
although he claims to be entirely detached and non-political, he appropriates
the 1deal of a wondering ascetic to travel around the country. He conducts
rituals to bless poor labourers and engineers working in the most hazardous
conditions in remote parts of the country. He is respected because he is able
to descend from a high pedestal despite his academic and monastic
credentials, and breaks down social barriers and distinctions. He 1s loved
because he cares and listens, and can communicate with everyone on equal
terms. All these qualities, an antithesis to high scholarship and monastic
position, are spoken of as rare and remarkable qualities of this monk whom

people find extremely worthy.

3. Sitagu Sayadaw: the Preacher
U Nyanissara (1937 - ) is one of the most popular preachers in Burma
who fits the typology of charisma as we normally understand the term. He
was born in Thegon in Lower Burma, and became a novice when he was 15
years old. From a young age, it is said that he had the vision to go abroad to

disseminate the Sasana. He obtained a MA degree in Buddhist doctrine at
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Khinmagan Pali University in Mandalay and a diploma in English at the
Sangha University in Yangon. Although he studied to pass the higher levels
of state ecclesiastical exams, it seems he did not pursue his scholastic
interests within the narrow confines of monastic learning. After a spell at
BBM College as headmaster in Lay Myethna town, he moved to Sagaing
Hills in Upper Burma, a well known educational centre for monks and nuns,
to establish a foundation to play a key missionary role. The late monk
Anesakhan Sayadaw (1899-1977) was widely known in the area for his
preaching skills. U Nyanissara became his disciple and learned the tradition
of decorative Buddhist homiletics that later established him as an
accomplished preacher. He continued to study English as he knew that a
linguistic ability would help him reach the outside world and allow him to
establish foreign links. In 1979, Sitagu Kyaung Monastery was donated to
him by one of his devotees and this became his monastic base.

His fame and influence derived from a combination of linguistic and
oratorical skills, charismatic leadership, and a socially-engaged vision, which
subsequently materialized in many of his projects. His sermons were well
sought after; devotees came from far and wide and he was often invited by
sponsors to far corners of the country. In the early 1980s, he started going
abroad, firstly to countries in Asia and then to USA on invitation by the
Burmese diaspora to deliver sermons and conduct ceremonies. By the end of
the 1980s, he was exerting considerable influence, and with the donation
funds collected by his sermon trips, he started to engage in social projects.
His first project in the early 1980s was to install a water pump by the
Irrawaddy River for an area known for its arid climate and shortage of water,
to pump up, filter the river water, and distribute it to all the residents. This
project took four years and cost 30,000 dollars to complete, but as a result,
water pipes have been laid down to provide water to over 600 monasteries
and nunneries in Sagaing Hills, and 8,000 monastic residents have benefited
much from it. This was followed by another project (1987-91), which was a
construction of a private Sangha hospital, Sitagu Aryudhana hospital, which
was primarily meant to provide service to the monks and nuns in the area.
The project took four years and cost 350,000 dollars to complete, but the
hospital was opened in March 1990. His vision for communal development
and international missionising came together in his third project to build a
Buddhist University called Sitagu Buddhist Academy, which was completed
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in 1998. Due to his wide influence and ability to make things happen, the
authorities have been wary of his presence and activities, however, due to his
political acumen, he has succeeded in using his influence to his advantage,
and provided much needed facilities for the local monastic community.

U Nyanissara's has become widely respected for his ability to 'make
things happen'. However, his projects and activities have also made him
increasingly identified with this-worldly aspirations rather than with the
other-worldly, which has led to some criticism. Nevertheless, he is sought
after as an effective leader who is audacious enough to engage in projects
that have brought about changes and development in a traditional society.
His popularity also derives from his flexibility, worldly acumen, and an
understanding of the demands of society. However, social-engagement for a
Buddhist monk can be a double-edged sword since he is in competition with
secular authorities who are trying to exert their own reign of control over the
general public. Under such circumstances, there is always a danger of his

religious virtues to become compromised.

