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Contesting Buddhist Narratives in Myanmar 
 
Disclaimer: my remarks are going to draw from a conference paper and monograph that I co-authored 

with Matt Walton, a scholar at Oxford. You can assume that the most insightful stuff I’m about to say 

should be attributed to him. But there is a lot here that I pull from my own field interviews in Myanmar 

between 2012 and January 2014, and my ongoing work supporting interfaith, Buddhist peacebuilding, 

and rule of law reform efforts.  Work I do for USIP in partnership with local actors and organizations.  

 

I want to start not with contemporary Myanmar, but some one hundred years ago in colonial Myanmar.  

Bear with me.  This isn’t just a pedantic exercise.  I don’t think you can fully understand the arguments 

and agitation currently taking place, particularly the anxiety about “defending the sasana” (Buddhist 

tradition), without understanding a little about its historical precedence. 

 

The destruction of the monarchy in Burma through the slow slog of British incursion created  a great 

deal of disarray and led to a number of rebellions and anti-colonial insurgencies, some of them 

organized, supported, and even led by monks (U Ottama).  A chief concern articulated in the anti-

colonial movements was the perceived decline in the moral conduct among Buddhist monastics and lay 

people, believed to have resulted from the Brits’ unwillingness to appoint a sangharaja – head of the 

Sangha, and to fail in general to play the role of protecting and supporting the sangha that the king 

traditionally did.  This concern led to the rise of Buddhist nationalist movements, and a number of lay 

movements, like the YMBA, seeking to revive Burmese Buddhist culture and institutions.  These 

dynamics also fueled, in part, the rise of the mass lay meditation movement, originally spearheaded by 

the monk Ledi Sayadaw.  This movement sought, amongst other things, to protect and promote 

Buddhism against the threats of modernity: Christian missionizing, colonial rule, secular governance – by 

popularizing the study of Buddhist philosophy and meditation practice among the lay.  So through these 

efforts, the protection and promotion of Buddhism, a responsibility previously held by the king, became 

democratized – it became the responsibility not just of the king, nor the sangharaja, nor even the 

Sangha, but the entirety of the Buddhist community. And this duty to protect and promote the sasana 

became a chief rallying cry mobilizing social and political movements in subsequent years.   

 



So now let’s jump ahead to the contemporary moment, where we have seen the rise and mobilization of 

various Buddhist nationalist movements, many of them led by monks and appearing to enjoy broad 

support by lay, perhaps most well-known among them the 969 Movement.  The stated goal of the 969 

Movement has been to defend the sasana from perceived threats internal and external to the country, 

and to preserve the health of the sasana.  This is a cause for which is there is widespread sympathy and 

support amongst Buddhists in the country.  And the ability of these groups to disseminate their 

message, impact public opinion, and mobilize communities has been on display.  Of course, the Sangha 

is a powerful force in Myanmar – in number equal to the military – and it has proven itself an effective 

mechanism to organize and mobilize social and political movements – we saw how effectively the 

sangha organized in 2007, and during the period of military rule to respond to community needs, and 

more recently to organize protests and petition campaigns (for example for the interfaith marriage 

laws). 

 

The present concern about protecting the sasana appears to be one way in which the Buddhist 

community (not just Burman, but also Rakhine and Mon, etc.) has responded to the vast changes 

brought about since the beginning of the swift pace of reform began in 2011.  These vast changes have 

led to contestation and fears about who will win out and who will be left behind in the midst of the swift 

and deep changes, the nature of democratic reform, questions of national inclusion, and the overall 

direction of the country. These contestations are heightened and complicated by the decades of inter-

ethnic and inter-religious conflict, some of which has surfaced in the newly opened space, and the 

efforts by some spoilers to slow down, control, or disrupt the reform.    

   

Particularly visible in the media, of course, has been the attacks in word and deed against Myanmar’s 

Muslim community. These violent episodes began as a seemingly isolated series of events in Rakhine 

State directed toward the Rohingya Muslim community in 2012, but soon spread across the country 

impacting Muslims of different ethnic backgrounds.  While some have pointed to gangs of thugs who 

come in from the outside the community and organize these attacks, many have also noted that the 

violence seems to be fueled, in part, by the provocative anti-Islamic narratives of some Buddhist monks 

and their exclusionary campaigns that they justify with appeal to defend the sasana.  Some of their 

concerns are based on long-held rumors and insidious misinformation about Islam (786, Muslim men 

marry Buddhist women to get money, etc.), fed by rhetoric linked to the global war on terror.  They 

express concern about the spread of Islam throughout Asia – pointing often to Afghanistan, for example, 



as a place where Buddhism once thrived that is now Muslim-majority. They see the threat of this trend 

continuing across the region, and point to the actual/perceived birthrates of Muslims, particularly 

Rohingya, as part of this campaign to overwhelm native Buddhist populations.  They are also 

antagonized by a perception that Buddhism, Buddhists, and their interests are being ignored and 

denigrated by the international media, particularly from the Muslim and Western world.  

