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Bv E. MICHAEL MENDELSON, M.A., Ph.D. 

T
HE driver of the family with whom I spent, in Rangoon, about half 
of a recent eighteen months' stay in Burma, was called Saya (Master 
or Expert) by the other servants and obviously had a reputation for 

some kind of magical powe~. 1 To this, at first, I paid little attention, 
being concerned with th~ soc10logy of Burmese monasteries and the Bud­
dhist Order's relations with the Government, whose programmes of ecclesi­
astical reform had been widely discussed at the time of the great Sixth 
Buddhist Council. Feeling that I ought to begin concerning myself with 
the less formal manifestations of Burmese religion, I allowed him one day 
to lead me off to his little hut at the end of the garden. Here he showed 
me his rough-and-ready ~!chemist's oven _and bellows ~nd the ritual para­
phernalia in his room: pictures of the B~ddha, of a vanety of nats (spirits) 
-some of whom he discounte1 as weaklmgs, others whom he appeared to 
fear and propitiate-and offermgs of coco~~ts and bananas: the conven­
tional Burmese kadawpw~-. From the ce1l~n~ hung a canopy of cloth, 
inscribed with ins (cabbahstic squares _cont~mmg ~ett~rs and figures) and 
~ung with gilt cardb~ard leaves, also mscnbed with !ns. He claimed_ to 
sit under this every night for a_t leas~ t~o hours, tellmg beads, repeating 
Buddhist formula: and " directmg his mner thoug~ts on ' pagoda,' " by 
which he meant religion in ge~eral and, more specifica~y, paya, a word' · 
describing the Buddha, Bu4dha images, pagodas and ~ery 1mpor~ant people 
such as kings and great monks. We. talked f?r a while about hrs alchemy 
and his claims that it had brought him certam powers. He told me that 
he was invulnerable to pain an~ asked me to bang as hard as I could on his 
arm, with a hard instrument 1f necessary. Much l~ter, after I had left 
Burma, I heard that he had refused ~elp for_ snake bite and h_ad only just 
been saved, at the last moment, by bemg forcibly removed to the hospital. 

My attention was eventually drawn to some photographs on the altar. 
Most of them were formal portraits of a middle-aged man dressed in a 
velvet "royal " robe, with gold fringes, and a Burmese crown. There was 
another photo of the same person as a young man and ~ome more as a very 
old man. The driver told me that all these were of hrs own saya Bo Min 
~aung who could change, at will, from one physical appearance to another. 
co e sp?ke_ at _least twelve foreign language~ and ~ad travelle? to many 
h u:tnes In his dreams or in his trances. Hrs exploits were vaned. Once, 
. e ad c_ut the top pieces off his index and little fingers-at the Shwedagon, 
lil full sight of many observers-had then gone off into the "jungle" for 
s~me we~ks and grown them again. My host, who followed this indi­
vidual with gr~at devotion and sometimes received him in the compound 
when he l~ft his own place near Moulmein, declared that the saya would 
become Kmg of Burma at the end of 2,500 years, though whether this 
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230 THE KING OF THE WEAVING MOUNTAIN 

referred-to the first part of the 5,000-year span of Gotama's religion or the 
second was not clear at the time. 

At first, I thought of all this as mere eccentricity. In the intervening 
ten months between this first episode of my story and the next, I was to 
learn, mainly in Upper Burma, a great deal more about such sayas. I came · 
to kno~ that, besides the two components of Burmese religion described 
by_ previous authors-Buddhism proper and the cult of nats-there was a 
third _compon~nt to which very few scholars had ever paid systematic 
~ttentton. This component concerned the activities of weikzas. A weikza 
1s a person who has achieved supremacy in one of a number of arts: 
a~trology, alchemy, cabbalistic signs, mantras (magical formula:) and medi­
cme. The student works for long years on his chosen discipline, imposing 
abstinences on himself, seeking the advice of living or " dead " masters 
and attempting to ~ain co~trol over powerful spirits whose help is neces­
s~ry to ~h_e . co!Il plet:Ion o~ his task. Th_e final stage usually requires a dras­
ti~ self-mittatto_n, by which the power_ mherent in the perfected product of 
his researches 1s made to pass mto his own body. An alchemist for in­
stance, is buried for a number of days in a secret place. The k~y is en­
trusted to a disciple who must prevent all disturbances and, at the end of 
the appointed time, the b_uri~d man rises as a fully fledged weikza. He 
can now fly through the air, Journey underground, 'make himself invisible 
assume various shapes an~, above all, li~e for very great periods of ti~e: 
long enough, i~dee~, to w1t~ess _the commg of the next Buddha, Maitreya, 
and listen to his savmg predications. 

