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Chapter 1 Profile

Introduction

Sandwiched between India and the People’ s Republic
of China, two of Asia s major competing powers,
Burma has the second largest landmassin East Asia.
With a population of 50 million and abundant natural
resources, Burma has the potential to create aviable
economy.! Y et the potential has been squandered by
almost five decades of military rule. The military O 2
juntaregime, which tolerates no opposition, has been @ ZzzemX Pt leirens
repeatedly accused of gross human rights abuse, Vi o Ty oy
including forced relocation of villagers and slave labor. The latter has been used to build
natural gas pipelines and a high-end tourist infrastructure, which have contributed little to
improving the lives of ordinary Burmese.

Geography

Area

Burmaislocated on the Bay of Bengal. Its coastline extends from the Bangladesh border
in the northwest down the Malay Peninsulato its border with Thailand in the southeast.
Southern Burma consists mainly of the western slopes of the Tenasserim Mountain
Range, which forms the northern base of the Malay Peninsula. The bulk of the country
liesin Northern or “Upper Burma,” which is dominated by the broad Irrawaddy Valley, a
vast central basin.? A “rugged horseshoe” of mountains surrounds the central valley,
which runs north to south.

Steep mountain ranges traverse Burma’ s entire western border with India and
Bangladesh. They extend southward and run parallel to the coast amost as far as the
Irrawaddy Delta. Their average elevation is approx. 1,800 m (6,000 ft), although some
peaks rise as high as 3,000 m (10,000 ft).? In the east, the border is defined by the high
crest of the Irrawaddy—Salween divide, which bulges out to encompass the mountainous
terrain of the Shan Plateau. This plateau averages 900 m (3,000 ft) in altitude and abuts
China, Laos, and Thailand.* Such arugged topography has “ historically proven a
formidable barrier as much to rulers trying to unify Burmafrom within asto any invading
armies.”” It has also generally made the region more conducive to the migration of
peoples from Chinathan from India.

! Council on Foreign Relations, Report of an Independent Task Force. Falco, Mathea, Chair. “Burma: Time
for Change.” 2003. http://mwww.cfr.org/content/publicationg/attachments/Burma_TF.pdf

2 Geographia. “Burma (Myanmar).” No date. http://www.geographia.com/myanmar/

3 Encyclopaadia Britannica. “Burma: Introduction.” 2008.

http://www.britannica.com/oscar/print?articlel d=111149& full Article=true& tocl d=52586

* Wetlands International, Ramsar Sites Information Service. A Directory of Asian Wetlands. “Burma:
Introduction.” 1989. http://ramsar.wetlands.org/Portal §/15/Burma.pdf

® Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Visiting Research Series. Matthews, Bruce. “ Ethnic and Religious
Diversity: Myanmar’s Unfolding Nemesis [p. 4].” 2001. http://www.iseas.edu.sg/vr32001.pdf



Climate

Rainfall averages mean littlein Burma, which, in
contrast to other Southeast Asian nations, has an
extensive Dry Zone in the center of the country. In
thisregion rainfall can register lessthan 72 cm (30 in)
ayear. The aridity of thisareaisduetoitslocation in
the “rain shadow” of the Arakan Mountains, which
form a natural barrier between the Dry Zone and the

@ Hartfried Schmid

Bay of Bengal. As monsoon clouds move in from the | Eoarrs b Shar St
ocean, they first strike the Arakan Mountains, which

force the clouds higher into the atmosphere, thus inhibiting precipitation over central
Burma.®

Therest of the country experiences heavy rainfall, almost all of which occurs during the
summer. The Arakan and Tenasserim coastal regions receive up to 500 cm (200 in) a
year. On average, annual rainfall ranges from 150-250 cm (60-100 in) in the Irrawaddy
Delta and between 100-200 cm (40-80 in) in the eastern highlands and the north.’

Major Rivers

The Chindwin River

The Chindwin risesin the far north, near the Assam border with India, and flows
southwest for a journey of 840 km (520 mi). The upper part dissects successive mountain
ranges covered in jungle. The lower reaches of the river can span severa milesin width
yet may have an average depth of only three feet during the dry season. During the rainy
season (June to November), the Chindwin is navigable for more than 400 miles (640 km)
upstream. It ultimately joins the Irrawaddy above Pagan.

The Irrawaddy River

The Irrawaddy River covers adistance of 2,170 km (1,350 mi) and flows entirely within
Burma. It follows a southerly route from its headwaters in the northern mountains, except
for two major detours to the west. After it is augmented by the Chindwin, its primary
tributary, the river expands in width to as much as 6.5 km (4 mi). The Irrawaddy Delta
begins about 225 km (140 mi) inland where the river branches into many tributaries.
These tributaries carry mountain silt deposits, which fertilize one of the richest rice-
producing areas in the world. The river ultimately empties, through many mouths, into
the Andaman Sea, part of the Indian Ocean.®

The Irrawaddy is navigable for the mgority of itslength, making it the country’ s most
important transportation artery. The water level recedes during the winter months,
reducing the size of the channels through which river craft may pass. Seasonal islands

® Northern Illinois University. Center for Southeast Asian Studies. Cooler, Richard M. “The Art and
Culture of Burma.” No date. http://www.seasite.niu.edu/Burmese/Cooler/Intro/BurmaArt_Intro.htm

" Ba-Pe, Reggie. “Profile of Burma.” No date. http://members.tripod.com/Rbape/Bur_prof.htm

8 How Stuff Works. “The Irrawaddy River.” ¢.1998-2008. http://geography.howstuffworks.com/asia/the-
irrawaddy-river.htm



appear in some spots. These areas can cause contention among the various villages that
dot the river’s banks, as different parties may claim the right to grow crops on them.®

The Sittang River

The Sittang flows from the western edge of the Shan Plateau to the Gulf of Martaban. Its
basin is geographically cut off from the Irrawaddy by a mountain range. Theriver is not
navigable due to a strong tidal bore and swift currents, although it is used to float timber
downriver. Its water level is augmented by the monsoon rains, but the Sittang does not
carry as much silt asthe Irrawaddy. As aresult, its basin, which drains Burma' s eastern
districts, is considerably less fertile.™

The Salween

The Salween’ s headwaters rise in China before crossing into Burma, where the river
passes through the Shan States, the Karen Hills, and Tenasserim before flowing out into
the Gulf of Martaban. The river and itstributaries traverse a plateau that is 914 m (3,000
ft) high, flowing mainly through deep, impassable gorges. A dam, which has displaced
local ethnic minority residents, is scheduled for completion in 20009. It is needed to
generate electricity for Naypyidaw, the junta government’s new, isolated capital.™*

Major Cities

Rangoon

The growth of downtown Rangoon, which contains
government buildings laid out on an east—west grid,
can be traced to the British colonial period."® Under .
British rule, the city became a cosmopolitan gathering & =
place for émigrés hailing from across the
subcontinent, as well as Europe.*® The British also
developed the city as a port, taking advantage of its
already well-established shipping routes to Calcutta
and Madras.** Rangoon incurred relatively little
damage during World War 1.

Rangoon City Hall

® New Mandala, New Perspectives on Mainland Southeast Asia. Moe Aung. Response to “ The | rrawaddy
River in Winter.” 8 February 2008. http://rspas.anu.edu.au/rmap/newmandal a/2008/02/08/the-irrawaddy-
river-in-winter/

19 The Pacific War Online Encyclopedia. Budge, Kent. “Sittang River.” 2007.
http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/S/i/Sittang_River.htm

1 salween Watch. Kayan Women’s Union. “Drowning the Green Ghosts of Kayanland: Impacts of the
Upper Paunglaung Dam in Burma.” 2008.

http://www.salweenwatch.org/images/stories/downl oads/publications/drowningthegreenghostsengli sh. pdf
12 New York Review of Books, Vol. 55, No. 2. Mishra, Pankaj. “The Revolt of the Monks.” 14 February
2008. http://mww.nybooks.com/articles/21032

13 Telegraph. Thant Myint-U. “The Shared History of Britain and Burma.” 11 May 2008.

http://www.tel egraph.co.uk/opinion/main.jhtml 2xml=/opinion/2008/05/11/d01113.xml & page=2

4 The Burma Campaign. Rothwell, Steve. “Burma— Geography.” 24 March 2008.

http://www.rothwell .force9.co.uk/burmaweb/geography.htm



Mandalay

Mandalay is Burma's cultural capital and the intellectual center of its monastic
community (sangha).™ The most influential Buddhist universitiesin the country are
located in and around the city. According to one visitor, Mandalay appears to have grown
into the center rather than spread out from it.*® The outskirts are home to beautiful ancient
cities, architectural evidence that successive kings built new courtyards by dismantling
the timber court buildings from the previous reign and starting anew. Mandalay sustained
heavy damage during World War I1, particularly in 1945, when the British fought to
regain control over the city from the Japanese.

Pagan

Pagan, the most important historical sitein Burma, is tucked alongside a major bend of
the Irrawaddy River where its east-west course turns and flows south. This ancient capital
city, built entirely on the left bank of the river, isin the most arid part of Burma's Dry
Zone. Founded sometime prior to the 9th century, Pagan was the capital of the first
Burmese kingdom, which reigned for three centuries beginning in the 11th century.

Pagan is considered to be the architectural birthplace of Burma, asit contains some 2,000
temples and pagodas built out from the river. Y et UNESCO world heritage status has
never been conferred on the ancient city because of disagreements between the UN
agency and the government over how to maintain the site. To capitalize on Pagan’'s
tourist appeal, the junta embarked on a restoration campaign, constructing many new
buildings, including an observation tower that is 65 m (200 ft) in height, and a hotel
complex that many regard as an eyesore.*’

Naypyidaw

In 2005, the ruling military junta abruptly announced that the capital was being relocated
from colonial Rangoon on the coast to an area of malaria-infested jungle 400 km (250
mi) inland. Naypyidaw (Seat of Kings) was still served by steam trains when it was
selected as the site for the new capital .*® Now, visitors to the city are aware that they are
getting close when the two-lane rutted road becomes a superhighway. Full of newly
constructed buildings, Naypyidaw is still eerily quiet according to visitor accounts. The
reasons for the move are the subject of speculation and have been attributed to historical,
cultural, and strategic considerations.™

>BBC News, International Version. “Burma Monks Not Ready to Forgive.” 14 November 2007.
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/7094731.stm

16 BootsnAll Travel Network. McCarthy, Sean. “ The Real Capital of Burma— Mandalay, Burma.” 1
September 2003. http://www.bootsnall.com/articles/03-09/the-real -capital -of -burma-mandal ay-burma.html
Y BBC News, International Version. Harding, Andrew. “ Burma Rebuilding Risks Pagan Jewel.” 4 June
2005. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asi a-pacific/4606759.stm

18 The Independent. Huggler, Justin. “Milton Keynes? No, Burma's new capital.” 28 March 2007.
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/milton-keynes-no-burmas-new-capital-442151.html

19 Christian Science Monitor. Chopra, Anuj. “ Stumbling Through Burma’'s New Capital.” 31 October 2007.
http://www.csmonitor.com/2007/1031/p07s02-wosc.html



History

Early History and the Establishment of a Kingdom

Archeologists have dated the origins of human settlement in Burma back 3,500 years,
when inhabitants used bronze implements in the Irrawaddy Valley asthey engaged inrice
farming and raised livestock. The Mon, who migrated to the area in the 6th century
B.C.E. from the eastern plains of India, developed the region as the “Golden Land” in the
fertile Irrawaddy delta. The Pyu, who migrated from the Tibetan plateau, established a
series of city statesin central Burma between the 1st century B.C.E and the 9th century
C.E. The Burmans migrated into the area from the Himalayas, and establishing their
capital in Pagan in the 8th century, laid the foundations for the civilization that is
recognizable today.

In 1044 C.E., King Anawrahta, a devout Buddhist,
founded a monarchy that conquered the entire Dry
Zone in the middle of the country and established a
single center from which to administer the kingdom.
The golden age of Pagan reached its zenith during the
reign of Anawrahta' s successor, Kyanzitta (1084—
1113), under whom Pagan acquired the name “city of - .
four million pagodas.” These architectural splendors Pigcta bt by 1 Roeer ey
were financed by expanding outlying irrigation

systems that increased the annual rice harvest. Rice became not only astaple in the
Burmese diet but also the currency in which taxes were paid.?’

The Buddhist state was territorially isolated from neighboring states that followed other
religions. The growing influence of the monkhood over the state’ s resources prompted a
decline as the sangha was interested in building more temples rather than supporting an
army. Mongol and Tartar invasions followed. The succeeding centuries would be marked
by divisions, as various ruling dynasties rose and fell, and territories under their control
underwent continuous permutation.

British Colonial Rule

Burmawas one of the few places where the British pursued a policy of regime change.”*
Britain gained control over Lower Burma, including the entire seaboard, after prevailing
intwo warsin 1824—6 and 1852-3, respectively. The commercial returns generated by
the East Indian Trading Company had demonstrated how valuable colonies could be to
those powers that claimed them. Only a 28-year-old king prevented the British from
expanding their business interests to include trade with China. This was remedied in 1886
when the British overthrew the Burmese monarch and absorbed his Upper Burma-based
kingdom into their empire. He was exiled to India, and the entire Burmese aristocracy

2 Northern llinois University, Center for Southeast Asian Studies. Cooler, Richard. “Chapter 111: The
Pagan Period: Burma's Classic Age — 11th to 14th Centuries.” No date.
http://www.seasite.niu.edu/burmese/Cool er/Chapter_3/Partl/pagan period 1.htm

2 The New Y orker. Lanchester, John. “Walled Off: Can Burma Escape From Its History?" 11 December
2006. http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2006/12/11/061211crbo_books



was stripped of their royal titles and divested of their property.? The British relied
heavily on Indian civil servants to handle administrative affairs for Burma, which was
govern%j as part of India until 1937. By that time, half the population of Rangoon was
Indian.