4. The Meditator (Konlon Sayadaw)

The late Konlon Sayadaw U Tezaniya (1907-2003) was a simple
meditating monk, who became much sought after as people identified him as
an accomplished arahant. He comes from an ethnic minority group called
Danu, a sub-group of Shan, and was born in a small village in Pindaya
district in the Shan State. He became a novice when he was 13 years old and
was ordained at Pyani Monastery in Htethon village. It is not recorded
whether he sat for any ecclesiastical exams or obtained scholarly degrees,
but it is known that he had dabbled in alchemy, herbal medicine, painting,
construction work, and architecture. He focused most of his time on
meditation and was a committed vegetarian.

In the tradition of Burmese arahants, there are many miracle stories
and unusual incidents surrounding him, which are narrated, written down,
and circulated by his followers. In fact, miracle stories surrounding this
monk have increased over the years, and despite them being parochial and
locally based, these stories have appealed to and continued to attract more
devotees. He meditated in caves deep in the jungle where wild animals were
known to have roamed. There are many stories on how he could

communicate with wild animals and they became tame when in contact with
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him. Some described how the spirits in the environment protected him so
that he was never harmed. What is especially unique is that the monk is
associated with unusual natural occurrences associated with the local
ecology and the land. For example, flowers on his premises are said to be
always in full bloom even when they are out of season. The story of two
unusually shaped gourds and a mutant corn produced in the locality may
typify the association between his unique spiritual qualities, fertility of the
surrounding land, and the potency of the Buddha. The story goes that the
monk had already known in his dream that three unusual Buddha images
would arrive, so he prepared three glass cases to enshrine them and waited
for their arrival. He was more than pleased when a local farmer brought him
the first mutant gourd in the shape of the Buddha. The second gourd was
harvested, which was in the shape of snake protecting the Buddha. The third
arrived when a local farmer brought a strange corn shaped with one tall
peak in the middle that resembled a pagoda, surrounded by eight small
spires of corns. All of them were treated as auspicious signs that occurred in
nature as the result of Buddha's innate power.

In addition to these stories of unusual natural occurrences, there are
physical manifestations as evidence of the monk's innate spiritual qualities.
For example, his right thumb is said to have displayed the image of a cobra
protecting the Buddha, and his left thumb showed the image of the sacred
rock that hangs on a cliff top near Kyaito. Both his palms displayed images
of popular legendary arahants: Shin Upagutta and Sivali, revered as
protector saints in Burmese Buddhism. The sole of his feet is said to have
emitted a sweet smell of nectar and the monk himself often invited visitors to
come close so that they could smell them. On his right sole, there was an
1image of a lotus bud, and on the left sole, there was a mark that resembled
an open lotus flower. All these special features were noted, admired, and
then circulated through words of mouth that invited more people to come
and pay homage.

In his case, what seems to appeal to the devotees is quite the
reverse of the scholarly monk I have already mentioned. For example,
Konlon Sayadaw comes from a poor ethnic minority background and does not
have much academic credentials. However, despite his relative lack of
monastic learning, people emphasised his deep insight, empathy and wisdom.

He could communicate with animals and spirits, and gave sermons that
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could impress the most learned audience. Although he did not know English,
it was also mentioned that he could understand and communicate with any
foreign visitor. He also attracted important politicians and educated middle
classes from Yangon and Mandalay. The monk's special quality was
authenticated by the account of a very learned Singapore monk who
happened to be there when he gave a lecture on meditation. It was noted that
this monk who had many doctorate degrees from foreign academic
institutions, commented that that he had never met anyone who could
expound the essence of Vipassana meditation as well as Konlon Sayadaw,
and that gave him a public seal of approval. However, Konlon Sayadaw
appeared completely oblivious to the kind of influence he exerted on the
audience, and left an impression of equanimity and gentle warmth. He
passed away in 2003, and it is said that he left quietly without showing any

pain or signs of suffering; a true mark of an arahant.