Leaving aside the probl_em of Vl'.heth~r such persons really exist or not, 
we can say that the idea ot the w_~zk~a 1s ~ very pow:erful one in Burmese 
religious thinking ~nd_ some fam1lianty ;:vith the ~~bJe~~ ma½e~,me certain 

. that it cannot be dismissed as a merely popular or rustic phenome­
non. The weikza, while not immortal-nothing is in a Bud?hist context 
-is not subjected to the normal _human proce~s of _trans~i~a~?n, life 
following life with intervals of dymg. 1:he w_ezkz~, if he di~s at all, 

1 eems to "die "-like a snake sheddmg his skm and growmg a new 
on y s Id h . h . " d h " d one-no mere mortal can say for sure how o e 1s, w at 1s eat an 
what is voluntary change of appearance. While a speci~c person can,_then, 
be identified as a" weikza" at any speci~c time, ro~!111s_left f~r the imag­
ination to construct what it will: whole lmeages of wezkzas are elabor­
ated and seen now as "different'; persons, at other times merely as aspects 
of the same person. The field is obviously op~n to any i~dividua~ t~ test 
his authority by making his claims and_ awaiting_ the arnval of disciples. 

Time is a highly paradoxical concel?t m _Buddhist tho17ght. On the one 
hand the cosmology inherited from Hmdms!Il speaks of _immense spans of 
time, vast world-cycles interrupted by_cos~c conflagrat1~ns; on th~ other 
hand Buddhist philosophy, carried to its ul~1mate concl~s10ns, sees time as 
only relative: in the absolute it does not ex1s_t. T~e wez~za ~an be seen_ as 
a personification of this paradox, pure d~rauo_n tnump~mg m the r~lat1ve 
mind over_ its unimaginable opposite. L~kew1se, t_her~ 1s a p~radox m the 
idea of Nirvana where the fullest extens10n of being 1s no different from 
the complete extinction of being. This par~d~x has al"."ays been_ at the 
heart of Buddhism, a religion whose very basis 1s the not10n that different 
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people are set on different rungs of the ladder of understanding. Those 
who are set on all rungs but the very highest must see that highest rung as 
the fullest extension of being; that is as the highest development of human 
Power. The weikza is again the personification of this idea. Buddhism, 
tn opposition to Hinduism, has stressed the negative side-the idea of No­
Time as opposed to the Great-Time, the idea of extinction as opposed to 
full extension of being, but Hinduism has left its 'inark on Buddhism and 
the frailty of the human imagination is on its side. The notion of power 
brings with it the notion of salvation and the ~eikzt: is looked up to as a 
benevolent, ever-present guide in all torms of tn~ulat1_on. While he in turn 
must bow to the next Buddha, ordrnary mank10d, 10 the great intervals 
between Buddhas, turns to the weikza for advice along the way . 