Concerned with the need to maintain law and order so
commerce could flourish, the British recruited

Burma s marginalized ethnic minorities into the
armed forces. The Karen, for instance, were identified
as promising for positionsin the military and rural
administration.?* This alienated the majority
Burmans, who had dominated administrative PSS < 3 = MR =
appointments during the reign of the monarchy, Colonial buikdings 1 Ranguen
which did not consider such groups to be members of

the kingdom.?

Thereligious faith of the Burmans proved to be a unifying force in the face of
colonialism.?® Saya San, a Buddhist monk, became a national hero in the 1930s by
leading a revolt against the British colonialists during a period of increasing tax burdens
on farmers.?’ Styling himself as both the Setka-Min (restorer of the golden age) and
Buddha Yaza (the celestially dispatched creator of a Buddhist utopia), he was seen asa
defender of the indigenous values and traditions that were under assault by outsiders.?®
Profoundly humiliated by their reduced status, the Burmans drew upon the militarist
fervor that had propelled their kingdom to pose a challenge to the governments of India,
Thailand, and Chinain the 16th century. The Japanese invasion and subsequent
occupation of Burmain 1942, which sent most of the Indian civil servants home, offered
awindow of opportunity for the reemergence of a Burman-led nation.

2 Telegraph. Thant Myint-U. “The Shared History of Burmaand Britain.” 11 May 2008.

http://www.tel egraph.co.uk/opinion/main.jhtml 2xml=/opinion/2008/05/11/do1113.xml

% Asiatours.net. Myanmar (Burma) Travel and Country Information. “History — The British Colonial
Period.” No date. http://asiatours.net/burma/info/history03.html

24 Canadian Friends of Burma. “History of Burma.” No date.

http://www.cfob.org/Historyof Burma/historyOf Burma.shtml

% The River of Lost Footsteps: Histories of Burma. Thant Myint-U. “ Chapter Eight: Transitions[p. 194].”
2006. New Y ork: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux.

% Buddhism and Politics in Twentieth-Century Asia. Harris, lan, ed. Matthews, Bruce. “ Chapter 2: The
Legacy of Tradition and Authority [p. 30].” 2003. New Y ork: Continuum Press.

%" Rand Corporation. Solomon, Robert. “Saya San and the Burmese Rebellion” (Abstract. Rand Paper.
January 1969). http://www.rand.org/pubs/papers/P4004/

% The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia. Scott, James. “ Chapter
Five: The Depression Rebellions [p. 149].” 1976. New Haven: Yale University Press.
http://books.google.com/books? d=-

dYP7nnDRAC& pg=PA 149& | pg=PA 149& dg=Buddha+Y aza& source=web& ots=ygsI5S0CSK E& sig=GckQ
osunY CDh-2dX uPgwvgqWK SvU& hl=en& sa=X & oi=book_result& resnum=10& ct=result#PPA149,M 1



The Union of Burma
Aung San, a college student whose affluent family
had been active in the Burman resistance, became the
leader of the movement for independence. He and
other young nationalists fled Rangoon to escape arrest
by the British. They received training from the
Japanese military on China' s Hainan Island before -
returning to Burmato lead the Burmese National TR #NE
Army against the besieged British and their allies. e
L X ndependence Lion in Rangoon
Seizing an opportune moment in early 1945, Aung
San organized an anti-Japanese resi stance movement and staked his claim to leading a
post-colonial Burmese state. Creating a linguistically and ethnically unified state would
have been difficult under the best of circumstances, but it was made more difficult by the
prolonged Japanese occupation and the battles that provoked the British. The 1947
constitution provided the basis for self-governance, but it accorded unequal rights to the
country’ s different ethnic groups, thus reinforcing the fear of subjugation instilled by
centuries of antagonistic interaction among them.”

Although Aung San successfully negotiated the nation’ s full independence from the
British, his subsequent assassination by arival added another complication to the
transition to independence. Ultimately, the changeover went forward with the country
adopting a British-style parliamentary system. The Anti-Fascist People’ s Freedom
League (AFPFL) socialist party, founded by Aung San, triumphed at the ballot box and
its leader, U Nu, became Prime Minister in 1952. He put his country on anon-aligned
path, emphasizing “Burma has no intention of taking sidesin the struggle between
Communist and anti-Communist forces.”*

Y et geopoalitics did not alow the new nation to remain unaffiliated. In addition to
domestic insurgencies engineered by various well-armed groups, a new military threat
appeared in the form of more than 10,000 retreating Chinese Nationalist troops who
sought refuge in Burma s Shan State. They entrenched themselves, with U.S. support, in
abid to retake China by ousting Mao Zedong's communist forces.®! Throughout the
1950s, Rangoon repeatedly appealed to the UN and the U.S. to remove the group, which
became heavily involved in the drug trade, but the government’ s efforts were fruitless.
The Nationalist army’s cross-border sanctuary prompted Beijing to back a communist
insurgency in Burmathat took two decades to contain.

By 1958 the AFPFL had split into two factions. Premier U Nu asked General Ne Win,
head of the army, to take over the government. This was a move necessitated by

2 pacific Affairs. Adeleke, Ademola. “The Strings of Neutralism: Burma and the Colombo Plan [p. 3].”
Winter 2003-2004. http://pacificaffairs.ubc.ca/adel eke.pdf

% New York Times. Pace, Eric. “U Nu, First Premier of Independent Burma and Democracy Advocate,
Diesat 87.” 15 February 1995.

http://query.nytimes.com/gst/full page.html ?res=990CE1D9163A FO936A 25751C0A 963958260

3 University of Washington. Arts & Sciences Perspectives. Callahan, Mary. “Burma s Enduring Military
Regime.” Summer 2002. http://www.artsci.washington.edu/news/Summer02/Burma.htm
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mounting unrest. Communist insurgents were seeking to overthrow the government, and
members of the Karen ethnic group were agitating for their own independent state. After
the 1960 elections, in which U Nu’ s faction prevailed, a civilian government was
restored. However, unrest continued to plague the country’ s border regions. U Nu's plan
to make Buddhism the official religion, in order to bolster the legitimacy of his
government by connecting the sangha with the state, drew opposition aswell. It was a
policy that would enhance the authority of the lowland Burmans, who were Buddhists,
and further marginalize ethnic minorities, who either practiced some form of animism or
had been converted to Christianity.*

Military Dictatorship

In March 1962, Ne Win staged a military coup. The ease with which he was able to
accomplish thistask indicated that the rag-tag group of guerrillaforces that had fought
for independence had been transformed into a formidable, bureaucratized military.* The
constitution was replaced by a Revolutionary Council made up of military leaders who
ruled by decree and sought to create a“Burmese Way to Socialism.” To thisend, the
Revolutionary Council nationalized the economy, expelled many Indian and Chinese
residents, detained political activists, and intensified the military campaign against ethnic
and communist insurgencies. The Burmese Socialist Program Party, a new organization,
became the only legal political organization.

The economy continued to stagnate, a condition that the regime attempted to blame on
ethnic Chinese merchants by encouraging Rangoon residentsto loot their stores during a
period of unrest in 1967.%* By the early 1970s, various insurgent groups control led
approximately one-third of the nation. Ne Win and other top brass resigned from the
military in 1972 but continued to govern from behind the scenes. The Revolutionary
Council was disbanded and replaced by a single party, the People’ s Assembly, in March
1974.

In July 1988, Ne Win abruptly announced that he would be stepping down. Recognizing
awindow of opportunity to press for change, student activists organized demonstrations
in what became known as the “democracy summer” of 1988. Their efforts revealed that
hatred of the junta regime, which was responsible for Burma's recent inclusion on the
UN’s“Least Developed Country” list, ran deep. An estimated one million Burmese
poured into the streets of Rangoon and Mandalay, demanding an end to military rule and
the restoration of civilian government.® The junta’ s response was swift; the military was

¥ Haynes, Jeff, Ed. Religion, Globalization and Political Culture in the Third World. McCargo, Duncan.
“Chapter Ten: The Politics of Buddhism in Southeast Asia[p. 228-229].” 1999. New Y ork: MacMillan.
http://books.google.com/books? d=JrpPPRI45BM C& pg=PA 228& | pg=PA 228& dg=u+nu+buddhism+state+
religion+burmag source=web& ots=Y ZbFhCs7jA& sig=khvke 9mV23AtzSup7tvssSKuud& hl=en& sa=X &
0i=book_result& resnum=7& ct=result#PPA229,M 1

% Making Enemies: War and State-Building in Burma. Callahan, Mary. “ Chapter Seven: Warriors as State
Builders, 1953-62 [p. 176].” 2003. New Y ork: Corndll University Press.

* Foreign Policy in Focus. Kyi May Kaung. “Monks Versus the Military.” 26 September 2007.
http://www.fpif.org/fpiftxt/4582

% Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. The New Republic. Kurlantzick, Josh “Burma Blues.” 26
September 2007.

http://www.carnegi eendowment.org/publi cations/index.cfm?fa=view& id=19600& prog=zch,zgp& proj=zsa
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called upon to reestablish control at a cost of over 3,000 lives. The military imposed
martial law and set up a 19-member State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC)
to rule the country.

Democracy Denied

Confident it would win, SLORC honored its commitment to hold multi-party electionsin
May 1990, and the voting process was judged to be free and fair.*® The big winner was
Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of Aung Sun, whose National League for Democracy won
decisively.*” The military was predictably unhappy and refused to honor the results. Since
the election, Suu Kyi has been placed under arrest or had her movements restricted,® and
the junta has remained in power. In 1990, the junta renamed the country Myanmar before
giving itself a new name in 1997, changing from SLORC to the State Peace and
Development Council (SPDC).*

In response to criticism from both domestic and
external sources, the SPDC unveiled a seven-step
roadmap that would put the country on the path to
“ disciplined democracy.”“*° The National Convention,
a congtitution-drafting body, has been touted as part
of that road map, yet it has been widely dismissed as
arubber stamp organization. Thereissimply no
indication that the military regimeiswilling to ke
. . . X L. . ung San Suu Kyi
compromise with either its Burman critics who desire
arestoration of democracy or ethnic minorities seeking greater autonomy.** Indeed, in
May 2003, an attack on Suu Kyi as she travelled close to Mandalay |eft four of her
bodyguards, along with scores of others, dead. It was the bloodiest confrontation with
government-backed forces since 1988.%

In September 2007, anger over the rising cost of food and fuel once again brought people
to the streets. The SPDC acted swiftly to put down the protests and arrest the leaders,
some of whom had been involved in the “democracy summer.” The movement’s
leadership, however, transferred to the monastic community, which organized a much

% Chronicle of Higher Education. Joseph, Brian. “What’s Happening in Burma.” 19 October 2007.
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v54/i08/08b01601.htm

3" International Republican Institute. Folsom, George. “Burma: 13th Anniversary of 1990 Election.” 27
May 2003. http://www.iri.org/asia/burma/2003-05-27-Fol somSpeech.asp

% ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Myanmar Caucus. “ The 1990 Elections in Myanmar — 15 Y ears Waiting.”
2005. http://mww.aseanmp.org/resources/1990%20El ections.pdf

¥ Johns Hopkins University, SAISPHERE. Welsh, Bridget. “ Elections vs. ‘ Selections’ in Southeast Asia.”
2007. http://www.sais-jhu.edu/pressroom/publications/sai sphere/2007/wel sh.htm

“0 Asia Society Washington Center. Villarosa, Shari. “Burma Today.” 31 May 2007.

http://www.asi asoci ety.org/speeches/07dc_villarosa.html

! Central Asia-Caucasus Institute, Silk Road Studies Program. Len, Christopher and Johan Alvin.
“Burma/Myanmar’s Ailments. Searching for the Right Remedy.” March 2007.
http://www.silkroadstudies.org/new/docs/ Silkroadpapers/2007/200704-BurmaMyanmar. pdf

“2 BBC News, International Version. Montlake, Simon, “Burma’s ‘Black Friday.”” 16 June 2003.
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/2993196.stm
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larger protest movement known as the Saffron Revolution.”® In response, the junta
applied greater brute force and was able to quell the monk-led demonstrations, an action
that earned it another round of international condemnation.

