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Abstract

The study of religion within the field of political science is growing. This thesis aims to
contribute by studying religion and Myanmar’s leading (and currently governing) pro-
democracy party, the National League for Democracy (NLD). The NLD is a valuable case, as
Buddhism has played an important role in Burmese politics, including in the democratization
efforts. Religious minorities have suffered the consequences of this - as seen in the ‘Rohingya
crisis’. Furthermore, little research has been done on the NLD since Myanmar began to

transition to democracy in 2011.

This thesis addresses the research question: What is the role of religion for the NLD in

transitional Myanmar? The two sub-research questions are:

1. What is the NLD'’s official stance on religion?

2. How does religion impact the NLD’s policy choices?

This thesis is based on empirical evidence gathered through fieldwork in Myanmar. A discourse
analysis of twelve in-depth interviews with Burmese politicians, political activists and monks

leads to three hypotheses:

1. The NLD does not have a meaningful formal stance on religion. It envisions itself as a
party adhering to 'liberal' democratic values, including being ‘secular’.

2. Buddhism has an unofficially privileged position in the NLD. The NLD engages with
Buddhist sources of legitimacy and actively defends its relationship to Buddhism — as
seen by the removal of its Muslim candidates in the 2015 election.

3. The NLD’s relationship with religion is largely contextual. The unofficial privileging
of Buddhism appears when political adversaries accuse the NLD of not being able to

protect Buddhism.

These findings have theoretical implications and demonstrate that studies of politics in Buddhist
contexts must be cognizant of the continued importance of the state being seen as a protector
of Buddhism, and that Western political conceptions (such as secularity) cannot neatly be

applied to Buddhist contexts.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Background

In August 1988, Myanmar was embroiled in a massive uprising against the ruling military
regime. Hundreds of thousands of Burmese people gathered at the main location of the protests
— Shwedagon Pagoda. Shwedagon Pagoda, located in the previous capital Yangon, is a 112-
meter-tall gold stupa which is the most sacred Buddhist site in Myanmar and said to hold relics
of the Buddha. It has served as a site of political mobilization for the Burmese people at several
points in history, including the student protests of 1920 and 1936 and protests for independence
from the British in 1946. Not only does Shwedagon have more space for people to gather than
most of crowded Yangon, but one can imagine that its looming gold spires and sanctity lent

visual and moral authority to the protestors.

The August 1988 protests marked a critical point in Myanmar’s recent history. In front of the
sea of protestors, including students, peasants, monks and ex-soldiers, emerged a slight woman
with flowers adorning her hair — Aung San Suu Kyi. Aung San Suu Kyi was in Yangon at the
time of the protests by happenstance as she had returned to Yangon from the U K. to tend to
her dying mother. However, in front of the estimated 500,000 people gathered at Shwedagon,
many of them holding pictures of her father, Myanmar’s independence hero General Aung San,
she delivered a speech that marked the start of her life as Myanmar’s preeminent democratic
leader. As a result, she served 15 years under house arrest —separated from her husband and
children. She received accolades and respect from the world, including the Nobel Peace Prize,

and adoration in Myanmar.!

Fast-forward to 2020, and Aung San Suu Klyi is the State Counsellor and her political party, the
National League for Democracy (NLD), is the first democratically elected party to hold office
in Myanmar since 1962. However, her international reputation is tarnished. In withdrawing her
‘Ambassador of Consciousness’ award, the Secretary General of Amnesty International gave

the message to Aung San Suu Kyi that “we are profoundly dismayed that you no longer

' In 1989 the government changed the official state name from ‘Union of Burma’ to ‘Union of Myanmar’, and
later to “The Republic of the Union of Myanmar’. From this point onwards I will use ‘Burma’ to refer to the state
prior to 1989, and ‘Myanmar’ from 1989 onwards and in general discussions of the country. Burmese people
today use both terms, at times laden with political meanings.
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represent a symbol of hope, courage, and the undying defence of human rights” (Amnesty
International, 2018). This came as a response to the deadly violence in the Rakhine region of
Myanmar by Buddhist civilians and military forces against the Muslim ‘Rohingya’ minority,
which has been described as a genocide. While it is generally accepted that the NLD did not
have any direct responsibility in the ‘Rohingya crisis’, the global outcry resulted from Aung
San Suu Kyi’s apparent defense of the military’s role in the conflict and her lacking defense of
the victims. As State Counsellor, Aung San Suu Kyi has promoted the military’s stance that
this is not a conflict related to religion but to illegal immigration. The Rohingya crisis reflects
many of the complex and challenging conflicts that exist in Myanmar, including the continuous
power of the military, the precarious democratization process, ethnic conflicts, ongoing civil

wars, economic exploitation and armed rebellions.

The political challenges in Myanmar are further complicated by the fact that Buddhism has
featured heavily in Myanmar’s democratization efforts, including leaders such as Aung San
Suu Kyi justifying democracy in Buddhist scripture and influential monk-led protests against
the military. As Myanmar began to transition to democracy and politically liberalize in 2011,
the National League for Democracy (NLD) transformed from an underground organization to
a formal political party participating in elections. However, Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD’s
political rhetoric has been largely bereft of explicit references to religion, both in terms of
justifications in the Buddha’s teachings and in policies on religion. This is remarkable in light
of the previous prevalence of Buddhism in the rhetoric of Aung San Suu Kyi as well as the
ongoing conflicts surrounding religion in Myanmar and the oppression of religious minorities,

of which the ‘Rohingya crisis’ is but the most recent and atrocious iteration of.

My own interest in Aung San Suu Kyi came from attending her speech when she visited Oslo
to accept her Nobel Peace Prize in 2012. Along with many others, I was compelled by her
bravery and sacrifices. Later, reading her eloquent and influential writings on democracy and
its justifications in Buddhist scripture challenged my studies of political science, which so often
negates the role of human traits, culture and religion. While her international fall from grace is
an example of the limitations of the binary hero-villain narrative so often imposed onto non-
Western political activists, my fascination with Aung San Suu Kyi was strengthened by my
curiosity of how these changes occurred and were justified. As a student of the intersection of

political science and religion, this formed the basis of my interest in the subject of this study.
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In this thesis I will explore the position of religion in Myanmar since political liberalization,

focused on the NLD and its policies.