. In short, the Burmese, long subjected . to Hinduism and Mahiiyiina 
Buddhism before the consolidation of their own T heraviida Buddhism 
have preserved in their weikza lore much t?at is relatively unorthodox'. 
'.fhe _picture is not simply one of an austere faith, tolerant o~ human beliefs 
in spirits who rule over fields too mean to be regarded as its concern and 
which can always be relegated into t~e. background as_ mere s~rvivals of a 
pre-Buddhist state of things-rather 1t 1s one of a contmuum 10 which the 
whole range of worldly desires ~s exp~essed before all desire is finally 
a)lowed to be extinguished, one rn ~h1ch power_ first ~ontr~ls the indi­
vidual (as in the case of the. nat possessrng the medm~), I? :which power is 
then, in ever more refined degrees, co_ntrolled by ~he 11;1d1v1d~al (as in the 
case of the weikza) in which power ~s fi?ally ~xt10gu1shed 10 the know­
ledge that there is no individual to enJOY it (as m the case of the Buddhist 
proper). Shall we persist in reserving the term Buddhism for the higher 
aspects of this continuum and relegate the rest to "Magic," " Animism " 
and such dubious categories or shall we keep clo~er to the facts, abandon 
ou~ 1;1otion of a "pure " Buddhism ~nd grant this latter t~rm to a whole 
religion practised by a whole people _10 one place _ai:id 0 n7 time? Progress 
both in the study of Buddhism and 10 that of religion will depend on our 
answer to this question. . . 

But we have strayed from our wezkzas, :whose task, I ~u~m1tted, is con­
c_erned with the promotion of the well-bemg of the religion and its be­
lievers in ~e periods betwe:n th: appearance of Budd~as. I have said 
that the prune aim of the weikzas 1s to ensure that they will be thems l · h 1 . cl eves, wit a 1 their powers when Ma1treya comes an not go astray or h 
'k ' l f • , runte ns of going astray in the endless eye es o transm1gration.2 In th th 

cl . ' . h C kk . e or o­ox view, as expressed for instance m t e a avati Sihaniida Sutt f 
the Digha Nikiiya Maitreya will arrive at the end of a very Ion anta of 
cl , . h l"f . g process o 

ecrease and then increase m the uman I e span, a time fa I h 
h . . cl G B r onger t an t e on01nal 5 ooo years' span allotte to otama uddha's rel' . . h . o· ' cl • 1g1on 10 ot er 

scriptures. Furthermore Maitreya was es1gnated by Gota th 
B ddh ' · · · h ma as e next u a and has been awaiting his time lil t e Tusita he . 
Th D- h N' - k · ( aven ever smce. e 1g a zkaya savs that a ca ravartzn a great ruler b h f 
faith) will appear in order to look after Maitreya and tid y t eh ~wed O 

that he may preach his religion in peace. Y up t e an so 
Some Burmese appear to have tampered with this orth cl cl 1 f fr h . k ' h h' · h o oxy an am not ar om t 10 mg t at t 1s tampering as been det . cl b b 1. f ermtne y e 1e s 
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connected with weikzas. To begin with, while the weikza is indeed the 
symbol of duration, human patience is short and will seek to identify the 
man on the spot, the weikza it has at hand, with the summum bonum or 
an embryo-form thereof. Human patience being short, the long sp~n of 
time before Maitreya's coming will also be reduced and 5,000 years will be 
accepted as the period when one religion ending will give way to another. 
Finally, a king, influenced by the custom whereby royalty in Burma was. 
dignified with the titles of cakravartin and embryo-Buddha, appears to 
hav_e claimed, in his impatience and desire for great power, that he was 
Ma1treya come to earth at the end of such a 5,000-year span. This king 
was Bodawpaya (1782-1819). 3 

It is no coincidence perhaps that the first appearance of an embryo-form 
of the _cakrav~rtin who is to precede Maitreya is situated in Burmese 
legend m th~ time of Bodawpaya. 4 This king is said to have had a rel~tive 
whom he wished to drown and tlie relative was saved by a famous wezkza 
~o Bo -~ung. The latter saved him from drowning and sent him to dwelt 
m a spmt heaven until such time as he should be ready to descend to earth. 
On January 25 last, I described to the Society an association formed in an 
Upper Burma town whose leader described as an incarnation of another 
weikza Bo_ Min Gaung who had died at Popa around 1952, was re~arded 
as the_commg Setkyamin (the Burmese form of the word cakravartzn). It 
wa~ hmted furthermore that this leader might also be an embryo-form of 
Maitreya B~ddha, though this claim was no more than a hint.' 