That reaction was muted, however, in comparison to the outrage expressed over the
junta s refusal to alow outsiders to engage in humanitarian relief after atropical cyclone
swept through parts of Burmain early May 2008. The 400,000-man Burmese Army did
not readily help with relief efforts either, as the spread of disease became a pressing
concern.** Cyclone Nargis claimed 85,000 lives when it struck. Another 50,000 people
remained unaccounted for several months later.”® As veteran foreign correspondent
Robert Kaplan observed during this period, “the Burmese democratic movement, though
it has an icon in Aung San Suu Kyi, is highly disorganized, which is one reason why the
Saffron Revolution failed to dislodge Burma' s generals.” This led to speculation that
perhaps a natural disaster might prove to be the catalyst that would bring about the long
desired change in government.“®

Media
Reporters without Borders, the Paris-based media watchdog group, has ranked Burma at
the bottom of itslist for freedom of the press. After the military took power in 1962, the
public dissemination of information has been strictly controlled. Journalists, in effect, are
relegated to the role of providing the juntawith public relations-type news releases.*’
Covering dissident activities and reporting on unrest is strictly forbidden. An editor, now
approaching 80, who participated in the democracy demonstrationsin 1988 was
sentenced to 20 yearsin prison for spreading anti-government propaganda the following
year. In September 2007, aforeign photographer was killed after taking pictures of
protesting monks.*® Burmese with radios are able to tune into broadcasts by the BBC and
Voice of America, but internet access is restricted by the government. The nation’s
antiquated landline telephone system and erratic electricity supply pose additional
challenges. o I e

Economy

Burmais aresource-rich country and formerly a
major rice exporter. It has vast timber, natural gas,
mining, and fishery reserves, as well as the potential
to be amajor tourist destination. Y et absence of the

rule of law and concerns over the military junta’'s - B —
Traditional Burmese transportation

* New Statesman. Charney, Michael. “Burma: The History behind the Protests.” 26 September 2007.
http://www.newstatesman.com/world-affairs/2007/09/military-regime-burma-history

“ Christian Science Monitor. Montero, David. “Will Burma (Myanmar) Let World in for Aid?’ 7 May
2008. http://www.csmonitor.com/2008/0507/p01s01-wosc.html

> Brookings Institute. Rieffel, Lex and David |. Steinberg. “Myanmar: Where Do We Go From Here?’ 3
August 2008. http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2008/0803_myanmar_rieffel .aspx

“6 The Atlantic, The Current. Kaplan, Robert. “Y angon Hangs On.” 7 May 2008.
http://thecurrent.theatl antic.com/archives/2008/05/myanmar.php

“" BBC News. “Country Profile: Burma.” 30 July 2008. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-
pacific/country_profiles/1300003.stm

“8 Worldpress.org. Ringania, Binod. “Media Warned Not to Cover Protests.” 2 October 2007.
http://www.worldpress.org/Asiai2948.cfm
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deplorable human rights record keep both Western investors and tourists away.*® Central
state control affects all sectors of the domestic market. Ranking members of the military
dominate many private lines of enterprise, obstructing the emergence of an
entrepreneurial middle class. Exceptions to this trend are ethnic Chinese, and to a lesser
extent, Indian entrepreneurs, who have connections to their ancestral countries. These
countries offer the junta alternative sources of investment in the wake of ethical concerns
and sanctions from the West. Other sources of revenue come from precious gems,
particularly jade and rubies, and theillicit drug trade. Burmais second only to
Afghanistan in the volume of its narcotics exports.>® Unrecorded trade flourishes along
all of Burma s land borders, and the country’ s thriving black market indicates a
prevalence of tax evasion.>

Ethnic Groups
Burmais home to over one hundred ethnic groups, some of which are nomadic hill tribe
peoples, while others are sub-groups of alarger tribe. Among the largest:

Burmans

According to available statistics, Burmans comprise
about two-thirds of Burma’ s approximately 50
million people. Notably, they maintain dominant
majorities in the army and government. Burmans are
lowlanders whose livelihood is based on wet-rice
farming. Devout Buddhists, they have arich cultural
heritage that exhibits Indian influences. One example
of such influence istheir adoption of Pali script,
which is derived from Sanskrit and used to render
Burmese. The majority of Burmans, even in urban areas, continue to wear traditional-
style clothing, which consists of ankle-length longyi (sarongs) for men and calf-length
longyi complimented by waist-length fitted blouses for women.

& Hartried Schmid
Woman sweeping a pagoda

Shan

The Shan, which are comprised of numerous sub-groups, are found in Burma's Shan
State, the country’ s largest ethnic state, as well as in neighboring Thailand and China
(from which they originated). Their native tongue is atonal language. Like the Burmans,
they are Buddhists, although their practices are infused with animism. Most Shan are
lowland-dwelling rice farmers, whose crop isirrigated by the Salween River, and
livestock breeders. The livestock is not eaten, but used for draught power since farming is
not mechanized. The Shan also grow opium, one of Burma's major exports.

“9 Responsible Travel. Knoop, Iris. “Isit Ethical to Travel to Burma?’ May 2006.
http://www.responsibletravel.com/copy/Copy901093.htm

* Foreign Policy. “The List: Burma's Economic Lifelines.” October 2007.
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/story/cms.php?story id=3986

* Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Australian Government. “ Burma Country Brief.” October
2008. http://www.dfat.gov.au/GEO/burma/burma_brief.html

*2 Burma I ssues. Doherty, Shane. “Burman.” No date. http://www.burmaissues.org/En/burman.htmi
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Karen

According to tribal legend, the Karen arrived in Burma approximately 2,500 years ago,
settling in the Irrawaddy Valley. The region, which at that time was covered with
uninhabited jungle, was the end point in the Karen’s multi-staged migration from what is
present-day Mongolia. The arrival of other groups with more sophisticated methods of
administrative organization drove the Karen from the central lowlands of Burmainto the
eastern mountains.”®

The Karen are renowned for the custom of women wearing heavy
brass coils around their necks, starting from the age of five. In fact,
such ornamentation reveals them to be Padung, a sub-ethnic group
of the Karen. (Other Karen sub-ethnic groups have never practiced
such a custom.) The appearance of an elongated neck (as aresult of
the stacked rings) isan optical illusion. It is created by the weight of
the coils, which widen at the base, exerting pressure on the
collarbones and rib cage and causing the wearer’ s shoulders to
slope.> While a number of explanations for the custom exist, it has
been described as a precautionary measure to protect the household
wealth from theft as well as an adornment that enhances afemale’s T
beauty_55 Karen woman

*3 Karen Human Rights Group. “Background on Burma.” 2000.
http://www.khrg.org/background_on_burma.html

> The Peoples of the World Foundation. Waddington, R. “The Karen.” 2002.

http://www.peopl esoftheworl d.org/text?people=K aren

*® San Francisco Chronicle. Mydans, Seth. “ Giraffe Women Turn to Tourism.” 10 March 2002.
http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?ile=/chronicle/archive/2002/03/10/TR107020.DTL
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Chapter 2 Religion

Introduction

Theravada Buddhism is the dominant religion in
Burma.>® While all Buddhists accept Siddhartha
Gautama (the Buddha), who lived during the 6th
century B.C.E., asthe historical founder of the
religion, Theravada emphasizes his humanity. He was
amere mortal who found the way to enlightenment
and anyone can follow in his footsteps. Thisis done
by adhering to the Eightfold Noble Path, offering the
practice of meditation and ethical guidelinesto help
individual s transcend attachments to ego and desire; these phenomena are seen as the root
cause of all suffering and rebirth. To experience enlightenment, or nibbana (nirvana),
Theravada Buddhists focus primarily on meditation and concentration, the eighth of the
Eightfold Noble Path. This can be achieved through the ideal of monasticism removed
from the hustle and bustle of daily life.>’ For the layperson it can aso be achieved
through meditation, ethical behavior, and gaining merit through good deeds

® r.com
Stupa at Kuthodaw

Before Buddhism was introduced, Burmese were animists who worshipped spirit gods
(nats). These beliefs were not displaced.®® Instead it was decided by King Anawrahta,
who established Buddhism as the dominant religion in Burmain the 11th century, that 37
spirits would be worshipped as subordinates of the Buddha.*®

Influence of Religion in Daily Life

Worship isapart of everyday lifein Burma, and the first daily ritual is prayer. The family
altar displaystheir family’s Buddhaimage, as well as flowers and candles. Tiny cups
containing small portions of food and water are placed on the shrine in the morning and
removed at noon. Thisritual draws focus to the teachings of the Buddha while
demonstrating love and respect. Theravada Buddhists believe that the enlightened nature
of the Buddhais their own true nature, which they have not yet been able to fully attain.
So when they pray, it isto that deepest part of themselves. Buddhais not agod and
cannot respond to prayers or petitions. Y et many Burmese nonetheless pray regularly to
Buddha for continued good health, wealth, success, and happiness.®

% About Buddhism. “The Noble Eightfold Path.” No date.

http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/eightfol dpath.html#Right_Speech

" Washington State University. “ Theravada Buddhism.” No date.
http://www.wsu.edu/~dee/BUDDHISM/THERA.HTM

%8 Haunting the Buddha: Indian Popular Religions and the Formation of Buddhism. DeCaroli, Robert.
“Chapter Seven: Passage from India. [p. 158].” 2004. New Y ork: Oxford University Press.

* Things Asian. “Nats of Burma.” 1 January 1999. http://www.thingsasian.com/stories-photos/1251
0 Asian Studies Center. Windows on Asia. “Religion in Burma.” No date.
http://asia.msu.edu/seasia/Burma/religion.html
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Exchange 1: When do you pray?

Soldier: | When do you pray? beh daw soo dawn jaam?

Local: | We pray at noon. nee leh ma soo dawn jaa bameh

While women may become Buddhist nuns, a female monastic does
not have the same prestige as a male monastic, since nuns do not
perform ceremonies for laypeople. As aresult, the number of
females who become nuns is much smaller than the number of
mal es who become monks. Most Burmese men join the monastery
at least once during their lives. Their stay can be as short as afew
days or aslong as alifetime; the free education offered to monksis
also an attraction. Moreover, afamily earns great merit when a son
joins amonastery. Thisrite of passage, known as novitiation
(shinbyu), typically occurs between March and May. It involves
shaving the head, putting on arobe, and declaring one’ sfaith in the L Aans
teachings (dhamma) of Buddha. Those who do not have sons of Nuns collecting alms
their own will novitiate other people’s sons to gain merit.®*

When sending a minor son off to a monastery, families in aposition to do so customarily
host a noisy bon voyage party where the guests engage in singing, dancing, drinking and
feasting. The purpose is to act out the worldly temptations which the monk-to-be must
have the staminato resist. The boy is a silent spectator, his vision symbolically blocked
by sunglasses rendering him blind to the wild behavior around him. After the festivities
have died down, he dons a monk’ s robe, takes up his black alms bowl, and embarks on
the next chapter of hislife.?

A Day in the Life of a Monk

Monks arise before daybreak to the sounds of brass gongs. They move quickly from their
beds to wash up and eat a simple gruel breakfast before morning prayers when homageis
paid to the Lord Buddha. A junior monk will approach a senior monk to confess his faults
or short-comings. Thisritual is normally performed in pairs, although confession can be
carried out in agroup, as well.

Afterwards, the monks put on clean robes in preparation for going out. Novices under the
age of 15 wear bright robes while darker colors are reserved for older, fully ordained
monks. They emerge from the monastery in single file formation to make their morning
rounds with their ams bowls. They stand silently outside each house as a resident
donates a few scoops of cooked rice or whatever else the family can afford. The recipient
is not supposed to be choosy, but to politely accept whatever is offered. He maintains a
downward gaze and does not acknowledge what is placed in his bowl.%* From the

&> Myanmardotcom. “ An Important Family Ritual.” 2000.
http://www.myanmardotcom.com/12SeasonA ct. Aspx?i SnNo=1

2 glate. Tsai, Michelle. “How Many Burmese Monks Are There?” 24 September 2007.

http://www.dl ate.com/id/2174604/nav/tap3/

% The Daily Monastic Life and Education in Myanmar. Sao Htun Hmat Win. “The Daily Routine.” 1986.
http://web.ukonline.co.uk/buddhism/highord3.htm
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Buddhist perspective, heis doing afavor by soliciting a donation which will confer merit
on the donor, not the other way around.

The monk does not accept money because heis not allowed to

handle money and he has no need for it. Once he has completed his
rounds, the monk returns to the monastery where he mixes together P —
al of thefood offerings he received. It will be hisonly real meal for == =
the day and he must consume it prior to noon; monks take no =
further food until the next day’ s breakfast.

All classes begin at one 0’ clock and conclude at sunset. The
monastic curriculum emphasi zes the study of religious scriptures to
cover the three canons of Buddhist literature: Vinaya disciplinary
rules and regulations, Suttanta discourses, and Abhidhamma

@ Donna Cymek

philosophy doctrines. Depending on whether the monk has entered Young monk on alms walk
the monastery to become ordained (bhikkhu), he may or may not sit for exams.

Places of Worship

An estimated 500,000 shrines, pagodas and monasteries, many of them in varying stages
of disrepair, are scattered throughout Burma.®* A stupa is a doorless, spire-shaped
structure, often painted white or gold. It is a sacred monument that symbolizes
enlightenment; visitors to a stupa walk around it in clockwise fashion. It has no prayer
chambers nor does it contain images of Buddha. Places of worship that contain inner
chambers and images of the Buddha are referred to as temples, while pagodas contain
many buildings.

Exchange 2: May | enter the temple?

Soldier: | May | enter the temple? phyaa jan go wee |00 ya ma?

Local: Yes. yabadeh

It is customary for Buddhists to put the palms of their hands together and bow their heads
when passing atemple or pagoda. Shoes must aways be removed before entering any
place of worship. The most famous Buddhist temples in Burma include the Shwedagon
Pagoda, the Great Sage Pagoda, and the Ancient City of Pagan.

Exchange 3: Must | take off my shoes inside the temple?

Soldier: | Must | take off my shoesinside the phyaa jawn leh ma pha naa cho yaam?
temple?

Local: Yes. hoo keh

% Scoop. Ehrlich, Richard. “Burma’s Buddhists Protest.” 26 September 2007.
http://www.scoop.co.nz/stories’HL 0709/S00473.htm
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Shwedagon Pagoda

The real center of Rangoon is the Shwedagon Pagoda, [ #:° ‘\Eg,
Burma's holiest site. Situated on Singuttar Hill, some ==

3 km (2 mi) from the center of Rangoon, it appears -
almost detached from the city. Its gilded spire rises
almost 100 meters (330 ft) into the sky and isvisible
from much of the city. The Shwedagon Pagoda has a
central stupa that is surrounded by a series of temples
and smaller stupas. It was built to house eight locks of
Buddha's hair, now stored in an underground
chamber.®® Buddhists are expected to pay homage here at least once in their lifetime and,
with 400,000 monks and 75,000 nuns in Burma alone, plus many devotees in other
countries, the Shwedagon draws a steady stream of visitors on adaily basis.