1.2 Academic Context

The topic of religion and the NLD is situated in the broader field of studies on religion and
politics in Myanmar. Historically, research on Myanmar has been limited by restrictions put in
place by the military regimes, resulting in difficulty accessing informants and certain locations.
In some cases, conducting research in Myanmar has been outright dangerous. With the political
liberalization of 2011, the limitations on conducting research in Myanmar were eased.
However, in recent years, with the re-emergence of Buddhist nationalism and the Rohingya
crisis, topics related to religion and politics remain sensitive. Despite this, some important
research has been done in the past decades studying religion and politics in Myanmar in
different ways. The literature on religion and politics in Myanmar — which is central to this
study and forms its academic context — is comprised of two strands. The first focuses on how
Buddhism has historically informed the nature of engagement with politics in Myanmar. An
example is the book by Alicia Turner (York University) Saving Buddhism: The Impermanence
of Religion in Colonial Burma (2014) where she makes the case that during the colonial period
the preeminent organizing feature of politics in Myanmar was promoting the sasana (the
Buddhist religion) rather than the ‘nation’. Another important piece is Matthew Walton’s book
Buddhism, Politics and Political Thought in Myanmar (2017). Walton (University of Toronto)
focuses on how the Theravada Buddhism practiced by the majority of Myanmar’s population
has informed political perspectives and that Burmese Buddhists operate within a specific
‘Theravada moral universe’. Juliane Schober (2011) (Arizona State University) has also taken
a broader historical perspective in studying how Buddhism has informed various political
processes in Myanmar and the ways in which this has resulted in specific ‘conjunctures’ of
political development. Several scholars have focused on how various Burmese governments
throughout history have relied on Buddhism as a source of legitimacy, including other research

by the aforementioned authors as well as Smith (1965), Spiro (1982) and Kawanami (2016).

The second strand of studies of religion and politics in Myanmar comes from the scholars who
have focused on specific modern political developments and processes in Myanmar that pertain
directly to Buddhism’s role in politics (though often operating interrelatedly or with similar

frameworks as the previously mentioned works). Iselin Frydenlund (The Norwegian School of
3



Theology, Religion and Society) has studied the rise of Buddhist nationalism and Buddhist-
Muslim relations in Myanmar (2019) and has demonstrated that with the political liberalization
in Myanmar there has been increased space for the legal repression of religion (2017). Susan
Hayward (United States Institute for Peace) has done research on the role of Buddhism in the
democratization efforts in Myanmar, including how democratic values have been placed within
Buddhist ‘kingship ideals,” thereby advancing the role of Buddhism in Burmese governance
(2015). Melissa Crouch (University of New South Wales) has studied how religion has been
legally constructed and regulated in Myanmar since 2011 (2015) and, relatedly, Benjamin
Schonthal (University of Otago) has described the specific form of ‘Buddhist constitutionalism’

that exists in Myanmar (2018).

While by no means complete, this overview outlines the existing research on religion in
Burmese politics, which forms the backdrop of this thesis. While this thesis will lean on the
work done by these scholars, it aims to fill a void. In the research described above, the NLD is
often a subject within a broader study. However, very little research published in English has
been done on the NLD specifically. Stokke (2019) has studied the differences in contemporary
Burmese political parties and Kempel, Sun & Tun (2015) study party dynamics across
Myanmar. As far as I am aware, there only exists one in-depth study of the NLD. This is from
Roewer (2020) and is an analysis of the inner-workings and structure of the NLD. To my
knowledge no studies have been done focusing on the NLD’s relationship to religion, including
its ideology, policies and developments since the political liberalization in Myanmar where it

emerged as a formal political party.

1.3 Research Aims

This thesis aims to explore and analyze the role of religion for the NLD in transitional Myanmar.
‘Transitional Myanmar’ refers to the period of political liberalization which began in 2011,
when the Burmese people experienced increased political (and economic) liberties and steps
were taken to transition to democracy. The aim is to understand how the NLD as a party
conceptualizes ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ and the ideal relationship between them, its justification
for policy choices related to religion, how religion formally and informally influences policy
decisions and the NLD’s stance on the relationship between Buddhism, the state and religious

minorities — all of which are characterized as the ‘role of religion’ for the NLD.



The role of religion for the NLD is important to study in part because religion is an extremely
contentious topic in contemporary Myanmar. In the past decade, thousands of people have lost
their lives and liberties as a result of the military’s policies which have privileged Buddhists at
the expense of Muslims, Christians and other religious minorities. Using the NLD as a case
study is particularly interesting as it is a party which is still being formed and continues to
struggle for its right to exist. If it continues to be successful, and wins the upcoming 2020
election, it will define Myanmar’s future. In the words of the International Crisis Group (2017),
“In Myanmar’s new, more democratic era, the debate over the proper place of Buddhism, and
the role of political leadership in protecting it, is being recast” (p. i1). A goal of this thesis is
therefore to shed light on how religion (and particularly Buddhism) influences the democratic

forces in Burmese politics and has shaped contemporary politics in Myanmar.

Furthermore, analyzing the role of religion for the NLD can provide an interesting contribution
to the subset of political science which studies religion and politics, which is often limited by a
focus on Western states and Judeo-Christian contexts. Studies have also focused on established
democracies (when studying political parties), unlike the NLD which is constantly navigating

the possibility of its own dissolution at the hands of the military.

The aim of this thesis is to study how religion and politics are understood by a non-Western
party. This allows for an assessment of the extent to which traditional theories and concepts
from political science can be applied to a Buddhist-majority context. To be able to do an in-
depth analysis, I have established some parameters to these research aims. I have decided to
limit this study to the post-liberalization period (‘transitional Myanmar’) because this is when
the NLD began operating as a formal political party, accountable to both the internal processes
associated with a democratic party and the national electorate, and where policy ideals are tested
in response to political realities. It should also be noted that this study does not attempt to assess
the ‘religiosity’ of NLD members and leaders themselves, but rather studies how they

conceptualize ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ and the influence of these understandings.

1.4 Research Questions

The overarching research question this thesis aims to answer is: what is the role of religion for
the NLD in transitional Myanmar? Since this question is broad in scope, there are two sub-

research questions which will be the focus of this study:
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1. What is the NLD'’s official stance on religion?

2. How does religion impact the NLD’s policy choices?

The first question pertains to a written stance on religion or determining if the data demonstrates
any unanimous (potentially unwritten) policy that is widely recognized as the NLD’s stance on
religion. Such a stance could include broader ideological perspectives on the ideal relationship
between the state and religion and the relationship between the NLD and Buddhism. The second
question relates to justifications for policy choices related to religion, how the NLD views the
current governmental regulation of religion, the NLD’s relationship to different religious groups

and internal party discussions on religion.

1.5 Methodology

To answer these questions, I take a qualitative approach based on empirical evidence gathered
from a month of fieldwork in Myanmar. The fieldwork resulted in twelve formal interviews
with individuals in the NLD or associated with it, ranging from leading party officials to lower-
ranking members of parliament, which were supplemented by informal interviews. The
interviews were semi-structured and tailored for the individual informants. The data collected
from these informants are not statistically significant but are important as they come from in-
depth interviews which allows for an analysis of the discursive formations on the topics of
religion and politics and the NLD’s self-understanding. These interviews are analyzed
alongside policy choices and existing information on NLD activities. The findings were
analyzed throughout the fieldwork and as a whole following the data collection process and are
presented here in several themes to best address the research questions. This allows for the

development of a few overarching hypotheses on the role of religion for the NLD.

