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This is the ﬁrst book to provide a broad overview of the ways in which
Buddhist ideas have inﬂuenced political thinking and politics in
Myanmar. Matthew Walton draws extensively on Burmese language
sources from the last 150 years to describe the “moral universe” of
contemporary Theravada Buddhism that has anchored most political
thought in Myanmar. In explaining multiple Burmese understandings of
notions such as “democracy” and “political participation,” the book
provides readers with a conceptual framework for understanding some
of the key dynamics of Myanmar’s ongoing political transition. Some of
these ideas help to shed light on restrictive or exclusionary political
impulses, such as anti-Muslim Buddhist nationalism or skepticism
toward the ability of the masses to participate in politics. Walton provides an analytical framework for understanding Buddhist inﬂuences on
politics that will be accessible to a wide range of readers and will generate
future research and debate.
Matthew J. Walton is the Aung San Suu Kyi Senior Research Fellow in
Modern Burmese Studies at St Antony’s College, University of Oxford.
He has published widely in academic journals and in the media on
a number of topics, focused primarily on religion, politics, and ethnicity
in Myanmar.
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For Abby, without whom this book never would have
been written, and for Soren who provided the last bit
of motivation needed to ﬁnish it.
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A book, like any intellectual work, is never the product of one person.
Many people have helped and supported me at various stages throughout
this process, from PhD research to the dissertation to this book in its
present form. I acknowledge many of those people below, though the list
is not as long as it should be. Most scholars of Myanmar have avoided
publishing the names of those who have assisted them in the country so as
not to endanger friends and colleagues. Even though Myanmar is currently in the midst of a transition in a democratic direction, I am reluctant
to name those people who live in the country who have helped me with my
work because this transition is by no means certain and a book about
Buddhism and politics could still be seen as a threatening subject, especially in the context of so much anxiety related to the protection of
Buddhism. I look forward to a time when acknowledging the invaluable
assistance that I received from many Burmese friends and colleagues does
not carry so much risk for their well-being. I must share the credit for any
insights in the book with all of these people; any errors are, of course,
my own.
My interest in Burmese Buddhism began years ago during a meditation
retreat at Kyaswa Kyaung in Myanmar. Sayadaw U Lakkhana, Steven
Smith, and Carol Wilson taught the dhamma in a way that immediately
engaged me and made me feel at home in the practice, aided by Jake
Davis’ able interpreting. I have also been fortunate to practice at Chan
Myay Yeiktha in Yangon. For support in early stages of my academic
career I owe a great deal of thanks to Steve Chamberlain, John Burdick,
and Elizabeth Cohen. I hope that Elizabeth can see the roots of this
research in the early comparative work I did in her seminar.
I was fortunate to have a dissertation committee at the University of
Washington made up of people who were willing to help me explore this
subject that was, in some ways, new to all of us. I could not ask for a better
chair or mentor than Christine Di Stefano. She provided subtle guidance
and space for me to grow intellectually at my own pace, extensive feedback on my work and, just as important, unfailing support through the
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inevitable challenging periods. Jamie Mayerfeld has provided a model of
engaged public scholarship that I hope to emulate in my own career. He
has always been willing to dive into challenging and unfamiliar topics to
help me think through my research and I have greatly appreciated his
helpful comments and positivity. Steve Hanson joined my project early on
and has continued to ask challenging questions in thoughtful and compassionate ways and pushed me to work harder as a thinker. I am grateful
that Biff Keyes was willing to join my committee at a critical moment,
despite his impending retirement at the time. His body of work and
breadth of knowledge about Southeast Asia and Buddhism are truly
remarkable and I feel fortunate to have had an opportunity to work closely
with him. Although Mary Callahan was not on my dissertation committee, she was one of my ﬁeld examiners and has had a strong inﬂuence on
my academic career. I am thankful to her for the contacts and support in
my early years as a scholar of Myanmar and for setting an example of
excellent scholarship and expecting the same of me.