Shwedagon Pagoda

Exchange 4: Do | need to cover my head?

Soldier: | Dol need to cover my head? Khawn choon taa ya ma?
Local: No. mataa ya ba bo
Mandalay

The Mahamuni Paya (Great Sage Pagoda) is the most famous temple in Mandalay.®® It

houses the Mahamuni image, which dates to the first century C.E. The 4 m (13 ft) image
of the seated Buddha, whose face is washed and teeth are brushed every morning at four
A.M. by resident monks, was cast in bronze. Over the centuries, however, the statue has
been covered by applications of gold leaf that has more than doubled its weight. The
original faceisall that remainsvisible. Visitors apply gold leaf to that area where they
wish to retain good health. Only men are permitted to walk up and touch the statue;
women must remain in a separate viewing area.®’ During the rainy season, it is cloaked in
monastic robes.

Ancient City of Pagan

The Pagan temples, which line the eastern bank of the Irrawaddy River, came about
during the 11th and 12th centuries when a multitude of temples were constructed to
glorify the new kingdom. At onetime it was estimated there were 13,000, of which 2,000
remain. Today these are more historical relics than active places of worship.

% Places of Peace and Power. “Rangoon, Burma.” No date.

http://www.sacredsites.com/asi a/burma/rangoon.html

%N orthern Illinois University, Center for Southeast Asian Studies. Wilson, Constance. “Burma: Lifein the
1970'sand 80's. Part |1 - Mandalay, The Burmese Heartland.” No date.
http://www.seasite.niu.edu/burmese/Culture/Wil sonPages/M andal ay Region/M andal ayRegion.htm

" Burma (Myanmar) in the Victorian Web. Scenes in Mandalay. “Mahamuni Paya.” 17 April 2001.
http://www.victorianweb.org/hi story/empire/burma/mandal ay/2.html
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Religious Holidays & Festivals

Shwedagon Festival

This holiday fallsin February or March, the largest pagoda festival of the year. It is
considered an auspicious day for new pagoda construction. Vendors set up food stalls at
the bottom of the hill and there are traditional puppet shows as entertainment.

Buddha’s Birthday

The holiday (Kason) falls on afull moon in April or May. It is known as a thrice-blessed
holiday which celebrates Buddha's birth, the day of his enlightenment and his experience
of nibbana.

Waso

This holiday falsin July and ends in October, corresponding to the rainy season. Monks,
who undergo shinbyu at thistime, are required to remain in one temple. Since they cannot
go out and collect amsin the morning, thisis done for them by a group of volunteers
called wut-thins. Laypeople donate new robes for members of the monastic community to
wear during this period. Flowers are placed at the feet of Buddhist statues by laypeople to
demonstrate devotion, which is also shown through adherence to a more disciplined
lifestyle. This may include giving up drink or fasting one day aweek. It isintended as a
period of self-reflection for all Buddhist Burmese.®®

Nat Festivals

Many Burmese believed that nats (spirits) control the
conditions surrounding the lives of humans, which
they have the power to destroy if not properly
appeased. Nat pwe (spirit festivals), carnival-like
events held in huts, are occasions to call out the nat
through akadaw, literally a spirit' swife.* In reality
the kadaw is usually a male performer. Loud musical

accompaniment reflects, in the words of someone == " ©=meroi Poductions

i i~ N Shwed =
who attended afestival, “sonic signs that the nats ats on agon Pagoda

were in the house, or, more accurately, inside the bedecked and spangled bodies of
Burma' sincomparable spirit mediums.” ”° Nats are placated through offerings of money,
liquor, and cigarettes.

The festival attendees are aware of the risk that the nat may reject the offerings and
instead choose to enter a human body. One of the most feared in thisregard is Ko Gyi
Kyaw (Big Brother Kyaw), adrunkard. When he takes possession of someone’ s body, the
effects can be particularly embarrassing such as staggering around in an intoxicated state
and engaging in risqué dancing. Once possessed by a nat, the only way a person can get

68 Myanmardotcom. Daw Khin Myo Chit “The Month of the Sobriety, Self-Denial and Religious
Contemplation.” 2000. http://www.myanmardotcom.com/12SEA SONACT .aspx? SnNo=4

% National Geographic. Salak, Kira. “Myanmar’s River of Spirits.” May 2006.
http://ngm.nati onal geographic.com/ngm/0605/features/

" Radio Free Asia Unplugged Blog. Davies, Erik. “Burma: Account of spirit festival nat pwe.” 25 May
2007. http://rfaunplugged.wordpress.com/2007/05/25/burma-account-of -spirit-festival -nat-pwe/
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rid of it is by seeking out the services of a Buddhist monk trained in exorcism. The
process can take weeks, if not months. Without undergoing such a procedure, however,
the person will bear the social stigma of being possessed by anat. For girls, this will
make them unfit for marriage.

One of the best known nat pwe is held in the town of Taungbyon north of Mandalay
every summer. For six days, devotees drink, dance and sometimes experience spirit
possession.”* Traffic becomes heavy well before arrival and the raucous sounds of the
festival pulsate into surrounding communities.

™ New York Times, Film Review. “Nat Pwe: Burma's Carnival of Spirit Soul (2003).”
http://movies.nytimes.com/movie/307660/Nat-Pwe-Burma-s-Carnival -of - Spirit-Soul /overview
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Chapter 3 Traditions

Introduction

The political isolation of Burma has meant that its
cultureislessinfluenced by the outside world, and
the role of superstition in decision-making has been
strengthened.”? Even top members of the military
government employ astrol ogists and miracle-
healers.” The number 9 (ko), for example, is
universally revered in Burma; it is thought to be e A 1
endowed with near mystical powers. Ko also means ' o © Hartfed Sohmid
to “seek protection from God” in Burmese. In 1987 sttt pgps
General Ne Win, who seized power in 1962, created new bank notes in the
denominations of 45 and 90 kyat, both of which are divisible by 9.”* Important official
events are routinely scheduled for days of the month that add up to the number 9.

Greetings
Mingalaba, or “auspiciousnessto you,” isthe standard greeting. It was adopted as a
formal greeting, primarily for schoolchildren to address their elders, in the 1930s.”

Exchange 5: Good morning.

Soldier: | Good morning. min glaa naa neh Khin ba

Local: | Good morning. min glaa naa neh Khin ba

It is considered a polite way to greet anyone and can be used at any time of day, morning
or evening. Verba exchanges are reserved for those who know each other, while a nod of
the head is sufficient for strangers.”

Burmese greetings vary depending upon the relationship between individuals.

Exchange 6: How isyour family?

Soldier: | How isyour family? min mee taa zoo gaw beh loo leh?

Local: | They are doing fine, thank you. izwa beh, aaloo ney kawn jaa ba deh

When meeting acquaintances, Burmese typically say “ne kaun ye la,” or literally “how
areyou?’

2 Foreign Policy in Focus. Kaung, Kyi May. “Monks Versus the Military.” 26 September 2007.
http://ww.fpif.org/fpiftxt/4582

"3 Spiegel Online International. Kremb, Jurgen. “Burma s Dictators and the Fear of Purgatory.”
http://www.spiegel .de/international /world/0,1518,508231,00.html

" BBC News, World Edition. “Obituary: Ne Win.” 5 December 2002. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-
pacific/1581413.stm

® Lonely Planet. Tuft, Argus. “Mingalaba and Meaning.” 27 January 2003.
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/thorntree/message.j spa?messagel D=10673268

6 Association of South East Asian Studies in the United Kingdom. Lwin, Jennifer. “Greetingsin
http://mercury.soas.ac.uk/aseasuk/language_in_SEA.htm#win
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Exchange 7: How are you?
Soldier: | How areyou? beh loo leh?
Local: | Fine, very well. kaw ba deh

They will also address the person in away that reflects the age difference between the
two such as calling them elder brother (naung gyi), younger brother (nyi lay), elder sister
(ah ma gy), younger sister (nyi ma lay), elder uncle (oo gyi), younger uncle (oo lay), elder
aunt, (daw gyi), and younger elder (daw lay).

Exchange 8: Hi, Mr. Mawn Ba.

Soldier: | Hi, Mr. Mawn Ba. hey, mam ba

Local: | Hello! hel oo!

Soldier: | Are you doing well? ney kawn yayeh laa?
Local: | Yes. ney kawn ba deh

Instead of good bye, Burmese use the phrase “Pyan lite bar oh mea naw” (leaving now).

Exchange 9: Good night!
Soldier: | Good night! min glaan yaa bal
Local: | Good night! min glaan yaa bal

Traditional Dress
Burmese people are modest dressers who keep most of their bodies
covered in public.

Women and children wear atype of sunscreen make-up (thanakha),
avisible yellow powder applied to the cheeks and face. It does not
offer UV protection but rather is applied to prevent the skin from
becoming darker.

L A5 e
& Min Zaw Mra
Rakhine women carrying water

Exchange 10: How should | dress?

Soldier: | How should | dress? beh oo woya ma leh?
Local: | Wear loose fitting clothes which po po ba ba aa woo ko woo oo yaba
cover your body. deh

Both men and women wear sarongs (longyi) in daily life. For women, it is coordinated
with afitted blouse. Foreign men can wear longyi, but some visitors have discovered that
the design on a sarong they bought in anearby country such as Indonesia may be
considered awoman’s design in Burma.”’

" Bicycle. Adventures.com. “Myanmar-Burma; a short overview.” No date. http://www.bicycle-
adventures.com/myanmar.html
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Exchange 11: Isthis acceptable to wear?

Soldier: | Isthis acceptable to wear? dee yaway yin yaleh Kha maam?

Local: | Yes. leh Khan badeh

Longyi fabric and tailoring is readily available at markets throughout the country.

Eating Habits and Hospitality

Mohinga is Burma’s national dish, consisting of fish
broth and rice noodles.”® Many Burmese consume
thisrich, salty dish on adaily basis. Street hawkers
make the rounds as soon as day breaks. The soup-
base is prepared the night before. It is served piping
hot poured over noodles topped with garnishes that
are carried in separate baskets on the mobile
Mohingar’s shoulders.”

& Rainer | flickr.com
Broth and noodles

Exchange 12: Thisfood is very good.

Soldier: | Thisfood is very good. dee aa saa aa sa ga tay kawn dabeh

Local: | It'smohinga. dee haa moy hin Khaa ba

Traditionally eaten for breakfast, mohinga can be eaten later in the day aswell. Itisa
staple item at markets throughout the country. To assist customers, many vendors display
a sign showing the chef’ s name and the area they came from to indicate the style of
mohinga being served.

Exchange 13: What ingredients are used to make mohinga?

pepper, turmeric, red pepper.

Soldier: | What ingredients are used to make moy hin kaa go ba neh cheh leh?
mohinga?
Local: | Fish, fish sauce, ginger, ,lemon grass, | naa, nan jaayey, chin, sabalin, naa

yoo tee moo neh soo nee neh chat da

ba

The basic inputs remain the same, however, fish and fine rice noodles are served with a
variety of garnishes, depending upon regional availability, such as boiled eggs, boiled or
raw shredded green beans, fried onion, garlic and coriander leaves.®

Exchange 14: What is the name of this dish?

Soldier: | What is the name of this dish? dee hin go beh loo Kho leh?

Local: | Thisischicken curry. dee hin ga chaataa hin ba

"8 Recipesdus.uk.co. “Ngapi.” http://www.recipesdus.co.uk/Cooking by Country/Ngapi.htm

" Yum-Oh! Adventures in Food and Photography. “Mohinga-Burmese Fish & Noodle Soup.” 8 July 2008.
http://yum-oh.bl ogspot.com/2008/07/mohinga-burmese-fish-noodl e-soup.html

8 Recipes4Us.uk.co. “ Specialty Dish-Myanmar: Mohinga.” http://www.recipesdus.co.uk/Cooking by
Country/Myanmar Speciality Dish Mohinga.htm
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If you are invited into a Burmese home, you will
likely be offered green tealeaf salad. (Ilephet thoke).
The salad has the equivaent caffeine of a cup of
strong coffee, making it a popular afternoon pick-me-
up snack. A caffeine-free alternative is ginger salad
(gin dok), the same dish except it is made with
pickled ginger rather than tealeaves.

Street-side salad

Exchange 15: The food tastes so good.

Soldier: | The food tastes so good. dee aa saa aa sateh aayatashey da
beh
Local: | Thank you. kee zoo tin badeh

Both must be eaten promptly, otherwise the peas, garlic, and lettuce lose their crunch and
become mushy .2

For foreign visitors, simple gifts such as ball-point pens and other daily-use items are
appreciated by the recipients. In light of the economic difficulties most Burmese
experience, a nice piece of fruit or a bag of rice would aso be an appropriate gift from
international visitors when visiting a Burmese home. Most items will be refused several
times before they are accepted. Only gifts from very close friends are accepted right

away.
For most people, it is partly the possession of material objects that gives them their
identity and status in society. For Buddhists, however, by renouncing earthly goods one
can achieve nibbana (enlightenment), which makes the receipt of gifts problematic.®

Exchange 16: Thisgift isfor you.