1.6 Thesis Organization

This thesis is comprised of seven main chapters. The following chapter, Chapter Two, presents
the theoretical framework used, including what analytical approach will be taken in studying
religion and politics. Chapter Three presents the research methods used to gather and analyze
the data. Chapters Four and Five provide the necessary background for understanding the case
at hand. Chapter Four outlines research on Buddhism and politics at large and Chapter Five
provides a historical overview of Myanmar, with particular attention to the relationship between

Buddhism and various Burmese governments. Chapter Six presents the fieldwork and data
6



collection process, including methodological reflections. The findings from the fieldwork are
presented and analyzed in Chapter Seven, ending with the three central hypotheses which can
be drawn from this. Finally, the thesis concludes with a discussion of the broader theoretical
implications of the findings, beyond the research question at hand and what this means for

studies of politics and religion.



2 Theoretical Framework

The study of religion and politics can take a multitude of directions and modes of analysis. It is
important to establish the theoretical framework which will be used to analyze the ‘role of
religion’ for the NLD. This chapter will therefore discuss theoretical approaches to studying
religion and politics and present the approach which will serve as the basis of this study. This
will include outlining what is meant by the ‘role of religion’, the terms ‘politics’ and ‘religion’
and their context-specific meanings. The aim of this thesis is not to ‘test’ a theory of religion
and politics. Rather, the theoretical approach presented here will serve as the framework for

studying the subject and analyzing the findings.

2.1 Religion and Political Science

This thesis is rooted in the field of political science, largely due to my academic background.
However, this is also fitting with the aim of this study, as political science research can be
defined as “an exacting and discriminating investigation undertaken by political scientists to
discover and interpret new political knowledge [which] often involves scientific activity to
produce knowledge about political life” (Jones & Olson, 1996, p. 4). The aim here is to explore
and contribute to understandings of “political life” in Myanmar — specifically the nature of the
NLD - that has not received due attention. While this thesis’ approach is rooted in political
science, I will be heavily relying on and borrowing theories and definitions from religious

studies and sociology.

Research on religion within political science is broad, ranging from studies of religion and
political theory, such as Rosenblum (2003), to religion and international relations, as conducted
by Hurd (2008). The focus on the NLD places this thesis within the subset of political science
that researches political parties and religion. Within this, there exists a diverse set of theoretical
and methodological approaches. A common focus of studies on religion and political parties is
exploring the rise and development of religiously-based parties, such as the Christian
democratic parties in Europe (including Alberti & Leonardi, 2004; Ozzano & Cavatorta, 2013;
Kirdis, 2019). However, the theoretical basis of such studies is not relevant for this thesis as the
NLD is not a party explicitly formed out of a religious identity. Another theoretical approach
to studying religion and political parties is by relying on social-cleavage theories (developed

by Lipset & Rokkan, 1967). Here the church-state divide is one of four social cleavages which
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is analyzed as a way political parties mobilize, and this “remains the dominant model for
political party analysis” (Mohesni & Wilcox, 2009, p. 214). However, the Burmese Buddhist
tradition is not equivalent to the Judeo-Christian tradition in West (where these theories are
traditionally applied). As will become clear throughout this thesis, the relationship between
Buddhism and the state is marked by distinct historical traditions, paradigms and notions of
political responsibility, and the Buddhist monastic community is not directly comparable to
‘church’. Given the distinct religious and historical context the social-cleavage approach is

rooted in, it is my contention that it would offer a weak theoretical basis.

The relationship between religion and political parties can also be studied through the
associational nexus approach (Rosenblum, 2003; Wilcox & Robinson, 2007). Here political
parties are studied by how they relate to the influence of religious institutions, where political
parties become more like “membership groups” (Rosenblum, 2003, p. 33). The associational
nexus approach also includes analyzing how political parties specifically “appeal to particular

types of voters — including religious ones” (Mohesni & Wilcox, 2009, p. 215).

Another alternative for studying religion and political parties is analyzing voting patterns of
certain religious groups or how political parties appeal to different religious demographics (as
done by Soper & Fetzer, 2007; Jaffrelot, 2013). Given the lack of accessible data on Myanmar,
a quantitative study of voter demographics is difficult, if not impossible. While interviews or
surveys of different religious groups could shed light on an aspect of religion and the NLD,
there would be significant methodological challenges to this, as the most religious minorities
live in the border regions of Myanmar, which can be difficult to access given the ongoing armed
conflicts. Given that the research aim of this thesis is focused on the dominant narratives within

the NLD and its self-understanding, such a theoretical approach is not helpful.

While elements of these methods could be used to shed light on religion and the NLD, there are
a few recurring problems with them. Firstly, most studies of religion and political parties have
been focused on political parties in completely democratized states, which the NLD does not
fit into. This complicates the extrapolation and application of many such theoretical approaches.
Arguably the main problem of these theoretical approaches is that they are largely intended for
deistic/Judeo-Christian contexts. It would be flawed to project these onto a Burmese-Buddhist

context which, as discussed, has its own traditions, features, belief-systems and historical



processes. It is therefore my contention that understanding the role of religion for the NLD
requires examining how the NLD relates to its own historical, cultural and religious context.
This includes the influence of the larger relationship between Buddhism and politics,

colonialism and years of military rule.

I have chosen to assess the ‘role of religion’ for the NLD from the theoretical premise that this
requires understanding how ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ are understood in the Buddhist Burmese
context and by the NLD and the influence of these understandings. Matthew Walton (2017) has
taken a similar approach in studying historical conceptions of politics in Myanmar, arguing that
this is rooted in a Buddhist Burmese ‘Theravada moral universe’ (to be discussed later). Using
these notions as a theoretical framework, this thesis will study the NLD’s discourse on ‘religion’
and ‘politics.” The empirical findings in this study will be analyzed to understand how the NLD
conceptualizes the boundaries between religion and politics and the ideal relationship between
them. It is my contention that this is the best approach to answering the research questions
outlined in Chapter One. Therefore, when discussing the role of religion I am referring to how
these discursive formations impact the self-understanding of the NLD, the narratives it

promotes and policy-choices.

2.2 The Distinction between Religion and Politics

The central tenant of this theoretical approach is assessing the NLD’s views on the relationship
between ‘religion’ and ‘politics’. I do not contend that ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ are entities which
can be deemed inherently separate from each other. Distinguishing between the bounded
categories of ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ reflects a worldview which “is neither absolute nor

natural, but is a particular ideology and way of looking at the world” (Turner, 2016).