 

Sermons and messaging that are anti-Islamic are spread through various means – DVDs, online, via 

pamphlets and booklets, in monastic education and through Sunday dhamma schools, and so on.  There 

is little recognition of the relationship between these kinds of messages and the violence that targets 

Islam. In fact, 969 and Wirathu expressly denounce violence, and many associated with these 

movements accuse outsiders of carrying out violence.  Wirathu himself has vehemently denied 

responsibility for the riots in Meikhtila, Lashio, or other cities (in fact, some leading monks in these 

movements have blamed Muslims for the violence).  Denying responsibility for violence connected to 

one’s speech or actions is not an uncommon feature in any society, but perhaps complicating things in 

the Burmese case is the manner in which Theravada Buddhists understand action, intention, and karmic 

effects.  Karmic effect is linked not simply to action, but the intention behind the action.  Thus if 

someone does not intend for their action to hurt another, they cannot be held karmically responsible for 

it.  This is not to culturally or religiously justify the actions of these monks, but only to shed attention to 

why their denial of responsibility acquires some grounding when considered in the context of Buddhist 

doctrine.  There has been growing efforts, however, to draw awareness to how one’s speech can be, and 

is being, used to justify or fuel violence by certain opportunists…  

 

Recently, the sense of foreign elements as a threat to Buddhism has extended to include the 

international community.  You may be aware of the attacks against humanitarian organizations 

operating in Rakhine, which have been accused of favoring Muslims and spreading negative portrayals 

of Buddhism worldwide.   

 

This is embedded within, again, a concern about the vast changes occurring and the influx of outside 

influences that are fundamentally transforming the country.  I often hear many monks and nuns 

lamenting the weakening of Buddhist education and moral formation among youth, and the need to 

strengthen religious education and formation for the sake of a healthy society.  One monk outside 

Mandalay said to me last year “At this point we are weak in teaching Buddhist tradition and culture, so 



our antibody is weak. If you do not understand your Buddhist tradition, an attack can come. I can see a 

lot of weaknesses in us, and it makes me sad. We need to develop curriculum and teach kids.” 

 

I offer these explanations not to excuse the perniciousness of some elements of this discourse and the 

nationalist movements, but to situate them, and to in part explain why they appear to have such 

widespread support.  Not all the Buddhist nationalists advocating for defense of the sasana are 

promoting anti-Muslim attitudes and behaviors, but they may sympathize with the broader concern for 

the need to propagate traditional Buddhist values and institutions in an insecure and dynamic 

environment of competing forces and interests.  

 

Positive Responses: 

 

While it may appear that many if not most Buddhist monastics and lay people are supportive of the 

nationalist Buddhist movements and harbor and fuel anti-Muslim attitudes, that is not true.  Yes, there 

is a widespread support and that is concerning, especially in the lead up to the census (which will likely 

reveal there are more Muslims in the country than folks thought) and the campaign season, which tends 

to fuel identity-based mobilization.  But there are many positive things taking place as well…  

 

Monks who have opened their monasteries to offer safe shelter to Muslims 

 

Interfaith efforts – youth-led, clergy-led.  

 

Monitoring and response committees. 

 

Monks developing curriculum on coexistence  

 

The articulation of challenges/counter-arguments within Buddhist frames: 

 -brahmaviharas 

 -Kalama Sutta – need to check sources, test claims.  Sitagu Sayadaw: Lord Buddha said with own 

eye only seeing seeing is believing and not to take rumors and hearsay on face value.” Challenge is that 

much of what comes through hearsay can at some point along the chain be attributed to a trustworthy 



source – an elder or monk. But there have been efforts by some Muslim scholars and authorities to 

address these rumors and show how they do not comport with Islamic practice and belief.  

 -right speech 

 -the best means to “defend the sasana”: “Defense of the sasana means you follow the practice 

and you give right direction to the people.  That’s all it means. Acting like 969 monks do does not protect 

our religion, it only invites enemies.”  -ashim sein di sa 

 -Ashokan ideal of religious tolerance  

 -Precedent in Pali scriptures for need to critically examine the effect of one’s actions, to ensure 

they comply with the intent (when giving to charity).  

 

854 –  8fold path, 5 precepts, 4 brahmaviharas 

 

Connecting with monastics in other parts of the world who are promoting peace/coexistence (sri lanka) 

 

Efforts by Muslim leaders to open up more – tours in mosques, answer questions, be public.  

 

Flower-speech campaign 

 

 

But of course, these efforts are more short-term solutions.  They are crucial for this next year or two, as 

the census continues and the campaign season begins.  But ultimately, at root are issues of economic 

development, political participation, social and cultural integrity, the nature of governance, and rule of 

law.     

 

 