Soldier: | Thisgiftisfor you. dee leh sawn ga min tweh ba
Local: || cannot accept this. ma yo beeyaa see neh
Weddings

While wedding ceremonies in many devoutly religious countries are sacramental and
linked to one’ s religious duties, thisis not the case in Burma. Since the teachings of
Buddha are focused on detachment from worldly desires, Burmese couples do not make
promises in the eyes of an all-powerful god. Buddhist weddingsin Burma are purely
secular affairs (lokiya) that are not officiated by monks.® Instead the couple solemnizes
the union by paying respect to their forebears, living and dead. However, they do seek the
blessings of monks after the ceremony by bringing them offerings. The coupl€e sright to

8 San Francisco Weekly. Lauriston, Robert. “BurmaDaze.” 6 June 2007. http://sfweekly.net/2007-06-
06/dining/burma-daze/

8 stanford Center for Buddhist Studies. “Burmese Buddhism and the Spirit Cult Revisited: An
Interdisciplinary Conference on Religion in Contemporary Myanmar.” Kumada, Naoko. “ Rethinking Dana
in Burma: The Art of Giving.” 22—23 May 2004. http://schs.stanford.edu/cal endar/2003-
04/burma_conference/papers/kumada.htm

8 WeddingSutra.com. “Have A Buddhist Wedding in Myanmar.”
http://www.weddingsutra.com/honeymoon/honeymoon_buddhist.asp
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be recognized as lin (husband) and mayar (wife) is conferred by the presence of family
and friends and ajudge if they opt for alegal ceremony. The brideistypicaly cladin a
hip-length jacket and body-length silk or satin longyi, while the groom wears traditional
Burmese men’s clothing including a head-dress (gaung baung), along sleeve, collared
shirt, silk longyi, jacket and velvet slippers.®*

Exchange 17: Congratulations on your wedding!

Soldier: | Congratulations on your wedding! min yeh let tamin galaa pweh go go
yoo ba deh!

Local: | Weare honored you could attend. min yeh teh yaw da naa go yoo ba
deh

Since no dowry is paid, the parents’ financia burden
of marrying off children is greatly reduced. It is
customary for those who attend the wedding to bring
agift. Functional items such as crockery, electrical
appliances, and pieces of cloth are the most common.
It is also acceptable to give cash in multiples of one
hundred to symbolize longevity, so that the couple - @ [
can buy necessary items for their life together.®® Part i o SL_LHW;_*;*};
of the ceremony includes preparing alms for the

monastic community (sangha) as aform of giving through which the couple will accrue
merit. If they are moving into their own home, monks will visit to blessit for the new
residents.2® The responsibility for maintaining the marriage rests entirely with the couple,
who may throw an engagement party in which the guests are couples with long and

happy marriages.

Exchange 18: | wish you both happiness.

Soldier: | | wish you both happiness. min do nee yaw salon peeyo shon jaa
ba sey 100 soo tawn ba deh
Local: | Weare honored. min do 00 go yoo ba deh
Funerals

Theravada Buddhists adhere to the Indian death ritual of cremating the body after death,
as was done to Buddha' s body. When a Burmese isterminally ill, monks come to offer
comfort in the home.

Exchange 19: Please be strong.

Soldier: | Please be strong. aatintaaba

Local: | Wewill try. too zaa bameh

8 Myanmar Wedding. “Myanmar Traditional Wedding Ceremony.” http://www.myanmars.net/myanmar-
culture/myanmar-wedding.htm

& y andabon. “Culture and Custom.” http://www.yadanabon.com/culture_custom.htm

8 Myanmars.net. “Myanmar Traditional Wedding Ceremony.” http://www.myanmars.net/myanmar-
culture/myanmar-wedding.htm#offering
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After death, while the corpseis being prepared for the funeral fire, the monks chant in
order to assist releasing the dead person’ s positive energies from his fading personae. The
monks accompany the family to the cremation site. The family and al their friends give
food and candles to the monks. Thisis ameansto accrue merit on behalf of the deceased.
Burmese believe such goodwill helps the lingering spirit of the dead person.®’

Exchange 20: | would like to give my condolences to you and your family.

Soldier:

| would like to give my condolences
to you and your family.

min neh min mee taa zoo tweh naa
won neh jaa pee poo lay ba deh

Local:

Thank you.

tee zoo tin badeh

The funerals of senior monks are more elaborate. The body is embalmed so others may
pay their last respects. When the time for cremation has arrived, it is placed in a stately
coffin which is transported by a hearse to the cremation site as crowds line the road to
watch it pass. Upon arrival, combustibles are placed on the funeral pyre and the coffin is
burned in the presence of the monk’s many well-wishers.®

Non-Religious Holidays

The important Burmese holidays include
Independence Day, which, according to astrological
dictate, is celebrated at precisely 4:20 am. on the
fourth of January since independence was proclaimed
at that time, on 4 January 1948.%° On 12 February,
Burmese commemorate General Aung San’s
agreement at Panglong with leaders from Burma's
tribal ethnic groups to form afederation of partialy
self-governing states after independence. Thisis
known as Union Day. The New Y ear’ s festive celebration fallsin April, and it is
customary to douse others with water at thistime. It is also known as the Water Festival
(Thinn Gyan Bweh).

B Min Zaw Mra:
Rangoon New Year Water Festival

Exchange 21: Will you be celebrating the Water Festival ?

Soldier:

Will you be celebrating the Water
Festival?

min do taajaan pweh daw tin pajaam
laa?

Local:

Yesl

hoo keh!

Martyr’s Day is anational holiday on 19 July in memory of the murder of Aung Sanin
1947. Tazaugmon, when unmarried women compete to weave cloth, fallsin November
on the evening of afull moon. The National Day celebration falls on afull moonin
November or December. Thisis the anniversary of the protest against the 1920 Rangoon

8 A to Z of Manner and Etiquette. “ Funeral and Religious Customs.” 2008. http://www.a-to-z-of-manners-
and-etiquette.com/funeral-and-religious-customs.html

8 Myanmar.com, Lifestyle and Activities. “Monk Cremation Ceremony.” 2006.
http://myanmar.com/lifestyle/cremation.html

8 Open Salon. Belinsky, Mark. “ The Weathermen in Burma.” 15 August 2008.

http://open.sal on.com/content.php?cid=9417
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University Act, which was seen by the Burmese as a colonia effort to limit access to
higher education. Christmas is celebrated as a secular holiday in Burma.
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Do’s and Don’ts

Do remove your shoes and socks before entering religious buildings, compounds, and
private homes.

Do bow your head slightly when passing elderly people as a sign of respect.
Do use your chin to point instead of your finger.

Do turn your head away from others before yawning as showing the inside of one's
mouth is considered impolite.

Do give people things with both hands, which necessitates a respectful bending forward
body pose.

Don’t turn the bottoms of your feet towards a Buddha statue.
Don’t touch a Burmese person, adult or child, on the head.
Don’t initiate conversations about Burmese politics.

Don’t sit at the head of the table unless you are the senior person.

29



Chapter 4 Urban Life

Introduction

While urbanization in Burma preceded colonization, its cities were noteworthy for their
low levels of population density.® Present-day Rangoon, historically known as the site of
the famous Buddhist pagoda, the Shwedagon, isacolonial creation. After Burma's
absorption into the British Raj in 1855, a construction boom followed in the 1870s. The
best known buildings from the colonial erawere erected in the early years of the 20th
century. Following independence in 1948 and the departure of the British, many of the
elegant structures fell into disrepair.** Decades of economic mismanagement have only
accentuated that process. There has been little new construction, other than tourist
facilities or urban infrastructure development. Accessto areliable source of electricity
has become a determinant of social status among urban dwellersin Rangoon. In the
absence of working elevators, residents of upper floors wait until nightfall to drop money
down to vendors who send the item back up in a bucket.*

Urbanization Issues

Rural migration from the countryside to the city is
minimal since job creation has stagnated as a result of
economic stagnation. Scholars speculate increasesin
population are due to natural causes rather than
migration.*® In short, Burmese cities do not suffer
from the development problems attendant in a
situation where population growth precedes urban

i - T ® zzzeroX F'c:iis
infrastructure development. il i

Nonetheless, the government has periodically engaged in forced relocations to new
satellite towns (myo thit) on the grounds that “ balanced growth” is needed. Specificaly,
the government rel ocated over 167,000 residents of Rangoon to satellite towns between
1962 and 1988. Another 500,000 were resettled afterwards. Many of those relocationsin
fact constituted punitive action against supporters or those suspected of supporting the
1988 democracy movement.** Resettled residents of Rangoon live together in makeshift

% Cities and Economic Development. Bairoch, Paul. “Chapter Three: Beginnings of Urbanization in Asia.”
[p. 49]. 1991. Chicago: University of Chicago Pres.

http://books.google.com/books? d=bAgot6jnf2UC& pg=PA49& | pg=PA 49& dg=burma-+urbani zation+burm
a& source=web& ots=C2tFBObP1Y & sig=zGOv9pT Jz6Zy X MARWWKFFeQOw-

| & hl=en& sa=X & oi=book_result& resnum=9& ct=result#PPA50,M 1

! Burma Library. Hudson-Rodd, Nancy and Edith Cowan. “Housing, Land, and Property Rightsin
Burma.” October 2004. http://burmalibrary.org/docs4/Housing_and_Property Rights in_Burma.pdf

%2 Christian Science Monitor. “In Darkened Rangoon, Burmese Get Resourceful.” 3 June 2008.
http://mww.csmonitor.com/2008/0603/p07s02-waosc.html

% The Golden Peninsula: Culture and Adaption in Mainland and Southeast Asia. Keyes, Charles. “Chapter
Five: Citiesin Changing Societies in Mainland Southeast Asia. [p. 307].” 1995. Honolulu: University of
Hawaii.

http://books.google.com/books? d=g30aj nK zZUNEC& dg=T he+Gol den+Peninsul at+keyes& pg=PP1& ots=j Ej
glW-hkué& sig=2vbizco-

yLogfhWC_L OcLAmyZ4wé& hi=en& sa=X & 0i=book_result& resnum=1& ct=result#PPA307,M 1

% Forced Migration Review. Seekins, Donald. “Forced relocation in Burma' former capital.” April 2008.
http://www.fmreview.org/FM Rpdfs/FM R30/10-10.pdf
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communities of thatch and bamboo homes on the outskirts of the city. They were the
hardest hit by the increasein fuel prices; this caused the price of food and public
transportation to skyrocket, which sparked the September 2007 anti-government
demonstrations.

The motive for forced rel ocation may also be a more lucrative use of the land. Chinese
investment in Mandalay, in particular, has resulted in such evictions. Thisisreflected in
the daily trek monks are forced to make to satellite settlements, where the Burmese
citizens who supply their food have been relocated to open up former residential areasto
commercial development.*® The property rights of average citizens, in short, are not
enshrined in Burmese law.

Education

Secondary school isnominally free. In redlity,
education is financed by families because of alack of
state investment. Teachers are paid below subsistence
wages for urban residents; to make ends meet, they
must moonlight by offering private instruction in the
evening. During the school day they offer theory-
based |ectures. Afterwards, they hold sessions at a :
private home, where students get a chance to ask ©Andrew fickrcom

. . . . Rangoon kindergarten
guestions and do exercises that are corrected in their
presence.

Exchange 22: Do your children go to school ?

Soldier: | Do your children go to school ? min yeh Khaley dewy kawn twaa
laa?
Local: | Yes. hoo keh

Between 50 to 80% of Burmese students attend such tutoring sessions, selecting the
subjects parents deem most important or arein a position to pay for. Those from families
that cannot afford to pay often come to feel discriminated against, with their motivation
to learn the primary casualty.® In some cases, parents turn to monasteries, which provide
afree education.

Since the 1988 junta crackdown on the student-led democracy movement, 90% of the
universities and colleges in Burma have ceased to function as centers of learning.”’
Universities are routingly closed to keep students from organizing protests. Students are
bussed outside the former capital to alternative sites, and class time has been reduced to
only ten days. The distance learning model is used for assignments and exams, with

% New York Times. Landler, Mark. “For Many Burmese, Chinese an Unwanted Ally.” 30 December 2001.
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/full page.html 2res=9500E5DA 1630F933A05751C1A 9679C8B63

% | nternational Confederation of Free Trade Unions. “Growing Up Under the Burmese Dictatorship.” [p.
10]. August 2003. http://www.icftu.org/www/PDF/report_burmachildren_2003.pdf

97 Canadian Friends of Burma. “Open Schools Campaign.” 2000.

http://www.cfob.org/burmai ssue/education/openschool s.shtml

31



students expected to mail their work to their instructors. In order to maintain theillusion
of a successful system, the government adopted a“ social promotion” program in which
large numbers of minimally educated students receive diplomas. As arecent visitor
observed, “[h]igher education in Burma, once the training ground of a skilled civil
service, has been destroyed.”*®

Health Care

In 2000 the World Health Organization (WHO) ranked Burma's
health care as second worst, outranking only war-ravaged Sierra
Leone. Thisis not surprising; while 40% of Burma's national
budget is allocated to the military, only 3% goes to health care,
which translates into USD 40 cents per capita® Residents of
Rangoon have the greatest access to care. WHO also estimated that
in 2000 there were only 30 trained doctors and 22 trained nurses for
every 100,000 people.’® The majority, however, are based in the
area around the former capital.

Exchange 23: IsDr. Mawn Mawnin, sir?

@ ken | flickr.com

Urban dental clinic

Soldier: | IsDr. Mawn Mawnin, sir? aa ko, dawta mawn mawn shee laa?

Loca: | No. ma shee ba bo

Nonetheless, most citizens lack accessto care and few arein a position to pay the fees
required for hospitalization.*™

Exchange 24: Isthere a hospital nearby?

Soldier: | Isthere a hospital nearby? dee naa ma sey yon shee laa?

Local: | Yes, inthe center of town. hoo keh, meyo leh ma shee badeh

AIDS has become a scourge in Burma, which also has one of the world’ s highest rates of
tuberculosis aong with malaria and other infectious diseases. More problematically, the
lack of any health care system raises the specter of Burma becoming an incubator for
diseases that could spread across borders and create a regional epidemic.