The demarcation of ‘religion” and ‘politics’ and the development of the category of the ‘secular’
emerged in Western thought as a “legacy of the very particular historical experience of
modernity that played out in Europe over several centuries,” starting in the 15" century
(Mandaville, 2014, p. 9). The term ‘secular’ in English has not been found until the late 17®
century and an explicit distinction between ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ comes even later
(Fitzgerald, 2007, p. 6). This has since developed into distinct trajectories, including French
laicité and particular Judeo-Christian traditions of secularism which emphasize freedom of

religion and religious tolerance (as seen in the U.S. and Britain) (Hurd, 2008; Roy, 2013). There
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is also a “more generic, largely sociological, dimension of the secular” which denotes how it is
understood in common parlance in the West, including “the privatization or
compartmentalization of religion as a sphere of social activity (‘once a week on Sundays’),
lower levels of active participation in organized religion, and a general decline in the influence

of religion in everyday life” (Mandaville, 2014, p. 11).

These conceptualizations have developed from the historical and intellectual developments of
the West, rooted in the Judeo-Christian context. This also informs the ‘analytical lens’ which is
often used to study ‘religion and politics.” This is arguably debilitating to the study itself due to
its intellectual background. As described by Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, “to define the boundaries
of the secular and the religious is itself a political decision” (Hurd, 2008, p. 16). Therefore both
‘religion’ and ‘politics’ are analytical categories which are being studied in this thesis, for how
they may differ from traditional western conceptions of the terms and how they inform each
other. It is therefore my contention that an assessment of religion and the NLD requires
critically examining its discourse on ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ and understands categories such

as ‘secular’.

At this point it is important to note that when referring to ‘the NLD’ I do not contend that the
NLD is a uniform body with shared beliefs among its members. The NLD is made up of a
diverse set of people, with different ethnic, religious, cultural and socio-economic backgrounds
and identities which impact their views. When I am discussing ‘the NLD’ in the singular form
I am generally referring to the perspectives of the party leadership and the dominant narratives
within the party. However, part of this study will include deconstructing the various

perspectives that exist within and across the party.

2.3 Religion as an Analytical Category

Peter Mandaville (2014) introduces his seminal study of Islam and politics by emphasizing that
“the intersection of religion and politics is notoriously tricky terrain to navigate, and we would
do well to examine some of the baggage we inevitably bring to the analytical table” (p. 9). 1
share Mandaville’s contention, and therefore I will discuss the central terms and analytical
concepts of this study. In trying to conduct a nuanced analysis of the ‘role of religion’ for the

NLD, it is helpful to begin with a brief discussion of how the term religion itself will be used
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and defined. The NLD’s discourse on religion will be a subject of study in this thesis, but the

term ‘religion’ is also going to serve as an analytical category.

This thesis is grounded in the perspective of Talal Asad and other scholars working from the
legacy of Michel Foucault and Edward Said. In particular, I am influenced by Asad’s (1993)
argument that it is impossible to construct a universal definition of ‘religion’, as it will be
thoroughly rooted in power relations. Furthermore, a definition of religion is “itself the
historical product of discursive processes” rooted in secular modernity (Asad, 1993, p. 29).
However, as the term ‘religion’ is a central tenant of this study, establishing a working
definition, while acknowledging that any definition will be imperfect, is essential. This is
particularly important as the field of political science includes a range of definitions of ‘religion’
which have at times been tailored to match particular research objectives (Cavanaugh, 2017, p.
25).2 1 take a constructivist approach in defining religion and will rely on Clifford Geertz’s

definition of religion as:

(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting
moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of
existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the

moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic. (Geertz, 1973, p. 90)

While there are limitations to this definition, which Asad has highlighted, I have chosen this
definition because I share Geertz’s contention that ‘culture’ is a salient element of
understanding religion. Geertz defines ‘culture’ as an ‘“historically transmitted pattern of
meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms
by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and

attitudes toward life” (Geertz, 1973, p. 89).

Similarly to Peter Mandaville’s approach to defining Islam, I use the terms for various religious
traditions (including ‘Buddhism,” ‘Christianity’ and ‘Islam’) to “refer to a particular tradition
of discourse and practice that is variously defined across multiple social and historical settings”

without normative connotations of what ‘authentic’ practice is (Mandaville, 2014, p. 5). This is

2 For example, the well-known political scientist R.J. Rummel (2004), who has long argued that democratic
regimes are the most peaceful, went so far as to characterize Marxism as a religion, and the most violent one.
Such a broad, functionalist understanding of religion is not helpful for this study.
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particularly important when studying Buddhism as there is a history of scholars applying a
‘Weberian’ perspective on Buddhism which argues that certain Buddhist practices are
‘authentic’, and that Buddhist political engagement is not (Schober, 2011, p. 148). However,
this thesis does not abide by the perspective that there exists an ‘authentic’ Buddhist practice,
and aims to be, as Schober (2011) describes “cognizant of the fact that the voice of authenticity
belongs to religious communities and that the history of Buddhist traditions is far more complex

than colonial imaginings had envisioned” (p. 148).

Given the research aims of this thesis and the theoretical approach, ‘religion’ will be used as an
analytical category. This means that ‘religion’ is not intended to serve as an independent
variable, but an object of study in itself. ‘Religion’ as defined here will be used to denote the
practices and beliefs associated with a particular tradition but will also be used to examine how
the concept itself is understood from the perspective of the NLD. It is my contention that by
using the term ‘religion’ in this way it will most effectively allow for an analysis of its

relationship with politics.

2.3.1 Contextual Perspectives on Religion

For ‘religion’ to serve as a meaningful analytical category, it is important to discuss how the
term features in the context being studied. As described by the sociologist José Casanova

(2010),

The actual concrete meaning of whatever people denominate as ‘religion’ can only be

elucidated in the context of their particular discursive practices. (pp. 62-63)

This thesis is primarily centered around Buddhism and how this is understood through these
“particular discursive practices”. However, this too can pose a challenge as historically
‘religion’ has been a discursive concept which has been applied to Buddhism. In most of Asia
before the modern period “there was no indigenous terminology corresponding to ideas of
‘religion’ held by Christians or Jews” (Keyes, 1994, p. 4). The use of ‘religion’ as a “bounded
category” was introduced to Southeast Asia as part of the colonial discourse and was projected
onto it as an act of colonial power (Turner, 2016). Studies of ‘religion’ in Southeast Asia must
therefore be aware that the term was ‘exported’ to this context. However, it is clear that

Buddhism fits into the analytical category of ‘religion’ as defined by Geertz.
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The empirical reality of what constitutes Buddhism varies across time and contexts. Different
schools of thought in Buddhism have developed and ‘“significant doctrinal disagreements
separate many of the main schools” (Walton, 2017, p. 9). The different traditions in Buddhism
have transformed over time and in different contexts, for example with the popularization of
lay practice and meditation or reinterpretation of monastic rules and practice (Schober, 2011,
p- 9). The practice and worldviews that Buddhism encompasses has also shifted as Buddhists
met with colonial powers, such that contemporary Buddhist communities have relinquished a
totalizing cosmological worldview and come to “accept the fragmented nature of modern
knowledge” (Schober, 2011, p. 8). Underlying the use of ‘religion’ in this thesis when
discussing Buddhism is the understanding that “Buddhism lives in the transformations of

Buddhists’ interpretations” (Turner, 2016).