I have also been fortunate in working with many of the best Burmese
teachers in the world. Daw Than Than Win was my ﬁrst Burmese
language instructor at the University of Washington. Her skill and
patience as a teacher helped me to get a strong foundation in this challenging language. She also tolerated my hilarious attempts at discussing
postmodernism in Burmese and the threat of her ruler when I made
a mistake was motivation to continue studying. I only studied with
U Saw Tun for one summer but appreciated his kindness and skill as an
instructor; I am also grateful to him for checking the Burmese spellings
and translations in this text. I also had only a brief time to study with Saya
John Okell, but even that was enough to understand the high regard in
which everyone in Burma Studies holds him as a teacher. He remained
supportive and good-natured even as I persisted in talking about his least
favorite topic in the world, Buddhist meditation. In Yangon, I was fortunate to have several skilled teachers who made my lessons both enjoyable and productive. Even though I do not name them here they should
know that this work would not have been possible without them. One in
particular was not only an outstanding teacher but also a treasured friend.
Our many discussions about Buddhism continue to be helpful to me, not
only as I develop my research but as I continue in my own practice.
John Buchanan initiated me into the fellowship of Burma-ologists and
has been an incomparable friend and colleague. He blazed trails for
fellowships and housing in Yangon, was generous in introducing me to
his contacts, and has provided feedback throughout the process. Patrick
McCormick welcomed my wife Abby and me to Yangon, has helped
constantly throughout my research, and has been a great temporary
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roommate and teashop companion. Jayde Roberts also generously
shared insights from her previous experience living in Yangon. Charlie
Carstens has been a close friend and colleague who shares a deep interest in Burmese Buddhism and who has provided extensive feedback on
my work, including detailed comments on the dissertation. I will not
name two dear friends who live in Yangon but they have both been
unfailingly generous with their time and resources and provided access
to many texts that were impossible to ﬁnd elsewhere. Kit Young has
been a wonderful friend and colleague both in Myanmar and in
Washington, DC; she graciously opened her home (with generator) to
us after Cyclone Nargis. Ian Holliday has been a close friend and
inﬂuential mentor whose generosity in providing professional advice
and opportunities I hope to be able to emulate in my own career. Rose
Metro has been a great friend and traveling companion who always
seems to have dhamma wisdom to share. Lyndal Barry, Zach Hyman,
Kevin Woods, and Brooke Zobrist provided friendship and stimulating
intellectual conversations during my time in Myanmar. Josh Gordon,
Chika Watanabe, Benedicte Brac de La Perriere, Guillaume Rozenberg,
Carine Jaquet, Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung, Heather MacLachlan,
U Aung, Samara Yawnghwe, Khuensai Jaiyen, David Mathieson, Matt
Schissler, Elliott Prasse-Freeman, Geoff Myint, Renaud Egreteau,
Iselin Frydenlund, Gerard McCarthy, Tamas Wells, Nick Cheesman,
Nich Farrelly, Richard Horsey, Francis Wade, and Andrew McLeod
have also provided welcome support, advice, or feedback through this
process.
I have received a great deal of support from other scholars of
Myanmar, Buddhism, and Comparative Political Theory. I am grateful
to John Badgley, Bob Taylor, and Ian Harris for taking the time to read
and give comments on the dissertation and book. Ian has been a pioneer
in the study of Buddhism and politics and his death has left the ﬁeld
without one of its greatest ﬁgures. Dorothy Guyot introduced me to my
Burmese “intern” in Yangon who provided valuable assistance in transcribing materials and discussing my research. In writing this dissertation I am following in the intellectual footsteps of Gustaaf Houtman and
he has been very encouraging of my project, which attempts to build on
his pioneering work in many ways. At the 2012 Tung Lun Kok Yuen
Conference: Buddhism and the Political Process at the University of
Toronto, Koko Kawanami and Alicia Turner, along with other participants, provided helpful and supportive comments on a draft of
Chapter 6. Leigh Jenco has been both encouraging and supportive as
I make my way in the emerging subﬁeld of Comparative Political Theory
and has provided an example of excellent scholarship in her own work.
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I also beneﬁted from feedback at the Comparative Political Theory
workshop that she co-hosts at the LSE. In Washington, DC, David
Steinberg was an incredibly generous champion of my scholarship and
I remain grateful to him for his support and advice. My discussions and
collaborations with Susan Hayward, Michael Jerryson, and Ben
Schonthal have helped to provide insights into the arguments made in
this book and Michael also provided detailed feedback on the whole
manuscript.