Exchange 25: Do you know what is wrong?

Soldier: | Do you know what iswrong? ba ma ney leh soo da min tee laa?

Local: | No. matee ba bo

% The New Yorker. Packer, George. “Letter from Rangoon: Drowning.” 25 August 2008.
http://ww.newyorker.com/reporting/2008/08/25/080825fa_fact packer

% University of California, UC Newsroom. Anwar, Y asmin. “Burma junta faulted for rampant diseases.”
28 June 2007. http://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/news/article/9321

100 pyanmar: Beyond Politics to Societal Imperatives. Kyaw, Yin Hlaing, Ed. “ Chapter Five: Assessing the
Impact of HIV and Other Health Issues on Myanmar’s Development [p. 120].” 2005. Singapore: Institute
of Southeast Asian Studies.

191 Free Burma Action Center. “Poor Healthcare System Plagues Myanmar.” 27 October 2007.
http://freeburmaacti oncenter.blogspot.com/2007/10/poor-hea thcare-system-plagues-myanmar.html
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Media & Telecommunications

Television was introduced to Burmain 1979.2% In early 2008, the
military junta decided on a 166-fold increase in the annual satellite
TV service fee. This abrupt adjustment was aimed at curtailing
access to dissident and international programming. According to
official data, there were 60,000 registered satellite receiversin
2002, although a casual glance at Rangoon rooftop dishes suggests
the actual figure is significantly greater. Many people have satellite
dishes to watch European soccer matches or Chinese soap operas,
aswell as independent sources for information.'® In addition,
Chinese bootleg DV Ds of popular Hollywood films are easy to find
for sale on the street.

Alexa | flickr.com
Satellite dishes in Rangoon

Recognizing the danger modern telecommunications posed to its control of information,
the Burmese junta has maintained tight control. Public telecom facilities, landline and
wireless, continue to be state-owned under the purview of Myanmar Posts and
Telecommunications (MPT), also known as the Ministry of Communications, Posts and
Telegraph (MCPT).

Exchange 26: What is your telephone number?

Soldier: | What is your telephone number? min yeh telefoon nem ba ga ba leh?
Local: | My phone number is 329416. phono num ba gaton neh koo ley teh
cho ba

Western investors largely avoid investing in the isolated nation, leaving it to Burma's
Asian neighbors. Cellular phones are only available to the military elite, and even
landline phones are restricted. However, handsets are smuggled in from China and
Thailand."”

Exchange 27: May | use your phone?

Soldier: | May | use your phone? min yeh phon go ton Khwey pyoo
ba?
Local: | Sure. yabadeh

Internet access in Burma became available in 2001. There are only two | SPs: one has
always been controlled by MPT; the other, Bagan Cybertech, was nominally private
when started by aformer Prime Minister’ s son, but subsequently placed under the
authority of MPT. Accessisrestricted to government officials of a certain rank and all
free email providers are banned.’®

192 The River of Lost Footsteps: Histories of Burma. Thant, Myint-U. “Chapter Twelve: The Tiger’s Tail [p.
317].” 2006. New Y ork: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.

193 | nternational Herald Tribune, Reuters. “Myanmar juntaincreases satellite TV levy by 16,600 percent.” 2
January 2008. http://www.iht.com/articles/2008/01/02/asi a/lmyanmar.php

1% Hong Kong University Press. Excerpt from “ Telecommunications Development in Asia” 25 October
2007. http://www.asiasentinel .com/index.php?option=com_content& task=view& id=795& Itemid=34

195 Reporters sans frontiérs. “Burma.” 2004. http://www.rsf.org/article.php3?id_article=10748
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Restaurants and Dining
According to afood critic, the complexity in Burmese food is found more by focusing on
each mouthful rather than expecting the flavor to immediately overwhelm the taste buds.

Exchange 28: Areyou still serving breakfast?

Soldier: | Areyou still serving breakfast? ma neh saa yataay laa?

Loca: | Yes hoo keh

This reflects a culture that values contemplation and
meditation. While Burmese dishes are created to
exhibit a“basic flavor,” each dish can be customized
to personal preferences.

There may be over a dozen condiments on the table in
the traditional style of dining.

Exchange 29: May | have a glass of water? | © Chaleerat N

Restaurant in Mandalay
Soldier: | May | have aglass of water? yey ta Khweh law pey ba?
Local: | Yes, right away. hoo keh, ya ba deh

A salty fermented shrimp paste (ngapi) is often used to flavor the rice and is also served
as a condiment.

Exchange 30: 1’d like some hot soup.

Soldier: | I'd like some hot soup. hin yo poo poo yamalaa

Local: | Sure. yabadeh

Balachaung, a crispy mix of fried shrimp, garlic, onions, and fresh raw vegetablesis
another common condiment.

Exchange 31: What type of meat is this?

Soldier: | What type of meat is this? dee haa ba aataleh?

Loca: | Besef. aameh taba

Pickled relishes made from a variety of vegetables are also common. These condiments
accompany most meals at a Burmese restaurant for free or for asmall additional price.’®

Exchange 32: Put thisall in one hill.

Soldier: | Put thisall in one hill. dee phyeh pin teh maa aalon teh lay
ba
Local: | Yes. hoo keh

Coffee and particularly tea, which is a Burmese staple, are readily available.

1% ChowHound. “A Short Essay on Burmese Cuisine.” 7 June 2007.
http://chowhound.chow.com/topics/409024



Exchange 33: | would like coffee or tea.

Soldier: | | would like coffee or tea. kofee daa maa ma ho leh phey yey
taw chin deh
Local: | Sure. yabadeh

In the event prices are not marked at the time of ordering, it is advisable to ask the cost
before ordering.

Exchange 34: Can | have my total bill, please?

Soldier: | Can | have my total hill, please? naa gon wey phyaa pin pey ba?

Local: | Yes, of course. hoo keh, ya ba deh

Finally, restaurants that serve foreigners will have restroom facilities.

Exchange 35: Whereis your restroom?

Soldier: | Whereis your restroom? in taa beh maleh?
Local: | That room to your left, over there. hoo maa, Khin yayeh aa Khaan beh
beh ma

Transportation & Traffic
Burma has four modes of transportation: roadways, railroads, inland water, and aviation.

Exchange 36: Will the bus be here soon?

Soldier: | Will the bus be here soon? bas kaa ma kaa Khin yaw lamalaa?

Local: | Yes. hoo keh

According to avisitor, “Buses, trains, boats are all overloaded and often leave only when
completely full. Even then, the driver will try to take more people on the way.” %

Exchange 37: Wherecan | rent acar?

Soldier: | Where can | rent acar? kaa beh manaaloo yamaleh?

Local: | Downtown. meeyo teh mayaa ba deh

Urban public transportation is represented by aging
vehicles. Buses (ka) and pick-up trucks run regular
routes.

o
& Gustavo Jeronimo
Burmese bus

197 Travel Adventures. “Myanmar (Burma): Public Life.” c. 1999-2008
http://www.travel adventures.org/continents/asia/burmese-publiclife.shtml
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Exchange 38: Can you take me there?

Soldier: | Can you take me there? naa go ho phet Khaw twaa naay ma
laa?
Local: | Yes, | can. hoo keh, Khaw twaa naay ba deh

Taxis, both licensed and private vehicles for hire, are also available.

Exchange 39: Where can | get a cab?

Soldier: | Where can | get acab? beh ma aa naa kaa ya naay maleh?

Local: | Over there. ho naa maya naay ba deh

Rickshaws ply the streets of every city; drivers are usually knowledgeable guides, but
travelers should always establish the price first.

Exchange 40: Do you accept U.S. currency?

Soldier: | Do you accept U.S. currency? dolaar leh Khan malaa?

Local: | Nowe only accept kyat. chet beh leh Khan ba deh

Under Burmese law, an automobile driver involved in an accident with a pedestrian is
aways at fault.’®®

Exchange 41: Isthere a good auto mechanic nearby?

Soldier: | Isthere agood auto mechanic dee naa ma kaa peyin sayayaw kawn
nearby? yeh laa?
Local: | Yes. hoo keh

In the case of trains, which are hauled by both steam and diesel, the Rangoon to
Mandalay route is popular with visitors and offers superior accommodation (with a price
to match).

Exchange 42: Isthere atrain station nearby?

Soldier: | Isthere atrain station nearby? dee naa ma yaa taa bo da yoo wo shee
laa?
Local: | No. ma shee ba bo

L ong-distance trains have dining cars accessible only to those in the first-class
compartments. Peddlers also sell food at every stop. Take care when purchasing cooked
items, however, they may have been prepared hours in advance.

Exchange 43: May | examine this close up?

Soldier: | May | examine this close up? aa nee kaa say sey oo yaa malaa?

Local: | Sure. yabadeh

198 jExplore. “Burma (Myanmar) Travel Tips.” No date.

http://www.iexplore.com/dmap/Burma(Myanmar)/Do'stand+Don'ts

36



Less traveled routes may only offer basic service. In the words of
onetraveler, train travel north of Mandalay “is a nightmare of
overheated carriages, backbreaking hard seats, and rickety
tracks.”*®

Air transportation in Burmafalls below international safety
standards and visitors are urged to exercise caution and consult their
embassy.'°

Exchange 44: Which road leads to the airport?

® Karnlien Raveydis
Burmese train

Soldier: | Which road leads to the airport? ley say go beh lan gatwaayin yama
leh?

Local: | Theroad heading east. aa shey phet go oo teh bee twaa loo
yabadeh

Myanmar Airways offers regularly scheduled flights to Burma' s mgjor cities. Air travel is
not only dangerous, but also expensive due to the price differential that appliesto
foreign-national purchased tickets.

Private tour operators rely on the black market for fuel. The military, which receives a
generous allocation from the government, is one of the main suppliers of this black
market gasoline.*!

Markets
Shopping at the zei (market) is quite convenient; they are open every day and keep long
hours.

Exchange 45: How much longer will you be here?

Soldier: | How much longer will you be here? | dee mabeh law chaa chaaney ma
leh?

Local: | Three more hours. naw taaton naayee law nee meh

The indoor Bogyoke Aung San Market, in central Rangoon contains over 2,000 shops,
although it is not the largest in the country.

Exchange 46: Isthe bazaar nearby?

Soldier: | Isthe bazaar nearby? dee naa ma zey sheelaa?
Local: | Yes, over there on theright. hoo keh, ho naa ma nee yaa beh ma
ba

109 Asiaweek. Gluckman, Ron. “Tracking Myanmar.” June 1995.
http://www.gluckman.com/BurmaTrain.html

19 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Australian Government. “Burma: Local Travel.” 7 August
2008. http://www.smartraveller.gov.au/zw-cgi/View/Advice/Burma

1 New York Times. “Burmese Economy |s an Obstacleto Aid.” 29 May 2008. http://www.bicycle-
adventures.com/myanmar.html
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Within the maze of aises, one finds handicrafts, lacquerware, herbs, ethnic minority
items, and consumer goods smuggled in from Chinafor sale.

Exchange 47: Do you sdll lacquerware?

Soldier:

Do you sell lacquerware?

yoon teh meya yawn laa?

Local:

Yes.

hoo keh

In addition, Rangoon’s ethnic-Indian market, Thein Gyi Zei, features piles of dried fish,
and an extensive selection of tropical fruits, along with exotic spices.

Exchange 48: Can | buy a Shan bag with this much money?

Soldier: | Can | buy a Shan bag with thismuch | dee ngwey neh shan Iweh et weh loo
money? yaa bamalaa?
Local: | No. ma yaa haay ba bo

In the Chinese market, tropical fish and birds are sold amid consumer goods and
condiments used in Chinese cuisine. Bargaining is the norm, and the purchase price
should be about half the original quote.

Exchange 49: Can you give me change for this?

Soldier:

Can you give me change for this?

min dee ha neh leh naay malaa?

Local:

No.

ma leh naay ba bo

If you are not interested in buying the item, do not engage the seller in alengthy

exchange.

Exchange 50: Please, buy something from me.

Local: | Please, buy something from me. chey zoo pyoo ywey ta Kho Kho weh
pay ba
Soldier: | Sorry, | have no money |eft. won neh ba deh kwaa, naa ma ngwey

ma chan daw bo

The black market isillegal, but pervasive, given the dire economic situation and lax law
enforcement owing to official collusion.

Exchange 51 Do you have any more of these?

Soldier:

Do you have any more of these?

dee ma dee ha meyo shee tee laa?

Local:

No.

ma shee daw ba bo

International visitors may be approached to sell whatever consumer goods they have
brought into the country, including alcohol and cigarettes.
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Poverty
In apoor country such as Burma, beggars are part of the landscape.

Exchange 52: Give me money

Loca: | Give me money cho naw go nowey pey ba

Soldier: | | don’'t have any. naa ma ba ma ma shee bo wa

Y et the police do their best to chase them out of areas
where they can approach visitors. This proved
difficult after Cyclone Nargis, but the government did
not relax its policy despite the devastation which this
natural disaster wrought. As an official explained,
“The people should learn to feed themselves. They
should return to their homes. We do not want

| . »n 112 s .- " =
foreigners to think we are a country of beggars. e

12 The Sydney Morning Herald. “Burmese Beggars Being Forced Off the Roads.” 28 May 2008.
http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/burmas-beggars-being-forced-off-the-
roads/2008/05/27/1211654032014.html
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Chapter 5 Rural Life

Introduction

Colonial Burmawas once known as the “rice basket
of Asia” That changed a decade and a half after
independence when a military coup brought General
Ne Win to power in 1962. Championing the
“Burmese Way to Socialism,” his military junta
government intervened in the market to ensure that
urban residents, as well as members of the expanding 5% > N R
armed forces, had access to cheap grain. To this end, - H i
the government required farmers to sell afixed

amount of rice to state collection agents at below market price, a policy that caused
harvests as well as rural incomes to plunge.** Although a 1953 law gave farmerstitle to
sufficient land to grow crops for household consumption, the military junta rescinded this
law enabling it to confiscate land. *** Current reasons for confiscation include the
government’ s needs for devel opment schemes such as dam building for hydroelectric
power or pipelinesto convey gas and oil. These plans probably will not benefit the
affected community. In fact, residents typically receive no compensation and may even
be required to donate their own labor.