At t~e time I investigated this association, I remembered that m~ Ran­
goon dnver had referred to his saya as Bo Min ~aung. A monk m the 
same town as the association, on seeming to recogmze the latter a_s the true 
one, was confronted with my data on the associ~tion and then op_med that, 
for all he knew, the spirit of Bo Min Gaung might have passed m~o more 
tJ:i~~ one person. I had my own ideas about this and was not surprised, on 
v1s1t1ng the Moulmein saya, to be told that he and he only was the true Bo 
Min Gaung. But I anticipate. . 

Some time later, on my return from Upper Burma,_ ! d1sc~vered that 
our driver would be taking a holiday in the shape of a v_1s~t to his saya a~d 
promptly arranged to meet him there. Shortly after arnvmg at Moulm~in 
I secured a rickety truck and set out towards M~don. Abo~t five ffilles 
fr~m here my companion and I were welcomed m a_ small village by _our 
dnver and a small band ·of people. We were shown mto the hut and mto 
th_e presence of a plump man, somewhere between hi~ forties and fifti~s: 
"".1th a s?ft charm of manner which must have been a? 1m_port~~t factor m 
his charismatic authority. He behaved througho_ut w!th s1mphc1ty t~ough 
he had obviously made up his mind long ago to live his part to the hilt and 
was pro?ably convinced of his own powers. At first things did not go too 
"".ell_ owing to the disrespectful attitude of my companion which irked the 
d?c~ples of the Bodaw a term reserved for such personages and also used 
0 tfe Upper Burma sdya I eventually succeeded in conveying the need to con orm and f . · 

I was to! a ter this all went well. 
h 1 i that the Bodaw had originally come from Popa-Taungalat, 

the P ac:i where Bo Min Gaung had died, and asked if I had seen him 
t ere. e ad chosen this place because it was opposite a hill called the 
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"Weaving Mountain." The outtazaungs-beings usually in the shape of 
pretty girls ~ho guard treasures~ often ~or the sake of the coming Buddha 
-were weavmg there and movmg their treasure constantly about. This 
could be heard at night and meant that whatever good works would be 
performed here would be heard all over the world. His object was "to 
spread Buddhism and to enable all beings to go to Nirv~na." ~ncouraged 
by his good will towards me I pressed home some quesaons of Importance. 
Was he the only Bo Min Gaung? Yes was the answer to this; any others I 
might have heard of were charlatans and pretenders. Was he the Setkya­
min? This he was less forthright about, but I was given to understand 
that Bo Min Gaung and Setkyamin were one being. Further, I was most 
excited to hear that " Setkyamin is the king who will become the future 
Buddha Maitreya. They are not two diiferent persons. After being Set­
kyamin, he must go to Tusita heaven." This saya did not hold the view 
that Maitreya would come at the end of Gotama's 5,000 years; rather, he 
kept to the orthodox interpretation that " one full up-and-down movement 
of the human life span, an antraka" (from Pali: antara-kappa) "would 
have to take place before Maitreya's coming." There were sixty-four of 
these periods altogether in this kaba or world epoch-we are in the twelfth 
-after these the world would be destroyed by fire, wind or water. In this 
time there would be Maitreya and ten other Buddhas. 6 Would there be 
Buddhas in the worlds after? The answer to this was that " Where there 
are men there are Buddhas," and that Byammamin (the Burmanized 
Brahma) kept a record of the passing worlds. 