I was fortunate to receive a number of fellowships that have supported
my academic work. A number of FLAS (Foreign Language and Area
Studies) Fellowships allowed me to devote a good portion of time to
studying Burmese at the University of Washington and a Blakemore
Freeman Fellowship funded an additional year of language study in
Myanmar that was critical to my scholarly development. I conducted
ﬁeldwork in 2011 in Myanmar and Thailand on a Fulbright Hays
DDRA Fellowship. I beneﬁted from the excellent collection of Myanmarrelated and Burmese language materials at the University of Washington
libraries and the expertise of Judith Henchy and also conducted additional research at the Library of Congress in Washington, DC. A John Fell
Fund grant from the University of Oxford provided an opportunity to do
additional ﬁeld work in 2015.
My colleagues in the Political Science department at the University of
Washington helped to make my graduate career immensely enjoyable as
well as intellectually stimulating. Glenn Mackin and Chip Turner provided examples of collegiality and scholarship that I hope to emulate.
Larry Cushnie, Heather Pool, James Chamberlain, Brad Epperly, Nimah
Mazahari, Seth Greenfest, Adrian Sinkler, Will d’Ambruoso, Brandon
Bosch, Jason Lambacher, Amanda Fulmer and Deepa Bhandaru were all
great friends, roommates, bandmates, and/or ofﬁcemates, and many of
them provided comments on the dissertation. I beneﬁted from the UW
Jackson School’s strong Southeast Asia Center and especially from
Christoph Giebel, Sara Van Fleet and Tom Gething. The participants
at the Southeast Asia Center Graduate Student Conference gave helpful
feedback on an early draft of my prospectus, particularly Carlo Bonura,
Penny Edwards, Eric Tagliacozzo, and Hoang Ngo. In the Department of
Political Science, Ann Buscherfeld, Meera Roy, and particularly Susanne
Recordon provided administrative support throughout my time at UW.
In Chiang Mai and in Washington, DC, Christina Fink and Win Min
were wonderful and supportive friends; Win Min also assisted with my
reading of Aung San and Ledi Sayadaw. In Mae Sot I beneﬁted from the
help of many people, most signiﬁcantly Ashin Issariya (King Zero) of the
Best Friend Library and Aung Khine, who introduced me around and
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gave me very helpful feedback on my own work. In Washington, DC.
Kenneth and Betty Way took me under their wing and introduced me
around the Burmese community, providing a community of fellowship at
the Burmese monastery in Maryland. Kyaw Kyaw Thein and I became
quick friends due to our similar personalities and interests; he also
checked my Burmese spellings and translations. My regular conversations with him enriched my work and sustained me through many of the
challenges of writing the dissertation.
I have been blessed with equally supportive colleagues in my current
post as Aung San Suu Kyi Senior Research Fellow in Modern Burmese
Studies at St Antony’s College, University of Oxford. I arrived around the
same time as a group of young scholars of Southeast Asia and the reading
group that we formed provided feedback that turned a lengthy dissertation into a much more focused book. Many thanks go to Kevin Fogg, Ma
Khin Mar Mar Kyi, Claudio Sopranzetti, and Petra Mahy. Kevin in
particular has read and commented on every chapter. St Antony’s
College has been a welcoming and collegial environment and special
thanks go to the Warden, Margaret MacMillan, the Director of the
Asian Studies Centre, Faisal Devji, and Timothy Garton Ash. Richard
Gombrich made me welcome from the start in Oxford’s Buddhist studies
community. Lucy Rhymer has been a patient and supportive editor at
CUP and I am also grateful for the extensive comments provided by two
anonymous reviewers that signiﬁcantly helped to strengthen the book’s
arguments.
My parents, Lenny Walton and Linda Gort, have been wonderful
examples of compassionate action in the world. They have always
encouraged my curiosity and intellectual development and gave me
the opportunity to travel around the world early in life so that trips to
Southeast Asia seemed exciting rather than daunting. I cannot thank
them enough for their continued support. My son Soren arrived just at
the time when I needed additional motivation to ﬁnish the revised
manuscript and I thank him for that push. Finally, my wife Abby
Vogus has lived this book alongside me. She tolerated a “provisional
honeymoon” in Myanmar to support my language study and an
additional year of separation during my ﬁeldwork. She has read and
edited almost everything I have written and her sharp eye has helped me
to be a more concise and less verbose writer. Most importantly, she’s
encouraged me when I needed encouragement, prodded me when
I needed motivation, kept me to my deadlines when I needed to focus,
and loved and supported me throughout the entire process. I am eternally grateful to her.