Rural Way of Life

Tilling the sail is the primary source of livelihood for more than 70% of Burma's
population.™> Government policy has had different effectsin different parts of the
country. In ethnic minority areas engulfed in armed conflict, residents are prevented from
using their labor, land, and natural resources to achieve food security. In lowland areas
firmly under government control, farmers are compelled to meet government needs first
and feed their own families second.

Exchange 53: Do you own this land?
Soldier: | Do you own thisland? min dee myey go paayn sin laa?
Local: | Yes. hoo keh

113 os Angeles Times. Kazmin, Amy. “Policy on Rice Sows Seeds of Doubt in Myanmar.” 23 February
2004. http://articles.latimes.com/2004/feb/23/busi ness/ft-burma23

14 Network for Environment and Economic Development, Discussion Paper on Burma. Wan, Khiang Dhu.
“Massive Abuse on Land, Environment and Property Rights.” August 2006. http://www.need-
burma.org/publicati ons/Report%200n%20Burma%20Situati on%20-%20A ug¥202006. pdf

15 BBC News. Hogg, Chris. “Burma’ s rice harvest under threat.” 18 May 2008.
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/as a-pacific/7405414.stm
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The mgjority of Burma's farmers are lowland rice
farmerswho rely on rain to grow their crops.*® The
government maintains control over what is planted,
although this can change on awhim. “One minute
farmers are told to grow potatoes to export to India,”
reported an outside expert. “ The next minute the
authoritieswon’t allow it, and all that investment has e
been wasted.”*” The program to substitute a type of ' Wit
Chinese rice hybrid for opium poppy cultivation in

the northern Shan state was poorly administered, leaving farmers heavily in debt.

118

Exchange 54: Where do you work, sir?

Soldier: | Where do you work, sir? min beh maaalololeh?

Local: || amafarmer, Sir. kano leh tamaba

Rural Health Care

Few rural residents of Burma have access to health care. Changesin diet are acommon
response to illness, and the herb yesah is used to treat a wide variety of maladies.
Childbirth is usually attended by a midwife (let-thare).™® The lack of post-natal health
care isreflected in the grim UNICEF statistic that ranks Burma as having the fourth
highest child mortality rate in the world, surpassed in Asiaonly by Afghanistan.*® It is
estimated that one out of every three Burmese children under age five is “chronically
malnourished,” according to the World Food Programme.*?! Heavy rains and flooding
increase the risk of malaria and dengue fever in rural areas.

Exchange 55: Isthere amedical clinic nearby?

Soldier: | Isthereamedical clinic nearby? dee naa ma sey koo Khaan shee |aa?

Local: | Yes, over there. hoo keh, ho naa ma

Foreign health care providers should be aware that as Buddhists, the Burmese believe that
aperson’s head, the highest part of the body, should not be touched by another
individual. An exception is made for medical examinations, however.'?

16 Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research, Australian Government. “ACIAR’s First
Project in Burma.” March 2003. http://www.aciar.gov.au/node/444

7 BBC News, Asia Pacific. “Life under Burma’ s military regime.” 15 June 2006.
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/5071966.stm

18 Grain. “Burma: Seedlings of Evil.” 27 August 2007. http://www.grain.org/hybridrice/?id=189

119 Refugee Health ~ Immigrant Health. “Burmese: Health Beliefs and Practices.” September 2007.
http://www3.baylor.edu/~Charles Kemp/burma.htm

120 | rrawaddy News Magazine. Lwin, Min. “Burma Has Second Highest Child Mortality Ratein Asia” 24
January 2008. http://povertynewsblog.bl ogspot.com/2008/01/burma-has-second-highest-child.html

12! RedOrhit. “Development: Burma Struggles to End Chronic Child Hunger.” 5 August 2005.
http://www.redorbit.com/news/international/198776/development_burma_struggles to_end chronic_child
_hunger/

122 Global Health. “Background on Potential Health I ssues for Burmese Refugees.” 2 June 2008.
http://www.global health.gov/refugee/refugees health _burmese.html

41



Exchange 56: My arm is broken, can you help me?

Soldier: | My arm is broken, can you help me? | naaleh mawn cho ney oo ko nee ba?

Local: | Yes, | can help you. hoo keh, koo jee naay ba deh

Education in Rural Areas

The Burmese school system puts minority children at
adistinct disadvantage, with only one school for
every 25 villages in some ethnic border areas. In
Burman-dominated areas, there is an average of one
school for every two villages. Poverty in rural areas
makes it less likely that families will be able to bear
the burden of school fees, which cover instruction,
course materials, testing, and school sanitation.
However, these fees are prohibitive for poor families
throughout the country, regardless of ethnicity. This can make fleeing the country
attractive to those who want their children to receive an education in arefugee camp.'?®

B Michael Von EEn
Burmese school children

Exchange 57: Isthere a school nearby?

Soldier: | Isthere a school nearby? dee naa ma kawn shee |aa?

Loca: | Yes hoo keh

Armed Forces Recruitment

The Burmese Army (Tatmadaw) isthe largest in Asia, having doubled in size since the
1988 democracy movement was put down through military force. Adolescent boys now
make up for both the short-fall of adult volunteers and the high desertion rate.*** Military
recruiters and civilians who work on commission scour public placesin search of boys,
often sent out to seek work by their impoverished families or to beg in acity. The youths
are threatened with arrest if they don’t enlist. Documents are falsified to state that

adol escent recruits meet the minimum age of 18.2° After four months of training, they
are typically deployed to zones of armed conflict with little sense of who they are
fighting or why. Moreover, once conscripted, most are expected to find their own food.
This means they must rob villagers at gunpoint to avoid going hungry.*?® The government
has condemned the recruitment of minors and the practice is officially outlawed. Y et
natural disasters, such as Cyclone Nargis, create orphans who often prove to be a source
of fresh recruits for the armed forces.™*’

122 Burma I ssues. Ehna, Saw and C. Guinard. “A Dangerous Journey to Get to School: Why Are Students
Fleeing the Burmese Education System?’ July 2005.

http://www.burmai ssues.org/En/News etter/BI News2005-07-01.html

124 Human Rights Watch. “Sold to be Soldiers: The Recruitment and Use of Child Soldiersin Burma.”
October 2007. http://hrw.org/reports/2007/burmal007/2.htm#_Toc180812704

125 \Washington Post. Boustany, Nora. “Report: Brokers Supply Child Soldiers to Burma.” 31 October 2007.
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/10/30/AR2007103002072.html

126 Boston Globe. Harden, Blaine. “ Ethnic rebels fight government in Burma.” 23 December 2007.
http://www.boston.com/news/worl d/asia/arti cles/2007/12/23/ethnic_rebels fight government_in_burma/
27 Burma Related News. Associated Press. “Agencies seek to protect Myanmar cyclone orphans.” 13 July
2008. http://burmarel atednews.com/busi ness-news/34-busi ness/ 1371-agenci es-seek-to-protect-myanmar-
cyclone-orphans.html
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Food and Lodging in Rural Areas

There are few restaurants or public placesto dinein rural Burma. Farmers rarely
purchase cooked food. Instead they eat two meals aday at home. Food is placed on alow
table and the family sits on mats, taking the food by hand rather than utensils.
Throughout the day, people drink tea and chew betelnut, which provides a stimul ant
similar to caffeine.

Exchange 58: Isthere lodging nearby?

Soldier: | Isthere lodging nearby? dee naa mateh Kho meh nee yaa shee
laa?
Local: | Yes. hoo keh

Lodging isdifficult to find in rural Burma because of the dearth of travelers and the fact
that much of it is off limitsto international visitors. This makes it a serious offense for
local peopleto invite foreign guestsinto their homes. In areas open to visitors, the local
government may operate a small hotel where foreigners can stay. The price will be high
regardless of standard of accommodation. Private guesthouses may also be able to accept
foreign guests, though thiswill have to be negotiated on a case-by-case basis.
Alternatively, monasteries can accommodate overnight guests, although they only serve
vegetarian meals.

Rural Transportation

The quality of transportation in rural Burmais poor.
Approximately 12% of the roads are paved. Many
thoroughfares are little more than expanded dirt
tracks that can only be traversed by jeeps or ox
carts.?® Few rural Burmese have the need to travel
far from their villages. When they do, principaly to
go to market, they use local transportation, which can

. . . - . & Michasl Gem iﬂ;:lel
consist of amotorbike taxi or a horse-drawn cart. Srcaitonlie e B

Donors such as the Asian Development Bank will not provide funds for upgrading the
antiquated transportation infrastructure until the government addresses human rights
issues.’® Improvements to the country’s roads, railways, and ports have been largely
financed by China, which is seeking to enhance its own national security through a close
alliance with Burma.**® In addition, a planned East-West Corridor highway linking the
Indian and Pacific Oceans is being financed by regional governments.

Exchange 59: Isthere a gas station nearby?

Soldier: | Isthere a gas station nearby? dee naa ma da see sin shee laa?

Loca: | Yes hoo keh

128 AsianinfoOrg. “Myanmar’s Transportation.” No date. http://www.asianinfo.org/asi aninfo/myanmar/pro-
transportation.htm

129 Mekong Currents. Sciortino, Rosalia. “What to do with Burma?’ 2005.
http://www.newsmekong.org/what_to _do_with_burma

30 Global Terrorism Analysis, China Brief. Storey, lan. “Burma’ s Relations with China: Neither Puppet
Nor Pawn.” 7 February 2007. http://www.jamestown.org/terrorism/news/article.php?articlei d=2373268
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Who’s in Charge?

Therole of village headman was traditionally passed from father to son or to son-in-law
in matrilineal communities. Originaly, the headman’s job was primarily to intercede with
the spirit world (nat) and thus ensure good fortune for the community, rather than to
negotiate with administrative authorities. Under British colonial rule, the position became
an elected office. Elections, however, were often used merely to confirm the person who
was heir to the office.*!

Exchange 60: Can you take me to your leader?

min yeh gawn saw see Khaw twaa

Soldier: | Can you take me to your leader? naay malaa?

Loca: | Yes hoo keh

During colonial rule, the person who served as headman became required to assume more
administrative responsibilities. The number of responsibilities increased after
independence. Village headmen are now required, for example, to fulfill government
mandates for labor; the workers are uncompensated, even during the harvest season.*®

Exchange 61: Does your leader live here?

Soldier: | Does your leader live here? min yeh yaw tajee dee ma shee laa?

Loca: | Yes hoo keh

This makes it an unattractive job, particularly within ethnic minority communities that
have a poor relationship with the ethnic Burman-dominated military, which oversees use
of forced labor. In order to spread the unpleasant responsibility around, even women and
minor males now fill the post in three-month increments.

Exchange 62: Respected |eader, we need your hel

Soldier: | Respected leader, we need your help. | ley saaba deh, kyanaw do Khin byaa
aa ko aanee go loo chin badeh

Local: | Yes. hoo keh

Those with good connections to the government, by
contrast, can take advantage of the communities they
are supposed to represent. There were reports after
Cyclone Nargis that headmen in collusion with higher
levels of government evicted farmers from land they
wanted to use for other purposes.*** Rural Burma also
suffers from the inability of local officialsto take
initiative in the absence of directives from above.

-~ e &
& TZA flickr.com

Cyclone Nargis refugees

3! The Golden Peninsula: Culture and Adaptation in Mainland Southeast Asia. Keyes, Charles. “Chapter
Three: Rural life in Theravada Buddhist Societies [p. 153].” 1995. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press.
132 Union Aid Abroad. “Burma— Forced Labor.” 16 November 2005.
http://www.apheda.org.au/campaigns/burma_campaign/resources/1067568160 29942.html

133 Telegraph UK. Meo, Nick. “Burma’s cyclone survivors are left to struggle with their own fate.” 27 July
2008. http://mww.tel egraph.co.uk/news/worl dnews/asia/burmamyanmar/2462250/Burma's-cyclone-
survivors-are-left-to-struggle-with-their-fate.html



Thisincreased the number of casualties during Cyclone Nargis when local officialsfailed
to organize an evacuation from thatched-hut housing to buildings made of concrete and
stone that offered better shelter.’*

A Different Way of Life

The Karen are Burma' s largest minority; they contain many subgroups. Some have been
converted to Christianity while others are Buddhist or animist. Most upland Karen
villages are accessible only through jungle trails.

Exchange 63: Do you know this area very well?

Soldier: | Do you know this area very well? min dee nee yaa go kawn kawn tee
laa?
Local: | Yes. hoo keh

Uplanders typically practice slash-and-burn agriculture. In this process, aplot of land is
cleared and burned before being planted with crops, which are far less likely to be eaten
by pests as aresult of the burning. After being used for several growing seasons, the land
isalowed to liefallow for a decade or longer to recover itsfertility.

Like other Burmese ethnic minorities, the Karen have
been subjected to harsh government repression owing
to their desire for independence. Karen refugeesrelate g
tales of Burmese soldierstorching their villages, :
raping female residents, and forcing men to carry
guns and heavy equipment without regard for the
limits of their physical capacities.*®

Exchange 64: Did these people threaten you?

Soldier: | Did these people threaten you? dee loo dewy min go chain chaw laa?