The Buddhist Burmese context entails particular articulations and understandings of ‘religion’
and the associated themes. ‘Burmese Buddhism’ is a distinct category which refers to the beliefs
and practices of the majority Burman ethnic group in Myanmar which practices Theravada
Buddhism (Walton, 2017, p. 10). Buddhism in Myanmar also encompasses difference. For
example, spirit worship and Buddhist esotericism are important features of some Burmese’s

practice of Buddhism (Brac De La Perriere, 2017, p. 67).

The Burmese word for the category of ‘religion’ which is commonly used is batha (Burmese)
or bhasa (Pali)*. The Buddhist religion in Burmese can be denoted by Buddha Batha, in contrast
to, for example, Muslim Batha. Houtman (1990) and Kirichenko (2009) have demonstrated how
the word batha emerged through interactions with colonialism and missionaries. Brac De La
Perriere (2017) argues that the colonial introduction and promotion of this term was “largely
predicated by the Western notion of world religions then in formation would have been meant
to make up for the inadequacy of the Burmese thathana” (p. 67). However, Buddhism is still
widely referred to by the traditional term thathana (Burmese) or its Pali equivalent sasana, and

will be often referred to in this thesis. Thathana/sasana can be defined as:

3 Pali is the sacred language of Theravada Buddhism.
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...the teachings, practices and institutions established by a particular buddha. It is
understood to exist for a particular period of time before it disappears altogether.

(Frydenlund, 2019c, p. 99)

This is distinct from the concept of dhamma which refers to the teachings of the Buddha,
including moral principles and the ‘nature of things’ (Walton, 2016a, p. 69). While dhamma is
eternal, sasana is temporal. Sasana belongs to the ‘Buddhist era’ — a 5,000-year period of the
Buddha’s dispensation (Kawanami, 2016, p. 36). The literature used in this thesis and the

empirical findings often use ‘sasana’ to denote Buddhism as a religion.

24 Politics as an Analytical Category

The other central analytical term which will be used is ‘politics.” Attempts to define politics are
also rife with differing perspectives. ‘Politics’ is often thought of as that which is related to the
state. This view of politics is largely dismissed by political theorists, who see it as ignoring the
important influence of actors who do not formally belong to the institutions of the state. Many
political theorists take a Machiavellian view of politics as the exercise of power. Influential
proponents of perspective include Robert A. Dahl (1957) and Steven Lukes (1974). While the
power to influence decision-making processes is a central tenant of politics, I find that such
definitions are also too broad to serve as a meaningful analytical category. If politics is the
ability to exercise power, then a discussion of the NLD’s ‘politics’ also requires studying its

influence on cultural paradigms and social relations.

This thesis will therefore take root in the definitions of the political theorist Bernard Crick
(1965) and various writings from the philosopher and political theorist Hannah Arendt, who
focus on politics as a process of conflict resolution. Crick defines politics as the “solution to the
problem of order which chooses conciliation rather than violence or coercion” (Crick, 1965, p.
21). Andrew Heywood’s theory of ‘politics’ emerges out of the legacy of Crick and Arendt.

Heywood provides a narrower definition which will serve as the basis of this thesis:

Politics, in its broadest sense, is the activity through which people make, preserve and

amend the general rules under which they live. (Heywood, 2013, p. 2)

I share Crick’s contention that violence does not constitute ‘politics’. Coercion and violence

can feature in ‘political’ processes (such as imprisonment of citizens) but that it does not in and
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of itself constitute politics as an analytical category. This definition is particularly useful for the
Burmese context, where you have electoral politics alongside a powerful military. The regime’s
previous threat of violence to coerce the Burmese people to follow their authority is therefore
not deemed ‘politics’ but an act of military power. This definition of ‘politics’ rather denotes
the processes in which the military, political activists and political parties negotiate their power

and use it to influence legislative and social outcomes.

2.4.1 Contextual Perspectives on Politics

Understandings of ‘politics’ and what the term denotes are also contextual. Matthew Walton
(2017) has conducted the most extensive study of how ‘politics’ is conceptualized in the
Buddhist Burmese context in his book Buddhism, Politics and Political Thought in Myanmar.
This serves as a useful point of departure for this thesis and I will use Walton’s work as a

theoretical premise for engaging with perspectives of ‘politics’ in Myanmar.

Walton makes the persuasive case that politics in Myanmar operates in and is influenced by a

‘Theravada moral universe’. Walton describes it as follows:

Theravada Buddhists in Myanmar hold certain common beliefs about the rules of cause
and effect that govern the universe and the specifically moral nature of those rules, even as
their specific interpretations or applications of these rules may vary. These common views
are the framework within which many Buddhists in Myanmar cognitively organize their
social and political world, and as such they act as a lens through which we should analyze

political ideas expressed by Burmese Buddhists. (Walton, 2016a, p. 59)

Therefore, political authority and ‘moral authority’ (meaning acting appropriately in the
Theravada Buddhist perspective) are closely tied. The Burmese term commonly used for
‘politics’ is nain ngan ye, which means “affairs of the state” (Walton, 2017, p. 67). Walton has
also shown how Burmese political conceptions have also been influenced by nearly half a
century of military rule and limited space for public discourse. This has curtailed opportunities
for organic discussions of politics. Prior to military rule there were lively discussions around
democracy and political ideals, where politicians and monks drew from Buddhist teachings,
Marxism and liberalism (Walton, 2016a, p. 57). However, due to the limited space for
meaningful debates around politics, modern discussions on democracy “have often drawn from

Western models, emphasizing freedom, electoral participation, and the protection of basic
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human rights” rather than values emerging from local discourse and ideological development

(Walton, 2016a, p. 57).