5. The Burmese Notion of Charisma and Power

In order to examine the concept of charisma and understand its
implications within the context of Burmese Buddhism, I explore several
terms in Burmese language that pertain to the notions of authority and
power. The notion of ana is most commonly used to describe political power
and an ability to impose order by secular force, which derives its authority
from its political office and military strength. Perhaps, anais a concept that
1s closest to the Western notion of political power that is inherently secular,
although it has not been sanctioned by a democratic process or by the courts
in this case. In contrast, the religious authority of the Sangha is never
described as ana, but referred to as awza; it derives its source of authority
from the reverential influence monks exert over the general public. Its
religious authority may be legitimised by the ruling political power, but its
social influence is maintained through a wide network of influential abbots
and their monasteries that are supported by their respective circle of lay
devotees. Hence, an interdependent relationship between monastic members
and society precedes the concept of awza, and it refers to a kind of
reverential authority that commands and makes people spontaneously want
to offer their services, but without any form of coercion. So the concept
cannot be equated with physical force, nor does it derive its strength from an

institutional foundation. In a country where people have little confidence in
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political and legal apparatus, we can assume that the notion of awza
ultimately rests with the virtuous and respectful quality of an individual
beheld in the eyes of the people. The concept has an added dimension of
patronage whereby the authoritative position is sustained upon the care and
attention given by the holder of awza towards those who come under his/her
influence, and thus the main feature of awza rests, "chiefly and almost
exclusively on consensus" (Nash 1965, 57). Moreover, the concept is not
gender specific as a mother is seen to have awza over her family members,
but in situations that usually concern domestic decision making.

Meanwhile, a culturally specific term that describes the notion of
individual charisma may be found in the Burmese term: Apon. If someone
has awza, it is naturally assumed that the person is equipped with Apon.
Hpon is described as a charismatic quality of person that does not have to be
confined to the spiritual or religious domain, but such quality is often
associated with Buddhist monks who are addressed to as Apon-gys the big
hpon or 'big glory', equipping them with something special that "accounts for
the monks' prestige and position in Burmese society" (Spiro 1970, 401). Nash
has described this concept as such that "a man of Apon need not try to
dominate, for his power radiates, and people come to him to give allegiance
and to offer up services and trust." (1965, 272). Meanwhile, Spiro translated
this term as 'spiritual charisma’', and described it as a uniquely male quality,
providing males with an unspoken consensus for moral superiority (1977,
270-71).3 Most of my informants agreed that Apon was an emanating sort of
influence that benefited the person, so that he would never be short of money
or influential friends, and whatever he wished, it was always fulfilled. So
what makes a person stand out in such an interdependent society seems to
derive from his intuitive understanding of social situations and human
psychology. A man with Apon is a leader who takes risk, settles disputes,
listens to junior members, directs and commands without coercion, and often
has a far reaching vision that allows him to co-ordinate people's services and
resources to make things actually happen. A monk is expected to show such
leadership due to his impartiality as well as his pivotal position in society
that makes him well informed and regularly interact with his many different
devotees.

Another term that is used in combination with Apon is kan (karma),

and the two combined together gives an even stronger justification for a
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person's charisma or position of leadership. A person with Apon-gan is
popular, wealthy and successful, and is endowed with good fortune as a
consequence of meritorious deeds accumulated in the past lives. It is said
that past virtues justify one's present power and help the person to avert
danger or deflect malice of other human beings, adding another kind of
symbolic weight to the charismatic quality. Hpon-gan, however, is not
acquired; one either has it or not. And the popularity of a monk with
hpon-gan is seen to be predetermined; he can attract support effortlessly and
exert a centripetal grip on his followers without coming under the immediate
influence of any lay benefactor. Amongst the three monks I listed here, U
Nyanessara, the popular preacher, is perhaps a typical charismatic monk
who manifests universal features of authority and the kind of personal
qualities implicated in the notion of Apon. In other words, he is a modern
prototype of a charismatic monk who has enhanced his spiritual worth by
active social engagement and successes in bringing many of his projects into
fruition. In one respect, his appeal may be akin to that of a popular politician
who can reach a wide audience as a result of his far-sighted vision,
communication skills and political acumen. Such a monk can assert his
authority that is awza, without succumbing to the secular power of
politicians that is ana, nor to the interests of any of his wealthy supporters,
and ultimately succeed in having his way due to his Apon-gan. However,
many of his projects that have profited the local community may be seen as

this-worldly, and thus his influence can be ultimately temporal.