Loca: | No. ma chain chaw babo

For a Karen male, being drafted to serve as a porter for the Tatmadaw is tantamount to a
death sentence. Assuming he survives his duties as a mine sweeper carrying enough
weight to trigger detonation, he will be killed as soon as his services are no longer
needed, probably beaten to death.**® Thisisto prevent him from returning home where he
could share military strategy with the Karen National Liberation Army, the military army
of the Karen National Union, which has spent six decades fighting for autonomy.

134 UC Berkeley News. Bergman, Barry. “After the storm in Burma.” 12 June 2008.

http://berkel ey.edu/news/media/rel eases/2008/06/12_stover.shtml

35 DavidRedd.com “Burmese Minorities.” 2008.
http://www.davidredd.com/professional/burmese/Burmese.html

136 gpiegel Online, International. Kremb, Jurgen. “ The Silent Genocide of Myanmar.” 6 September 2007.
http://www.spiegel .definternational /world/0,1518,504286,00.html
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Landmines

Landmines have been laid by both the government
and rebel groupsin border areas. In the mountainous,
densely forested Thai-Burma border region, for
example, mines serve to deter assaults on territory
held by the other side™®” Eastern Burma, in fact, is
the most mined area in the world.**®

Exchange 65: Isthis area mined? Bimmal Thal bendes aee
Soldier: | Isthis area mined? dee ney yaa maayn bon ireeyalaa?
Local: | Yes. hoo keh

The Tatmadaw has laid mines around rice fields to cut off the food supply to anti-
government rebels. It also prevents villagers from harvesting their crops or places them at
risk in doing so. Those who accidently trigger mines may be required to pay afine for
“destroying state property.” **° Since medical treatment is rarely available, many injuries,
which typically occur within .5 km (.31 mi) of avillage, result in death.*

Checkpoints
Checkpoints are common in Burma since the government controls travel. The number
was increased in the wake of Cyclone Nargis.

Exchange 66: Where is the nearest checkpoint?

Soldier: | Whereisthe nearest checkpoint? dee naama sit sey deh ney yaa shee
laa?
Local: | It'stwo miles. naa maay law ma shee ba deh

Therefore, travelers are accustomed to being questioned and perhaps even
photographed.***

Exchange 67: Isthisall the ID you have?

Soldier: | Isthisall the D you have? min ma dee maa pon tin aa kon beh
laa?
Local: | Yes. hoo keh

37 Burma Library. “Landminesin Burma.” 2002-2003.
http://ww.burmalibrary.org/docs/yearbooks/16.%20L andmines¥620in%20Burma.htm

138 Global Health Access Program. “Burma— Trauma.” 2007. http://www.ghap.org/programs/landmine/
¥ Human Rights Watch. “Burma: Landmines Kill Maim, and Starve Civilian.” 19 December 2006.
http://www.al ertnet.org/thenews/newsdesk/HRW/38e72394475561ch8f 37030d2a7f98a9.htm

19| nternational Committee to Ban Landmines. Moser-Puangsuwan, Y eshua. “Landmines: Reason for
flight, obstacle to return.” 2007. http://www.fmreview.org/FM Rpdfs/FM R30/9-9.pdf

141 gpiegel Online. “Welcome to the Burmese Police State.” 15 May 2008.
http://www.spiegel.definternational /world/0,1518,553479,00.html
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They will also comply with authority given the consequences of resisting requests from
representatives of the military junta.

Exchange 68: Please get out of the car.

Soldier: | Please get out of the car. kyey zoo pyoo ywey kaa paw ga twet
pay ba
Local: | Yes. hoo keh

The Burmese government requires vehicles to be registered.

Exchange 69: Show us the car registration.

Soldier: | Show us the car registration. kaa maa pon tin pya ba

Loca: | Yes hoo keh

Although private citizens are not allowed to carry
firearms, they have been smuggled into the country.
Members of insurgent groups fighting for
independence, in particular, may be armed.

Exchange 70: Areyou carrying any guns?

Burmese checkpoint

Soldier: | Areyou carrying any guns? min thay naa dwey yoo laatalaa?

Local: | No. ma yoo ba bo
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Chapter 6 Family Life

Introduction

In his acclaimed memoir, From the Land of Green Ghosts: A Burmese Odyssey, exiled

ethnic Karen writer Pascal Khoo He recalls his grandfather admonishing him that “the

earth isround at school and flat at home.”*** He meant that whatever one learned in the
outside world should be l€ft at the door, like on€’ s shoes.

Exchange 71: Did you grow up here?

Soldier: | Did you grow up here? min dee maa kyee bin daalaa?

Local: | Yes. hoo key

Inside the family home, elders remain a source of wisdom not to be challenged by
children. Decades of social and economic isolation have preserved the traditional family
structure along with many features of Burmese culture.

Exchange 72: How many people live in this house?

Soldier: | How many peoplelivein thishouse? | deein maaloo beh neeyaw ney ley?

Local: | Five. naayaw ney baaley

The magjority of ethnic Burmans, for example, remain deeply devout believers of
Theravada Buddhism, a practice that has been lost in some neighboring countries.

The Status of Women

For Theravada Buddhists, women are biologically destined to
second-class status because they can never become monks, or
members of the sangha (monastic community), which offers the
best possibility for achieving nirvana. In addition to providing food
for monks who appear at the door on adaily basis, having sonsjoin
amonastery improves the odds of this happening. Indeed, a factor
in aBurmese male’ s decision to make alifetime commitment to the
monkhood may be the merit that will accrue to his mother.*®

Exchange 73: Are you married? =1

Novitiation ceremony
Soldier: | Areyou married? min mee taa dee maa ney laa?
Local: | No. hoo key

142 Erom the Land of Green Ghosts: A Burmese Odyssey. Thwe, Pascal Khoo. 2002. New Y ork: Harper
Coallins.

143 sacred Custodians of Earth: Women, Spirituality and the Environment. Lowe, Alaine et a, ed. Bell,
Sandra. “Chapter Eleven: Nature and Gender in Theravada Buddhism [p. 181]. " 2001. New York:
Berghahn Books.

http://books.google.com/books?hl=en& i d=q20WWWcCmoQC& dg=sacred+custodians+of +earth& printsec
=frontcover& source=web& ots=I4UdNGFk4x& sig=_IFnhPG8_LvQNrycm52z1TCBcrg& sa=X & oi=book_r
esult& resnum=2& ct=result#PPA181,M 1
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Marriage

Marriage does not automatically require afemale to move to her husband’ s home.
Depending on the financial status of families and the number of siblings on each side, the
newlyweds may opt to live with the bride’ s parents, the groom’ s parents, or on their own.

Exchange 74: Do you have any brothers?

Soldier: | Do you have any brothers? min maa nee koo dwey gaw shee laa?

Local: | Yes. hoo key

In day-to-day life, Burmese women have a degree of equality with men in both the
domestic and economic spheres. Many wives work alongside their husbands or run their
own businesses.

Exchange 75: Are you the only person in your family who has ajob?

Soldier: | Areyou the only person in your min mee daa soo teh maamin dee yaa
family who has ajob? yaw beh aalo shee daa laa?
Local: | No. maa hoo baa boo

Within the house, however, spaceis divided by gender. The kitchen, always in the back
of the home, is the female domain since women are responsible for cooking and other
domestic chores. Closet space is also allocated separately. Women'’s clothing is never
placed on the top shelves. Nor would afemale put her longyi (sarong) near the family’s
Buddhist atar or leave it in the front room where visitors are received. A male, by
contrast, may put his longyi anywhere. Men and women's clothes are separated for
washing.

As a Burmese woman explained, “Our clothes and
towels are separated from men’s. Our skirts are not
allowed to touch any monk or any man, or they will
lose their power.”** Fear of loss of this male power
(hpon) isimpressed on young boys from an early age.
They are taught not to go under the clothesline where
women'’s clothing is hung to dry.'*

Woman washing clothes in Inlé Lake

Divorce
The extent to which husbands physically abuse their wives is unknown because few
women report it. Airing household discord would bring shame to the family.**® Women,
who assume responsibility for managing the household budget, may initiate a divorce.
The cause would likely be failure of the husband to financially provide for his family.

144 Calgary Herald, Canwest News Service. Block, Irwin. “Burmese panty protest has a serious side.” 27
May 2008. http://www.canada.com/cal garyheral d/story.html ?id=af 3fcded-2907-4a04-883b-db228aa140f 2
5 Transformations. Than Than Nwe. “Gendered Spaces: Women in Burmese Society [p. 8].” February
2003. http://www.transformations ournal .org/journal/issue_06/pdf/nwe.pdf

146 Burma I ssues. Naw Cha Mu. “Beliefs about the proper role of women and men in Burma.” March 2008.
http://www.burmai ssues.org/En/News etter/BI News2008-03-01.html
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Exchange 76: Isthisyour wife?

Soldier: | Isthisyour wife? dee haa min may maalaa?

Local: | Yes. hoo key

Property acquired jointly would be split evenly. Since community-recognized
cohabitation constitutes a valid marriage, it makes no difference whether the union was
registered.*” Divorce, however, is alast resort. Few women want to assume sole
responsibility for supporting their children or be tainted by the social stigmathat comes
from afailed relationship.

Life Stages
Status of the Elderly

In Burmese society, the elderly can live with an adult child of either gender. Inside the
family home, elders remain a source of wisdom not to be challenged by children.

Exchange 77: Isthisyour entire family?

Soldier: | Isthisyour entire family? dee haa min mee daa zoo daa soo |0
beh laa?
Local: | Yes. hoo key

They may care for their grandchildren in the event the mother works outside the home,
either performing farm tasks or as a shop-keeper.

Exchange 78: Does your family live here?

Soldier: | Does your family live here? min mee taa dee maa ney laa?

Local: | Yes. hoo key

Childhood & Birth

Children are expected to come quickly after marriage.
When awoman has given birth, her friends
customarily bring practical gifts, such as baby
clothes. These gifts should never be given before the
baby’ s birth since the recipient may believe thiswill
bring misfortune.**® After giving birth, the
postpartum period (me dwin) isviewed asthetime a _ : :
mother is susceptible to iliness, since her body is Mither diol B My
“cold” from blood loss. She is therefore given warm

drinks and foods associated with “hot” properties to restore her health.**® While a boy
might be preferred, the birth of agirl is also a cause for celebration since she will help
support and care for her parentsin their old age.

147 Myanmar Women's Affairs Federation. “ Rights of Myanmar Women Endowed by Myanmar Customs
and Traditions.” No date. http://www.mwaf.org.mm/Activities/Paper%20Read/Eng8.pdf

148 Myanmars.net. “Myanmar Family and Perceptions.” 2008. http://www.myanmars.net/myanmar-
culture/myanmar-family.htm#Births

149 Refugee Health & Immigrant Health. “Burmese Health Beliefs and Practices.” September 2007.
http://www3.baylor.edu/~Charles_Kemp/burma.htm
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Exchange 79: Are these your children?
Soldier: | Arethese your children? dee haamin Khley dwey laa?
Local: | Yes. hoo key

Family members use gold pins to pierce her ears, a practice intended to bring her a
lifetime of wealth and health. This may be done shortly after birth or be delayed until she
isten years old or even older. For older girls, the ear-piercing ceremony (na htwin) is
considered afemale right of passage equivalent to a mal€’ sjoining a monastery
(shinbyu). Na htwin is a festive occasion that often occurs on the same day as shinbyu
although it lacks the religious significance of ordination.*

Exchange 80: Are these people part of your family?
Soldier: | Are these people part of your family? | deeloo dwey haa min mee daa zoo

teh ga beh laa?

Local: | No. maa hoo baa boo

Naming Conventions

When a baby is 100 days old, a name-giving ceremony is held. Monks will be invited to
chant prayers and bless the infant. Naming customs reflect historical beliefs in astrology,
and a child’s name still typically reveals the day of the week when he was born. For
example, achild born on “Thursday” would have one name beginning P, B, or M, the
|etters associated with a Thursday birth.*>*

In Burma, thereis no distinction between first and last names,
therefore, thereis no need for women to change their names after
marriage.*>* Names may be long or short.

The appropriate term of respect for agirl is“Ma.” Asshe grows up
and assumes a position of responsibility and stature within the
community, she becomes known as*“Daw,” like Daw Aung San
Suu Kyi the Burmese Nobel Peace Prize winner. Ma and Daw
approximate the English equivalents “Miss” and “Ms.,”
respectively. There is no equivalent for “Mrs.” in Burmese since
salutations do not reflect marital status.

& gq / flickr.com
Mother and child in Kalaw

A boy will be called “Maung” (“young brother”) until he is about
twenty. An older man will address a much younger one as “Maung.” Those more senior
in age and social status are referred to as“Ko” (“elder brother”). Finaly, “U”
(pronounced “00”), similar to “Mr” is reserved for aman who has socially recognized

130 Encyclopedia of Buddhism. Pranke, Patrick. “Buddhism in Myanmar [p. 3].” No date.
http://learners.in.th/filelasakyalBUDDISM+IN+MY ANMAR.pdf

31 The Atlantic. Daw Mi Mi Khaing. “Burmese Names.” 1958.
http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/195802/burma-names

152 Commonwealth of Australia. “Burmese Community Profile [p. 20].” 2006.
http://www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia/delivering-assi stance/government-programs/settlement-
planning/_pdf/community-profile-burma. pdf
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accomplishments.™ Y et no matter what those achievements might be, modesty will
prevent him from signing his own name with “U.” If his given nameis a single word,
then he will use the prefix “Mauing” when signing his name.

153 Myanmars.net. “Myanmar Naming System.” http://www.myanmars.net/myanmar-cul ture/myanmar-
naming-system.htm
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