The hegemony of the ‘Theravada moral universe’ and the limited space for political discourse
means that certain political concepts have specific meanings in the Burmese context. The
challenge of asserting western concepts of ‘religion” and ‘politics’ in Myanmar is perhaps most
clearly seen in any attempt to delineate the concept of ‘secular’. Historically there has been no
‘linguistic category’ in Burmese that pertains to Western conceptions of ‘secularism’, and this
was introduced as part of the colonial presence (Schober, 2011, p. 8).* Understanding how the
NLD and the informants in this study conceptualize what is meant by ‘secular’ is therefore
central to this thesis. The word which is commonly used to denote ‘secular’ in Burmese
(including by the informants) is lawki (Pali: lokiya). Lawki refers to the material world,
including politics, health and marriage. However, lawki is best understood in comparison to the
corresponding term lawkouttara (Pali: lokuttara). Whereas lawki pertains to the ‘worldly
realm’, lawkouttara can be defined as that which relates to “other-worldly nirvana
[enlightenment]-seeking efforts” (Hertzberg, 2014, p. 105). This includes meditation, the
Sangha and pagodas. Both these terms inherently entail a Burmese Buddhist worldview, and
they are inextricable. Lawki is the ‘worldly’ elements of the sasana. Therefore, part of the
theoretical framework of this thesis will be that the Buddhist-Burmese context has inherently
informed linguistic and historical conceptions of politics, and the impact of this needs to be
studied to understand the ‘role of religion’ for the NLD as a party that emerged out of a

Theravada context.

4 It is however simplistic to view the secular/religious divide purely as arising with colonialism, the separation
between “this ‘path dependency’ of differentiation goes further back in time: a key point in Theravada Buddhist
political ideology is a formal divide between the state and Sangha” (Hayward & Frydenlund, 2019, p. 4).
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3 Methodology

In light of the theoretical framework serving as the basis of this thesis, this chapter presents the
methodological approach used for collecting empirical evidence to analyze the role of religion
for the NLD. This thesis is a qualitative study, which takes an interpretative approach, and will
conduct an in-depth exploration to generate propositions on the role of religion for the NLD.

Central to this methodological approach is a case study with a flexible research design.

3.1 Case Study Research

A central tenant of political science is the pursuit to discover and produce “knowledge about
political life” (Jones & Olson, 1996, p. 4). There are various methods that can be used to achieve
this aim, and both qualitative and quantitative research methods have a strong position in the
political science tradition. Within the qualitative tradition is the approach that is taken in this

project — an in-depth case study analysis.

The use of case study analysis in political science gained its foothold in the 20" century, when
political scientists began to shift their focus to studying “the history, institutions, and processes
of individual countries” (Jones & Olson, 1996, p. 134). Even as the use of case studies has
developed and become an important part of political science research, there remains
disagreement on what case studies entail and how to best conduct them. Despite these debates
within the field, a case study is widely understood as when “the researcher examines one or a
few cases of a phenomenon in considerable detail” (Johnson & Reynolds, 2008, p. 149, 150).
Political science case studies can also be referred to as small-N research designs, since they

include many variables, unlike large-N designs.

Another area of debate is what constitutes a case. A useful definition from Vennesson (2008)
is that “a case is a phenomenon, or an event, chosen, conceptualized and analyzed empirically
as a manifestation of a broader class of phenomena or events” (p. 226). Cases are therefore
often chosen on the basis of the “presence or absence of factors that a political theory has
indicated to be important” (Johnson & Reynolds, 2008, p. 152). Various systemizations of case
studies exist, such as distinguishing between case selections that are “representative,
prototypical, deviant, exemplary, and crucial cases” (Seha & Miiller-Rommel, 2016, p. 425).
As the broad phenomenon of interest in this thesis is religion and political parties in non-

Western contexts, the case that has been chosen is the NLD, studied in light of its political
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history, policy choices and the intersection between religion and politics. In this study, the NLD
is a crucial case, as it provides a unique case. The role of religion for the NLD is not
representative of the role of religion for all political parties, or even all parties in Buddhist
majority countries. Rather, the multi-faceted Burmese context, including incomplete
democratization and ongoing ethnic conflicts where religion is a factor, have created a distinct
opportunity to study religion and politics. This is a case where the formal and legal relationship
between religion and the state can be formed, alongside other elements of democracy, with the

rise of the NLD.

Case study research in political science has been criticized, especially for the small sample sizes
and the limits to forming causal inferences and making generalizations based on one or a few
cases (Seha & Miiller-Rommel, 2016, p. 421). Another potential limitation is that case study
analysis means that the researcher does not control the independent variables of the case, nor is
the case a representative ‘sample’ of a larger phenomenon. However, such critiques have been
largely refuted, as case studies have shown to provide a unique opportunity for political
scientists as they can “deal with complexity and provide in-depth and holistic, context-sensitive
knowledge about cases” (Seha & Miiller-Rommel, 2016, p. 421). Furthermore, they are an
important form of empirical inquiry because of their ability to develop explanations, investigate
causal mechanisms and for testing political theories (Johnson & Reynolds, 2008, p. 151). This
is fitting with the research aim at hand, as this study is not trying to create statistical
generalizations, but to develop explanations for the impact and influence of religion on the NLD

and to expand on theories of religion and politics in non-Western contexts.

3.2 Research Methods

Case studies can also be helpful for researchers as they can use several data collection methods
to contribute to a full analysis of the case, including (but not limited to) observation, surveys,
discourse analysis and interviews. This gives the researcher a broad range of opportunities for
data collection methods which can be tailored to match the research objective and what is

available in a given context.

To assess the role of religion for the NLD, there are several forms of data collection techniques
that could be used. One option is an analysis of the NLD’s voting records on issues relating to

religion. However, this would lead to a rather small sample size, as Myanmar has been governed
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by the military since 1962 and the NLD was first allowed to participate in national politics
following the 2012 by-elections. A potential set of data could have been how different ethnic
and religious groups across Myanmar voted in the 2012 and 2015 elections (the limits of which
were discussed in Chapter Two). Another could be conducting a discourse analysis of the
writings of Aung San Suu Kyi and other NLD leaders. A central limitation to all of these
possible data sets is that they would not provide insights into the justifications for NLD policy
choices, views of the NLD on particular issues relating to religion, nor an in-depth

understanding of what they see as the boundaries between ‘religion’ and ‘politics’.

Therefore, the empirical evidence for this thesis was collected through in-depth interviews,
gathered during a month of fieldwork in Myanmar. An in-depth interview approach was chosen
due to its flexible nature and that it allows for a wide range of findings, based on “face-to-face
encounters between the researcher and informants directed toward understanding informants’
perspectives on their lives, experiences, or situations as expressed in their own words” (Taylor,
Bogdan & DeVault, 2016, p. 102). It is my contention that this was the most effective approach
for the research aims of this thesis, as in-depth interviews allowed informants to frame their
experiences and reflections in their own terms, using their own linguistic choices, which has
implications for the meanings of the responses (something which would not be possible through
a survey). The interviews were semi-structured, meaning that while I had questions planned for
each informant based on their background, the interviews were conversational and allowed for
follow-up questions and discussions of topics that became relevant during the interviews, which
I often could not have foreseen prior to the interview.’ I also considered a structured interview
approach (relying on strict adherence to the interview guide), as it would have allowed for a
more streamlined and consistent set of data which would potentially be easier to analyze.
However, the nature of this topic and the lack of existing research on the subject meant that I
would not have been able to predict the best questions to ask, and the initial interviews were

necessary to scope out further research topics.