When questioned about his birth, the Bodaw merely said that he had 
come from Tusita heaven; there had been many comings-not all of them 
in Burma, some, even, in England. . Some of these comings had been as 
kings, and he gave a list in the followmg, rather erratic, order: Inwa Min­
ga~ng, Pegu J?ham.q:ia_zedi Ming~~ng,. Prome Duttab_aung, Alaungsithu 
Mingaung, Abiyaza Mmg~ung,_ Dih Mmgaung ?f !ndia, Bo Min Gaun . 
I unfortunately missed askmg hun whether the list mcluded Bo Bo A g 
Be was reluctant to discuss the process of these "comings," but eve i.3f 
said that his winyin (cf. Pali: Viiiiiiirza), that is: spirit or conscI·on Y 
W uld · th th B d , usness o pass mto ano er person on e o aw s pretended "de th ,, J 
tha~ the other person's winyin would go into one of the higher n; .' an 
w:zkza. He further claimed to be the only person alive capabl sf. da ~at­
this. e o omg 

Thes~ _explanations, similar to those I had been given in u· e 
and add1t1onal to them in some cases, suggest that the Setk PP. r B1;1fma 
of the. lege_n? ~s only part of a cycle, for we remember tha (i:'i episode 
sent his spmt Into a nat heaven. While such Bodaws ar O Aung 
· £ · e Wary f d · ting to ore~gners that they will be the great cakravartin of . 0 a mtt-

p~r~aps Ma1treya himself, there is little doubt that the da. Mai~eya an_d 
d1sciples or allow them to claim it for them. I shall d Y 1m this to their 
. . . h o no mo th t1on m passmg t at such ideas remind me strongly of th re an men-

Buddhas " of countries to the north of Burma. e so-called " Living 
Of himself he declared "Staying in this bod th 

weikzas in general, of which he claimed to be th k:re are many," and of 
changed their body form when old, while othe e ing, he said that some 

rs a ways appeared in the 
15 



234 - THE KING OF THE WEAVING MOUNTAIN 

shape of a nat-weikza. Nirvana he declined to discuss, _statinp n_ierely that 
those who can go straight there should do so. In Ma1treya s tlme, those 
who would want to go could do so; others might prefer to stay. I had pre­
viously been told that weikzas had to await Maitreya bec~use ~ey we~e 
unable to achieve Nirvana by themselves. It seemed t? me hs~enmg ~o this ­
Bodaw and from other evidence, however, that wezkzas rrught wish to 
achieve Nirvana not as laymen but as one of the grades of Buddhas or 
Buddh~'s disciples. 7 Here again were some sug~estions 0at 0e Bodhi­
sattva ideal of the Mahiiyiina may well have left Its traces m this Thera­
vada land. 

This saya claimed to prefer meditation techniques to any of the others, 
although our driver told me that he had become interested in alchemy of 
late and had consulted him in these matters. Without meditation on the 
different precepts and the Buddha's virtues, "none of the other things 
work." When I began to ask about ins, however, the Bodaw showed some 
exciteme~t, edged over to the table I had been given and began making a 
tew ~rawmgs from which, however, I gathered that he was no great expert 
·m ~s field. He stated that an in-weikza "had to get the sa-da-ba-wa in 
stra1g~t and the:11 bury himself like an alchemist." There are many inter­
pretations of this famous in, made up of the four Burmese letters sa, da, 
ba and wa, the two he offered being: sa: the "four promises," da: the 
Dhamma or Tripitaka, ba: "the whole of Learning" and wa: weikza. 8 

The letters could also stand for the Four Buddhas of this kaba before 
Maitreya. 

To close the interview, the Bodaw declared that he would bless us and 
lit a couple of cigarettes. He looked ve:y absorbed while puffing at these, 
and muttered a few words in a sort of hidden language very similar to that 
I had heard used by other people of hjs kind. I believe this to be a mixture 
of Pali, Hindi and nonsense with which such s~yas pretend to_ have ~e gift 
of tongues. His " English " was made mamfest m such e,aculatxons as 
" Yes, sir f" and " All right I " After puffing for a while, he transferred the 
cigarettes to us and told us to smoke the~ throug? . . They w~re i:nentho­
lated cigarettes and must have given his villager disciples the illusion that 
they contained some potent medicine. 