6. Beyond the Notion of Charisma

In comparison to a charismatic monk in the general category, an arahantis
understood to be disinterested and detached from any worldly concern, and
thus he represents the highest level of spiritual perfection for a human being
that is beyond any implication of power or its applications. And yet, many of
the stories surrounding him focus on his miraculous powers and
supra-human feats that cast light on his extraordinary abilities. There is a
general tendency for Burmese people to have strong fascination for such a
figure and they are always in search of an all-encompassing power
crystallised in the arahantideal. Therefore, we have to understand the social
and spiritual environment in which such a monk comes to be seen as an

agent who can connect to the very source of mystical potency that is ideally
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channelled for the benefit of his people.

Following the tradition of Visuddhimagga, ascetic monks in the forest
tradition are known to have engaged in thirteen kinds of austerities referred
to as dhUtanga. Ascetic monks in Burma have combined these with other
practices such as vegetarianism and abstention of grains, as well as samatha
meditation; a one pointed method of concentration, sleeping in a sitting
position, as well as occasionally staying in the graveyard to focus the mind
on rotting corpses. Although, there seems to be some confusion among the
general public who sometimes refer to an arahant as a weikza (but never the
other way round), we must not confuse the virtuous standing of an
enlightened arahant with that of a weikza (vijja in Pali), literally meaning
'higher or esoteric knowledge'. Weikza is a Burmese term commonly used to
refer to a type of practitioner, both layman and monastic, whose practice is
"dedicated to the attainment of magical powers and extraordinary long life"
(Pranke 1995, 343). Strictly speaking, however, an arahant who has
eliminated all his desires cannot be equated with a weikza who 1s still
striving to realise his ultimate aim; to meet the Future Buddha.
Nonetheless, the manifestation of his extraordinary skills can take a similar
form to that of an arahant, albeit for the latter, he is ultimately not
interested in what he possesses. The sort of supra-normal abilities or skills
alluded here are collectively referred to as zan (Pali: jhana) in colloquial
Burmese rather than ekdhi (Pali: iddhi) in the doctrinal tradition, but they
both point to the special mental state achieved in meditation and the
resultant mastery of supra-normal powers by the practitioner.5

Another important concept that signifies spiritual power in Burmese
language is that of dago, which has to be brought into the discussion to
understand the overriding spiritual potency of an arahant. In contrast to
the extraordinary mastery of supra-human skills described as zan, dago
alludes to a kind of miraculous potency embodied in the spiritual field and at
times channelled by an arahant. The notion is activated by invoking the
Three Jewels; the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha, since dago is believed to
originate from the same source of miraculous powers of the Buddha, and the
virtuous state of an arahant associates him directly with the powerful
concept. Furthermore, it is believed that an arahant can invoke the
regenerative powers inherent in nature and affect the cycle of reproduction

and fertility, as well as bring karmic retribution upon the wrong-doers whilst
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giving protection to the moral abiders. In this respect, he is perceived to be
part of the cosmic totality in which he plays the role of an 'ordinator' as well
as that of a life-giver and moral-judicator. In a wider context, the concept of
dago 1s sustained in the relationship Burmese people have with their
immediate environment, and this realisation of their spiritual susceptibility
makes us pay more attention to the symbolic notions they attribute to
unusual occurrences and incomprehensible events in nature.

An expression of awe towards something extraordinary and mysterious 1s
commonly referred to as hApaya dago; 'the miraculous power of the Buddha'.
Hpaya dago, however, seems to imply a mysterious cosmic force that is even
beyond the powers of historical Buddha, which governs the foundation and
essence of all natural occurrences in the phenomenal world. Sacred sites in
Burma are commonly known for their unusual natural features or
spectacular landscape, and associated with Apaya dago, as pagodas and
Buddha images are build on them to contain their extraordinariness. There
are many sites alluded to as very 'powerful', because these sites are believed
to exemplify the mystical workings of the Buddha that become manifest in
their extraordinary physical features. For example, the famous golden rock;
Kyaiktiyo found near Kyaikto in Lower Burma, is a site where a huge piece
of rock now covered in gold leaves sits precariously balanced on the edge of a
cliff top. The site must have attracted countless pilgrims even before the
Buddha relics were enshrined to authenticate the veneration of the rock, but
now 1t is one of the most important and powerful sites that Burmese
Buddhists visit once in their lifetime.