Chapter Six will discuss the fieldwork process in detail and reflect on its strengths and

weaknesses. However, as hoped for, the semi-structured in-depth interview approach was a

5 See Attachment 1 for an example of a preliminary interview guide.
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useful method for gathering data on the experiences, reflections and perceptions of the role of
religion for the NLD by the participants — all of which are presented and analyzed in Chapter

Seven.
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4 Background: Buddhism and Politics

The vast majority of Myanmar’s population is Buddhist and Buddhism is therefore at the center
of any discussion of religion and politics in Myanmar. An overview of the relationship between
Buddhism and politics is therefore necessary to contextualize the findings on the role of religion
for the NLD. To provide the necessary background for the role of Buddhism in Myanmar’s
political development, this chapter will rely on existing research to provide an (albeit limited)
overview of the relationship between Buddhism and politics at large. Sources will include work
done by seminal scholars of the intersection of Buddhism and politics, often rooted in the work
of Balkrishna Gokhale (1966, 1969), Stanley Tambiah (1976) and Ian Harris (1999, 2016). This
overview will include looking at how politics has featured in Buddhist canonical texts, as well

as Buddhism upon engagement with the pre-colonial and modern state.

Such an overview is also critical because for many years little Western scholarly attention was
paid to the relationship between Buddhism and politics. This was largely rooted in the
Eurocentric (and often orientalist) view that Buddhism is apolitical, proposed by scholars such
as Max Weber, giving the impression of Buddhism as an “other-worldly religion with a gnostic
distaste for the worldly order” (Harris, 1999, p. 1). This is in contrast to the Judeo-Christian
traditions and Islam, whose relationship to politics has been taken for granted and discussed by
theologians and academics for centuries. However, recent scholarly attention has demonstrated
that the perception of Buddhism as entirely separate from politics is fundamentally flawed. This
is clearly seen by contemporary political developments that are inherently tied to Buddhism,
such as state regulations of Buddhism (for example the disenfranchisement of monks in
Thailand, Bhutan and Myanmar), Buddhist monks forming political parties (such as Bodu Bala
Sena in Sri Lanka), politicians using Buddhist concepts in political rhetoric and appealing to
Buddhist sources of legitimation and the rise of Buddhist nationalism. However, the
connections between Buddhism and politics can also be understood by studying scripture, the
history of Buddhist thought and development and the historical relationships between states and

the Sangha (the monastic communities).

Again, it is crucial to note that Buddhism does not function as one ‘coherent’ religion (Gravers,
2012,p.2). ‘Buddhist’ history has been influenced by a range of contexts, and I will try to avoid

conflating “the disparate and historically distinct cultures and political systems of Asia,
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particularly when their only common feature may be shared commitment to Buddhism” (Harris,
1999, p. 1). This chapter will demonstrate that Buddhism and political life in Asia have been
(and are) closely tied, comparable to the history, developments and influence of the Judeo-
Christian tradition on Western states. As described by Ian Harris, Buddhism is “a historical
phenomenon influenced by, and on occasions influencing, patterns of political power in the

societies in which it was located” (Harris, 1999, p. vii).

4.1 Politics and Scripture in Early Buddhism

According to tradition, before becoming the Buddha, Siddhartha Gotama was born a prince — a
‘political” position. Although Siddhartha Gotama ultimately left his ‘political’ future and his
position as prince to seek enlightenment, his teachings have served to create and inform ideas
for governance and political life. However, as Buddhism spread across different geographical
and cultural contexts, different interpretations of Buddhist canon also spread. Despite the
various interpretations and developments, it is helpful to begin by looking at the role of the state
and kings in early Buddhism, as early texts and practice resulted in a distinct ideology of

kingship which has remained prominent.®

4.1.1 Three Political Paradigms

A useful analytical approach for understanding the position of politics in early Buddhism and
the development of the ideology of kingship is to view it as three distinct ‘phases’ (Gokhale,
1969) or three ‘political paradigms’ (Frydenlund, 2013). The first of these is related to why the
state arose and its function. This political phase/paradigm is rooted in the Aggarfifia Sutta. A
sutta is piece of the scripture of the Buddha’s teachings, and the Aggafina Sutta is found in the
Diga Nikaya collection of suttas.” Aggafifia Sutta is central to the early Buddhist view of the
state as it demonstrates a “quasi-contractual arrangement under which the king performs certain
functions in return for certain rights” (Frydenlund, 2013, p. 103). The Aggafifia Sutta describes
a time when the cosmos was expanding and when ‘beings’ were largely reborn in the world.
The beings began to eat rice and due to the work required to grow rice, they divided the land so

that each being could be responsible for their own crop. However, along with this came theft

¢ See Gokhale (1966) and Tambiah (1976) for two of the seminal pieces discussing the Buddhist ideology of
kingship.
7 The Diga Nikaya is a collection of discourses in Pali canon.
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and further ill conduct between the beings, eventually leading to a condition comparable to
anarchy. As aresult, the beings appointed the first king — the Mahasammata (‘The Great Chosen

One’) — to protect themselves and administer justice.

This sutta offers an explanation as to why a political system arose — to solve “the problem of
social chaos and conflict that results from human tendencies toward greed, motivated by desire
and craving” (Hayward, 2015, p. 26). In this political paradigm the state is therefore necessary,
as without this “basic condition of organized human society” there was anarchy (Gokhale, 1969,
p- 733). This sutta also demonstrates a form of ‘social contract theory’ in early Buddhism. The
king is to govern in exchange for a share of the rice crop (a symbolic form of taxation),

demonstrating a specific relationship between a ruler and those governed (Harris, 1999, p. 3).

The Aggafifia Sutta is also important as it establishes the importance of the Mahasammata, who
is presented as an ideal king — he is considered the most handsome man and “during his reign
torture, fines and exile are unknown” (Harris, 1999, p. 3). Various kings throughout history
have traced their descent from the Mahasammata (especially in Myanmar and Sri Lanka) and
the legacy of the Mahasammata has remained strong in Buddhist history. The figure of
Mahasammata has continued to be appealed to by contemporary Buddhist leaders and has

become the basis of the ‘Buddhist kingship ideal’ (Collins & Huxley, 1996; Harris, 1999).