On the way back, my companion, an educated Mon gentlem~n, told me 
that he had heard the villagers refer to the Bodaw as Se~kyamzn, Alau~g­
daw and Payalaung-all terms of the highest respect which can be applied 
to a future king or Buddha. Iliad seen that they always prostrated them­
selves to him on coming in and going out. He had also ~athe:ed th~t ~e 
Bodaw had married the young daughter of the ~ous~ he hv~d m, <:1a1rrung 
that he had been king and she the queen of China m previous ex1stences. 
Someone, presumably an unbeliever, had added that the Bodaw had been 
chased ou~ <;>f _Yenangyaung before comi~g here by the : ahanbyo, a 
strongly disciplined association. of monks with headquarters m Mandalay. 

Commenting on our visit, my companion added that such people 
worked through the charm they exerted over simple people, and "if they 
can make men love them you cannot imagine what they do to women I " 
Women frequent! y went ~o such sayas to get back the love of an erring hus­
band, and after a while fell for the saya. One such Indian saya in a town 
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near Mandalay was now living with the wife of one of Rangoon's richest 
merchants. 

What kind of picture does the sociologist obtain of Burmese religion 
from phenomena such as 0es~? ~e is_ struck, above ~11, by 0e lack of any 
very marked formal orgamza~on m these ma_tters: this cult, 1f we may call 
it so, has no church, no orgamzed body of priests, no regular congregation, 
no system of parishes, no written body of laws and sanctions from which 
anyone can derive a clear idea of what can and .what cannot be done by 
either master or disciple. Nor is there much history to go on : while we 
can trace the first Setlryamin to the time of Bodawpaya, while we can show 
that the famous rebel of the r93os, Saya San, set himself up as a Setlryamin, 
while our research showed evidence of at least two claimants to this posi­
ti~n in 1958-59, there is no ev_idence for or ag:ainst such claimants having 
existed throughout Burmese history, although 1deas about cakrauartins and 
Maitreya have a long and respectable ancestry. At the most, we can say 
that such claims appear to be modelled on the type of kingship which 
Burma derived at an early date from India and that, since .the end of the 
Burmese kingship, they have been associated at times with nativistic move­
ments and nationalist upheavals against the British. In so far as they con­
tinue after the achievement. of Burmese Independence, however, we can 
safely admit that their religious aspects are at least as important as their 
political implications. . 

We notice at the same tim~ that the other two components of Burmese 
religion are also loosely orgamzed. The Order of monks draws its unity­
from a way of life laid down in ~e Ju:st '.' Basket " of the Scriptures, but it 
is not a church with a head over 1t enJoymg absolute authority: in the last 
resort each monk is his o~n master and each layman follows the dictates 
of a monk or monks only m_ so far as he finds them useful in fursuing hi 
own path. No one can tell who is "in " and who is "out " 0 Buddhi ~ 
all that can be offered is advice that such a path will lead to a goal sd 
another will not. Likewise, the cult of nats, who appear predomina tl an 
hereditary and residential spirits, is securely tied to particular locali·~: n Y ads 

'bil' 'th · ues, an mediums bear no respons1 1ty e1 er to supenors or to those who 
consult them. come to-

While Buddhism as a "higher " way, then, sets the tone f B 
religious life and gives it a goal towards which it can strive tho _urmese 
for a wide variety of individual choice according to the level' f er~ ts room 
ing reached by any particular person. Groups, such as ther O u~ erstand­
dissolve solely on the basis of the authority and power of e ~e~ orm and 
ticular individuals and this is as true of particular sectsc:nvictton ?f par­
within the Order of monks-despite the fact that a gr nd associations 
carry on for some length of time the system of discipl' eatl 1:1d0 nastery can 