Many of these spiritually potent places manifest strange physical
features, spectacular landscape, or unusual natural occurrences, which are
described as thu-zein-thi (strange, out of ordinary), therefore, 'awe-inspiring'
and powerful. Signs of such mysterious powers were occasionally revealed to
a special human being, as we have seen in the case of Konlon Sayadaw who
received unusually shaped agricultural products that people saw as a sign of
Buddha's powers, but he had already dreamt of their arrival and prepared
for it. As he connected with the miraculous potency and regenerative powers
of nature, devotees believed that harvest was assured and flowers were
always in full bloom in his presence. In this respect, we have to understand
the role of an arahant in a much more encompassing manner, in the totality

of people's devotion and life, as well as in their deep aspiration for something
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transcendental in relation to the phenomenal world. We also have to
recognise a general aspiration for charisma that is beyond the narrow
confines of the Weberian concept, which is a more all-encompassing
expectation that resonates with the primordial needs and religious

imagination of the Burmese public.”

7. Burmese Saintly Monks

During my first visit to Burma in the mid 1980s, I met several monks
who were rumoured to be arahants: Taung-hpila Sayadaw, Pareikamma
Sayadaw, Konlon Sayadaw, Thamanya Sayadaw, etc. In reality, meeting a
rumoured arahant is nothing extraordinary since he tends to be a simple
meditating monk who displays no frills or grandeur in the manner that we
would expect a powerful person to be. These monks were already elderly in
their seventies and eighties, and lived mostly in remote places in the
margins of the country, often on their own, sometimes in caves or in simple
wooden huts, far away from urban comforts and human habitation.
Whenever I came across such a monk, the same question always sprang to
my mind; how on earth did he manage to survive in such a remote place
away from everything? In fact, to my amazement devotees continued to
arrive from somewhere, prostrating themselves to the monk, bringing him
food and necessities, and taking up whatever task that had to be done in the
monastery. The monk usually remained silent or uttered a few words at the
most, but visitors would nod and whisper that he was indeed an arahant.
Although such a monk was known to have acquired supra-normal abilities,
these skills were never flaunted, and even without showing any of the
acquired arts, his extraordinariness was said to simply 'radiate'. What
seemed 1important to many of his followers was that he could see what they
wanted and responded to their prayers. Although he said little, he usually
had a spokesperson by his side, a lay devotee or sometimes a monk assistant,
who spoke enthusiastically about his special spiritual qualities, contributing
to the spreading of miracle stories related to him.

When asked about an arahant's special qualities, devotees almost
uniformly referred to his metta (loving-kindness), which was described as
boundless compassion; a kind of deep empathy that emanated
indiscriminately towards everyone, even towards animals, spirits, and

supra-natural beings. Despite the orthodox understanding of a detached and
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distant arahant who i1s about to eclipse into parinibbana, people held these
living arahant monks with tremendous affection. In fact, many of the
qualities people were drawn to pertained to those of a compassionate
bodhisattava rather than that of a distant arahant. In this respect, perhaps
we have to understand the phenomenon in its connection with the religious
developments found in north Indian Sanskrit Buddhism as advocated by
Strong (1992). Many of these monks I met showed almost childlike innocence
in their simplicity and directness; they smiled easily and exuded warmth,
but in practice did not offer more than a single tap on each visitor's head.
And yet people stayed for hours to meet their eyes and more kept coming to
receive their metta or what they regarded as a kind of spiritual inspiration.
Burma saw its politically unsettled phase following the 1988 political
upheaval and the transition from SLORC to SPAS in 1992. During the period
of social unrest in the 1990s and at present, however, the "overtones of
millennial Buddhism" described by Spiro (1970, 172) that represented the
post-Independence era in the 1950s and the 1960s whilst he was in Burma,
no longer seem to be felt as strongly. Most people I interviewed showed
almost no interest in the coming of a Future King and many were dubious
about the existence of weikzas even in his association with the Ari Metteyya
Buddha. Meanwhile, Thamanya Sayadaw and Konlon Sayadaw, both
rumoured to be arahants, saw their popularity rocket during the 1990s. Both
of these monks were of ethnic minority origins and they lived in peripheral
ethnic minority states away from the influence of the political power in
Yangon. None of them were ever assertive in any way of their prophetic role,
however, their charismatic authority and guidance were sought after by
thousands of people and even by those in the regime. They became the focus
of people's worship especially when social tensions were heightened and
attracted a considerable amount of devotion from people all over the country.
After almost two decades of interval, I visited one of them; Konlon
Sayadaw, a few months before his death in 2003. His humble monastery,
which I first visited in 1986, had developed beyond recognition into a vast
complex of buildings and pagodas. What used to take more than an hour by
horse trap following a dusty and narrow path from the nearest town Pindaya,
could now be easily reached within ten minutes. I even noticed a helicopter
pad near the main entrance of his monastery used by senior politicians who