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Chapter 5 includes excerpts from an article entitled “Monks in politics,
monks in the world: Buddhist activism in contemporary Myanmar,” that
was ﬁrst published in Social Research: An International Quarterly 82.2
(2015), 507–530. It is reprinted here with permission by Johns Hopkins
University Press.
Chapter 5 also includes excerpts from an article entitled “The
Disciplining Discourse of Unity in Burmese Politics,” that was ﬁrst
published in Journal of Burma Studies 19:1 (2015), 1–26. It is reprinted
here with permission by the Center for Burma Studies.
Chapter 6 includes excerpts from a chapter entitled “Buddhist monks
and politics in contemporary Myanmar,” that was ﬁrst published in the
book Buddhism and the Political Process (2016). It is reprinted here with
permission by Palgrave Macmillan.
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A Note on Language and Usage

Language decisions are always a challenge in works of comparative
political theory. Because Burmese terms and concepts do not always
neatly map onto English translations and sometimes have different
connotations or usages than the more widespread Pāli terms, there are
times when it is important to use the Burmese. However, some Pāli terms
will be so familiar to readers that to use unfamiliar Burmese terms could
interrupt the ﬂow of the text. In this book, I have chosen to use a mixture
of Burmese and Pāli terms (and, for the ﬁrst instance of each in a chapter,
the equivalent in the other language). Pāli terms are used where the words
are relatively common in scholarly discourse and where the Burmese
usage does not signiﬁcantly diverge from the generally accepted Pāli
meaning. For example, I use the Pāli word sangha (monkhood) instead
of the Burmese thanga. However, where I wish to highlight particular
Burmese understandings or uses of a term that do differ from an accepted
Pāli deﬁnition, I prioritize the Burmese term, also giving a detailed
explanation of the usage in Burmese contexts. For example, I use the
Burmese word kutho (wholesome action; merit from good deeds) instead
of the Pāli word kusala. While this may seem complicated, I believe it is an
appropriate compromise between scholarly norms of usage and my
methodological commitment to value Burmese thinking on its own
terms. The appendix also contains a glossary of all of the Burmese and
Pāli terms used in the book.
I have tried to transliterate Burmese terms in the simplest way for nonBurmese readers, meaning that I do not always follow conventional
transliteration practices. While this may be jarring for readers familiar
with the Burmese language and common transliterations, I hope it makes
the text more accessible since a few Burmese terms are central to the
analysis.
The Burmese language uses a number of honoriﬁcs that indicate
relative age as well as status. “Daw” and “U” are the female and male
honoriﬁcs that are used in practice as a respectful “Auntie” or “Uncle”
(even when the speaker is not related by blood) and generally correspond
xiv

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-15569-5 — Buddhism, Politics and Political Thought in Myanmar
Matthew J. Walton
Frontmatter
More Information

A Note on Language and Usage

xv

to “Mrs./Ms.” and “Mr.” Monks can be accorded various honoriﬁcs but
the most common are “U” and “Ashin.” A more senior monk who
oversees other monks in a monastery is called “Sayadaw.” For
bibliographic purposes, authors are catalogued by their names, although
titles such as U, Daw, Ashin, Thakin, and Sayadaw are provided in
brackets.
Scholars writing about Myanmar face the challenge of deciding which
name to use for the country. The military government changed the name
from “Burma” to “Myanmar” in 1989, but a number of individuals,
organizations, and countries have refused to acknowledge what they
consider an illegitimate name change. I use “Myanmar” when speaking
about the country after the change and “Burma” when speaking about the
country before the change; I also use “Myanmar” when discussing the
country or state in general terms not linked to a speciﬁc point in time.
I use “Burmese” to refer to the citizens of the state or the majority
language. While this term is problematic because of its linguistic
associations with the dominant majority ethnic group, there is no other
term that is sufﬁciently clear or in common usage in denoting citizens of
the Myanmar state.
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