The second political paradigm/phase that can be identified in early Buddhism is the ‘two
wheels’ theory, which forms the foundation of early Buddhist political theory (Frydenlund,
2013, p. 103). The ‘two wheels’ theory is rooted in the tales of King Ajatasattu (who lived in
the 5% c. BCE), who distinguished between the two spheres of human life — the temporal and
the spiritual. King Ajatasattu is said to have asserted that the monastic order was the ‘wheel of
law’ (Pali: dhammacakka) while as the king he was the ‘wheel of command’ (Pali: anacakka)
(Gokhale, 1969, p. 732). This recognition and distinction between these two ‘wheels’ is
especially important because they are dependent on each other, and implies that the dhamma
(the teachings of the Buddha) “cannot operate in this world by itself as it needs the
acquiescence, if not support, of ana or the state” (Gokhale, 1969, p. 732). When combined with
the importance of the Mahasammata figure, the ‘two wheels’ theory clearly testifies “to the

importance of royal power in early Buddhism” (Frydenlund, 2013, p. 103)
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The third political phase/paradigm from early Buddhism further promotes the Buddhist
kingship ideal through the figure of the Cakkavatti. A Cakkavatti is a ‘wheel-turning monarch’
— a king who’s rule promotes the ‘wheel of dhamma’. This paradigm comes from the locus
classicus of Buddhist doctrine, the Cakkavatti Sthandada Sutta (Harris, 1999, p. 5). This is one
of the few, and the most famous, pieces of Buddhist canon that explicitly deals with kingship.
The Cakkavatti Sthanada Sutta presents the Cakkavatti as a righteous monarch, who rules in
accordance with the Ten Royal Virtues: “generosity, morality, liberality, uprightness,
gentleness, self-limitation, non-anger, non-violence, forbearance, and non-obstruction” —
values which are to “govern the king and bind him within a Buddhist sphere of influence”

(Harris, 2016, p. 3).

The figure of the Cakkavatti demonstrates that the king’s political legitimacy is based on his
ability to promote the dhamma, since the kingdom declines when his rule does not promote the
dhamma (Hayward, 2015, p. 26). While the notion of a contract between the king and the people
is conveyed the Aggafifia Sutta, in the Cakkavatti Sthanada Sutta the dhamma itself becomes
the “basis of the state and the ideal ruler is elevated as the secular equivalent of the Buddha”
(Harris, 1999, p. 4). The Cakkavatti is even said to bear the same 32 physical marks of a

superhuman as the Buddha.

The aforementioned suttas are among the preeminent texts of early Buddhism that have been
used as a basis for political thought. These three paradigms inform a Buddhist conception of
political legitimacy, where the ideal ruler is supposed to promote the dhamma, and the
‘political” and the ‘religious’ are interlinked and mutually enforce each other. However, a range
of other figures and tales have also had important political implications, including the
Samanifiaphala Sutta (which says that a ruler should express deferential respect to a Buddhist

monk) and the Janataka Tales (which further discuss the ‘Ten Royal Virtues’).

It is also worth mentioning the tales of the Mauryan Emperor Asoka (r. 270-232 BCE), who,
through the ‘Asokan paradigm’, became the “pre-eminent historical model of the ideal ruler”
(Harris, 1999, p. 5). Following his conquest of Kalinga and remorse for its violence, Asoka
dedicated the rest of his rule to promoting the dhamma. The ideals of Asoka’s rule are a
departure from the ‘social contract’ of the Aggafifia Sutta, Asoka’s rule was a system where

“the king was regarded as a parental benefactor upon whom his subjects depended for welfare
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and security” (Frydenlund, 2013, p. 104). He ruled according to the ‘Universal Law of the
Buddha’, had great influence over the Sangha and embraced the doctrine of ahimsa (no-harm)
(Schober, 2011). From Asoka’s rule the Asokan paradigm developed to include “ideals of
nonviolence, the idea of the king as dhammardja (king of dhamma), the preservation of
canonical texts, the maintenance of the integrity of the monastic order, and doctrinal purity”,
which became the inspiration for a multitude of Buddhist polities and leaders (Frydenlund,

2016, p. 98).

As history progressed, Buddhism divided into the Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana
traditions, evolving in distinct historical and cultural contexts, where different texts and tales
have gained more importance. However, Buddhist kings have continuously appealed to the
ideals of the Mahasammatha, the Cakkavatti and Asoka, to legitimate their own rule (Hayward,
2015, p. 27). Combined, these texts and tales established a strong kingship ideal of the

‘enlightened monarch’, where the king and state should promote the dhamma.

4.2 Buddhism and the Modern State

While the texts discussed above provided a basis and grounding for the legitimacy of various
Buddhist monarchies throughout history, in the past centuries, Buddhist regions (like the rest
of the world) have experienced extensive social and political changes. This has included the
rise of the modern nation-state and the influence of colonialism, communism, market-driven
economies, democracy and globalization. Along with this has come challenges to the historical
relationships between Buddhism and the state, especially with the departure from monarchy,
and “Buddhists have been forced to adapt, or risk the possibility of substantial decline” (Harris,
1999, p. 19) While virtually all Buddhist countries have abandoned monarchy, elements of
traditional Buddhist kingship ideal remain strong, though taking different forms and meeting

with various degrees of success in the modern political sphere.

Since the way that Buddhism relates to politics in the modern period includes a vast set of cases
and contexts, it is helpful to use a pre-existing theoretical framework. The engagement between
Buddhism and the modern state has been assessed using Ian Harris’ ‘Sixfold Typology’ (2016).
With inspiration from Richard Niebuhr’s (1951) fivefold typology of the relationship between
the Christian tradition and politics, Harris identifies six types of ‘interactions’ between

Buddhism and the state. He divides these into two subsets — the institutional framework and the
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tactical positions. The categories within the institutional framework “represents states of
equilibrium between Buddhism and politics that might be said to abide over time” (Harris, 2016,
p- 2). The categories are Buddhist authority over the political, fusion of Buddhism and the
political and authority of political power over Buddhism. Though not as relevant for this
overview, the tactical positions relate to how the Sangha engages with ‘worldly power’ and

includes withdrawal , antagonistic symbiosis and conflict (Harris, 2016, p. 2).

The relationship between Buddhism and politics in the modern period is marked by “a process
of negotiation” between the political and the religious spheres (though this is not a clearly
defined dichotomy) (Harris, 2016, p. 2). Harris’ category of the Buddhist authority over the
political is rooted in texts such as the Aggafifia Sutta and the Sammainiiaphala Sutta, which
assert the superiority of the monk over a king. In modern times, this has been seen in various
attempts to implement Buddhist authority over the political sphere, such as the effort by the All
Ceylon Buddhist Cong