regularly visited the monk from the capital. The once quiet and a solitary
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compound had developed into a vast compound of many large buildings, and
it had become the residence of more than 100 monks students who were
studying in a monastery school started in 1998. To my surprise, the physical
signs and extraordinary bodily features that were witnessed on his body,
interpreted as an outward manifestation of his spiritual heights, had
dramatically increased. Various kinds of stigmata were witnessed on almost
every surface of his body, and miracle stories had also multiplied as well as
the number of souvenirs being sold, contributing to the ever growing arahant
myth. The monk already old and frail, however, appeared bewildered and

almost lost.

8. Honorary Titles for Monastic Members

Since the early 1990s, Sasana-pyu (dissemination of Buddhism) has
flagged as essential state slogan to promote Burmese cultural and religious
heritage, and government policies have been directed to rebuild and
refurbish historically important pagodas and religious buildings. The
political authorities have been worried about popular monks who have a
large following in the country since their "uncontrolled manifestation of
charisma" could possibly "erode the regime's control over the country."
(Houtman 1999, 121). In order to absorb their influence, the government has
adopted a hands-on policy to appease and control the Sangha, acknowledging
their religious work with an overall intention to diffuse the potential tension
that could manifest between the religious authority and political power.

In their attempt to normalise the powers of influential monks, the
granting of honorary titles to monastic members started in earnest under the
SLORC regime in May 1991. Official criteria were set for worthy monastic
who made special contributions to the Sasana and their religious work were
acknowledged in the following four categories: Agga Maha Gandavacaka
Pandita (honorary title for: work in monastic education and teaching), Agga
Maha Kanmahtana Sariya (work in meditation), Maha Dhammakathika
Bahujanahitadhara (work in expounding the dhamma), (Ahbidaza) Agga
Maha Saddhamma Jotikadhaja (work in the dissemination of Sasana). All
three monks I have referred to in this article have been recognised by the
state and granted honorary titles in their respective work.® Nevertheless,
these titles do not seem to ultimately affect the social perception of their

religiosity or interfere with their popularity. In this scheme, ascetic monks in
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the forest tradition, normally left outside the scheme, have also come to be
conferred honorary titles and incorporated into the national monastic fold.
Special privileges were not limited to monks, but nuns have also been
rewarded for their religious work as well as lay people whose contribution in
the last category have been publicly acknowledged.

Whilst the government has assumed its role as patron of the Sasana,
influential monk teachers have extended their influence in the monastic
community and their extensive network of monastic fraternal has become
increasing threatening. We have seen how monk teachers have asserted
their leadership during the anti-government movement in 1988-89 and more
recently in 2007, causing tremendous anxiety for the authorities. It is
noteworthy that many monks arrested during these times of unrest were not
charismatic individuals or political agitators, but respected teachers of large
monastery schools who could command a large number of students following,
becoming a potential source of threat to the regime. None of these monk
leaders emanated the kind of coercive power that is described as ana, but
they were often scholars who exuded quiet authority and reverence of awza.
In other words, they did not manifest 'typical' charismatic features as we
know them, but their authoritative position as 'teacher' and the web of trust
and personal allegiance between monastic teachers and disciples made them
considerably 'powerful'. Moreover, unintentionally from their point of view,
the extensive network of monastic fraternity sustained through scholarly
lineage and personal relationships has come to represent an alternative

power base and a potential challenge to the political power.