· · f · · · h h ine a1 do b great monk-as 1t 1s o assoc1at1ons m t e ot er spheres Wh wn y a 
the system together? The force which lifts Burmese r~li . at, then, holds 
ley of small local cults to the semblance of a national gi~n. fro~ a med­
much the Buddhist Order itself as the idea of hierarch religion 1s not so 
standing, b~ilt into Budd~ism as a ph~losophical s st[:n of 1eveJ_s of u~de~·­
vidual 's claims to leadership are theoretically absolui f · h While an mdi­
persuaded to follow him, the very existence of high e 0

1 
r t lose who can be 

er eve s of power and 
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understanding limits the leader's claims in so far as he himself is concerned 
and ensures that he will never obtain the allegiance of too great a number 
of followers. Once we understand this we can see the true role of the 
monks: not as priests, not as intermediaries between individuals and the 
supernatural, but as those who live the highest type of religious life on be­
hal~, as it were, of the less gifted and more world-inv?lved majority of the 
~ociety. Closely associated with this is, of course, the idea of karma accord­
u~g to which each individual bears the sole responsibility for improving 
himself while, at the same time, this responsibility is anchored to the level 
of understanding he has been able to achieve as securely as a Hindu is 
~eoretically tied to the caste in which he was born. " Given my limita­
tlons, what can I do and to whom can I turn for help?" is the question of 
the a:,erage_ B~mese Buddhist, and not " What is Buddhism and are my 
practlces within it or outside of it?" "Buddhism" is the sum total of all 
available_ practices in the country at the time, and only for the very sophisti­
cated, with a historically educated frame of mind, does the second question 
tend to appear. 

Such ways of thinking favour individual autonomy and do not make for 
succes~ful administrati~e syst~s. It is curiou~ that Burmese political his­
~ory _yields the same kmd of picture. Theoretically the king was absolute 
i~ ~s power and authority, yet i~ practice his eower was often sadly 
h~ited. A successful and strong ki!-1-g extend:d his frontiers by war, but 
his weak successor would lose them JUSt as rapidly and rebellion froni bor­
d~r ~rinces was a ~taple factor in B~rma's ~story. Here again a balance 
w1thm the system itself ensured agamst the rigours of the total application 
of a theory. An alternative way woµld h~ve_been for royalty to establish a 
strong administration in conquered_ terntones and thus ensure both the 
stability of the empire and the happmess o_f well_-~overned_ subjects. This 
way was not followed, however, any more m poh_ti~s than m r7ligion.9

_ 

It is thus perhaps not very strange that the on~nal aberrations of ideas 
about the cakravartin and Maitreya can be foun_d m the sphere of royalty. 
The king's authority required a powerful backmg, a!l the _more so when 
ecclesiastics could so easily point to the d~fec_ts of_a vamglonous and short­
liv7d _policy of conquest. What better JUst1ficat10n for conquest than. to 
assurulate it to the policy of a great conqueror and defender of the faith 
such as Asoka had been? And what better still than to become the rule_r of 
the very Order which criticized one's policy? We cannot enter now mto 
rlie_ mind and motives of such a king as Bodawpaya, but it may not be 
entirely_ fruitless to suggest that such ideas !11-ay_ ha~e been at least pa~tly 
responsible for our driver's would-be king m his village of the Weavmg 
Mountain. 

One -~her point may be worth making. While we frequently refer 
to Mahayana " survivals ,, in a T heraviida land, we find, on many fronts, 
that the differences between the two great branches of Buddhism appear 
more and more elusive. Looked at in a certain way,. the various Mahayana 
sutras which form the basis of various schools within the Greater Ve!ucle 
can appear as efforts to establish hierarchies, with the adherents of the 
particular school in question in each text claiming to achieve a deeper level 
of doctrinal understanding than that of adherents of other sects. While 
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much research remains to be done into the sociology of Buddhism in 
general, it may be worth asking whether these inducements to potential
disciples are very different from those we find among the competing
religious personalities in an altogether· less devdoped system such as that 

· which prevails in Burma.

FOOTNOTES 
1 My anthropological field-work, sponsored by the Royal Institute of InternationalAffairs, was done in Burma between June, 1958 and November, 1959. • There is considerable evidence from the oldest inscr�ptio?s onwa_rds for th�gthat many, if not most Burmese prayed for a human birth m the Ume of MaitreyaBuddha. One must distinguish, however, between such prayers and deliberateattempts to escape death altogether. 

3 See Sangermano: A Description of the Burmese Empire, Rangoon, 1924, p. 61,and compare with p. 87. 
• In history as opposed to legend, the first SetkJamzn now remembered wouldseem to have heen a "Prince ��akyam�" � the reign of Bagyidaw (1819-37).See W. Desai: History of the Bnttsh Residency zn Burm_a 1826-1840, Rangoon, 1939,especially p. 335. Some informants and some texts ascnbe the legendary SetkJamin to this reign. 
5 Many slides were shown with this talk, and a report would have been maimedwithout them. Since this material will be very �lly fublished with full references,footnotes, plans and photographs, in the Bullean o the School of Oriental andAfrican Studies, XXIV, part 3, October, 1961, I have preferred to offer here furtherevidence of the same_ kind and de�ree of i_nterest .. • The int<erprctano� of t�ese ume penods vanes : some w�uld hold that, as thereare only five Buddhas m this kaba, the ten Budd�as after Maitreya would appear insu�sequent �a�as . . • For references to the idea of . ten futur_e Buddhas, seeMmayeff's edltlon of the Aniigatavamsa, Journal of the Pah Text Society, 1886; Than Tun Mahiikassapa and his Tradition, Journal of the Burma Research Society XLII 2, 1959, p. n7; �uce :t1:d Pe_ Maung Tin: T�e Glass Palace Chronicles, Londo�, 1923: p. 160 and Ehot: Hinduism and Buddhism, III, p. 84; and Ceylon fournal of

Science, section g, Vol. II, Colombo, 1928-1933 p._67.. 
Certain contemporary texts on the Setl(yamzn (!dentified or not with Bo MinGaung), argue whether the prince is the �bryo Ma1treya or the embryo Rama and �ome to different conclusions. Now Rama 1s the first of the Buddhas after Maitreyam the above lists. I shall present these texts elsewhere. 
7 An old Mandalay informant referre1 to the foll<;>wmg classes of people (not!1-ecessarily weikzas). I give the Pali eqmvalents 0� �is cl_asses, but stress that his�terpret:itions are not necessarily the s_ame as our d1cUonar1es'. I also leave out histune penods as they are open to question : they decrease from I to S· I. Samasam buddha: a Payalaung, one who prays to beco_me a Buddha or Payagyi. 2. Pacceka Buddha: one who will become a Payaga�e, a Silent Bu�d�a when there is no reli ion �n ear�. 3. Agga siivaka : one who "'.ill become a disciple of the right or left �idelike Sanputta or Mogall�a. 4. Mt:h� savaka.: one who has a firm prediction from aBuddha as to when he will be a d1sc1ple of ng_ht or left. 5. Pakati siivaka . one wh can through me�iita_ti�m co?1e to Nirviina_in_t_!i!s kaba but will not become� Buddh�The latter class 1s d1v1ded mto r. Uggha{ttannu: One who can become an arahat at glance. 2. Vipaiicitaiiiiu: one who has to wor� very hard to become an arahat3. Neyyapuggala: one who must work day and !11ght to become an arahat p d �

parama : one who must sacrifice his life to obtam arahatship in his exist · 4· a a 
Note that in his system, since all other classes than five involve k b 

encfr th• one, Maitreya is not involved. a as a er is
8 More precisely: the four truths: dttkkha sacca, samudaya s · dh s.; a-tat (Burm.)-paiiiiii (Pali): Learning, Knowledge. ·, ntro a s., magga 

° For further elaboration see this author's Religion and A th • · M d B Id T M t1 or,ty in o errz urm_a,_ Th7 Wor oday, Chatham H<;>use? a:ch, 1960, and The Use f ReligiousScepticism tn Modern Burma: forthcommg m Diogenes. s 0 
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