9. Conclusion

The 1990s witnessed major structural changes in Burmese cities; the
market economy of neighbouring countries penetrated her closed doors and
various means of advanced technology had introduced secular values and a
different outlook to a traditional society. At the same time, the unstable
political environment and high inflation deeply affected people's lives and
their sense of security was increasingly corroded. It was during this time
that the presence of the two aforementioned arahants, residing in the ethnic
periphery far away from the political centre, provided a major outlet to the
disenchanted masses. Their followers, attempted to build a peaceful

Buddhist utopia in an imperfect and unjust world, and focused much of their
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attention on realising their ideal spiritual vision. The arahant himself did
not instigate or solicit his followers to engage in such an action, nevertheless,
he became a vacuous medium through which people tried to realise their
vision for a harmonious and communal society. However, the arahant ideal
being ultimately world renouncing, its purpose was not to serve the secular
interests of his followers or to become the focus for a "great revolutionary
force" as assumed by Weber. Perhaps, an arahant ideal appealed to everyone
who saw him as the metaphor of human perfection that could not be after all
attained in this world. However, after the passing away of the last of popular
and otherworldly Buddhist saints who represented an era, the phenomena
ended there as with the cult of personality and the devotional energy of the

people became defused and dissipated into the margins of the country.

1 Lindholm (1993, 157) examined the concept of charisma in ‘pre-modern’ contexts,
which he probably meant by ‘non-western’ contexts. He paid special attention to the role
of shamanic practitioners who had some kind of mysterious supernatural power that
was asserted through ecstatic trance.

2 One rarely has the opportunity to witness his powers since he does not flaunt them
or admit that he has acquired that highest spiritual stage; that is, he would be defeated
if claimed to be so.

3 Although Spiro attributed a gender specific value to the notion (1977, 236, 259),
most of my informants said a woman was not excluded from having such a quality. Nash
stated that he was not exactly clear as to the notion of woman’s pon (1965, 52).

4 In popular Burmese Buddhism, there is a widespread belief in Ar7 Metteyya (the
Future Buddha) that he will arrive 5,000 years after the historical Buddha’s death to
deliver Dispensation. In Burma, there are ascetic practitioners whose practices are
dedicated to prolong their lives to meet his arrival.

5 My Burmese informants referred to eikdhi (iddhi) when they were referring to the
miraculous powers of Buddha in the context of his many life stories, but distinguished
the special powers of Buddha and those of a weikza. It is generally understood that zan
or eikdhiis generated as a side effect of meditational practice; means rather than an
end, which has been described as the “by-products of their mastery” by Tambiah (1984,
45).

6 A person endowed with dago does not necessarily have to be an arahant or monk,
and at times, even a spirit medium is said to possess dago.

7 Charismatic authority is known to be unstable and normally dies with the person. It
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is said that this is because a charismatic monk often fails to delegate his authority,
which is non-transferable to start with, as it derives from his personal abilities and
qualities. His projects are administered by supporters and the operation tends to rely on
the good will of volunteers. But since the operation is not run on a solid foundation or by
trained operators, his legacy can go into decline after his passing away.

8 There has been a sharp rise in bogus monks claiming to be weikza, that is, Burmese
people spoke of them as being ‘bogus’, and on the whole skeptical about their
‘supra-natural’ powers. Although some still attract lay visitors who travel long distance
to ask for the winning lottery numbers, the general belief in weikzas seems to have
waned perhaps due to the successive government crackdown on such monks.

9 Insein Sayadaw was awarded Agga Maha Gandavacaka Pandita, Konloun Sayadaw
with Agga Maha Kanmahtana Sariya, and Sitagu Sayadaw with both Maha
Dhammakathika Bahujanahitadhara and (Ahbidaza) Agga Maha Saddhamma
Jotika-dhaja. In the case of Insein Sayadaw, he did not receive the title of Agga Maha

Pandita until 1998 as he was imprisoned for his anti-government stance in 1988.
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