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The Study of Myths in Burmese History

Michael Aung-Thwin is Professor of Asian Studies the
University of Hawai'i (Manoa) and has publishedeesively on
Burmese history. The present work is divided intortéen
chapters, including the introduction and the cosic
("Without the Mon Paradigm"). The main goal of th&ok is to
debunk what Aung-Thwin calls the "Mon paradigm, fevh he
argues, was the result of the work of colonial drisihs who
combined two indigenous myths into one interpretatiof
Burmese history. As the author explains:

“In the nineteenth century ... Dhammazedi's fifteezentury

claim that the ancient Suvannabhumi was Ramannaatesd)

Kala's eighteenth-century account of the conquésthaton--

two temporally, causally, and textually unrelatearratives--

were combined for the first time by colonial schiskap and

synthesized into a new theory that the Mon Therav&addhist
culture of Lower Burma 'civilized' Burman Upper Bua. This

is the thesis that | call the Mon Paradigm.... BeeaPagan is
considered to have been the '‘Golden age' of Burnéisre and
therefore also the foundations upon which the agimt
subsequent culture was built, the Mon Paradigmissghat the
Mon people and the culture of Lower Burma were ulignate

origins not only of Pagan civilization, but also Burma's

culture in general” (p. 2).

This paradigm was maintained, Aung-Thwin arguesabse
specialists on the country did not heed the resiens of non-
specialists on Burma , especially of those extespatialists not
trained in indigenous languages, such as Pierreitujfn other
words, had scholars on the country not been trajgyetheir
own historiography and been able to view Burmessohy
without knowledge of it, they might have seen the
inconsistencies of the paradigm (pp. 4, 6). Thiss sgp a
demanding case for Aung-Thwin to demonstrate, but
unfortunately, the present study fails to convitle present
reviewer, as discussed below.
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The present reviewer has examined Burmese my#s uaing a
textual approach as well as the same indigenouwsadies used
here regarding the Abhiraja myth.[1] Thus, he isiposition to
comment on the merits of Michael Aung-Thwin's asal\of the
emergence of one of the "myths"--the Thaton congsi@sy in
Burmese history--which was integrated into Aung-TiriisvMon
paradigm. This story or "myth" holds that upon #uice of his
teacher, Shin Arahan, the eleventh-century Burmkise,
Anawrahta, marched against and took the town oftdrhan
Lower Burma . From Thaton, Anawrahta took back tmdh
thirty sets of the Pali Canon (the Pitakas) ang tmere used to
instruct Burmese monks in the correct religiouschaags.
Aung-Thwin argues that this myth does not appeaitsirfull
form until the twentieth century in Mon texts andloin the
1730s in Burmese texts. Thus, he argues, the stacgeptance
represents a Mon paradigm used by colonial histeriand
others later to understand Burmese history in diqudair way
that allowed them (and the Mons ) to view the Bwsenas the
recipients of

culture from the Mons . Aung-Thwin draws attentitm the
lineage of the story and to the fact that insooipdi do not
support it and thus draws the Mon paradigm intostjae. He
makes use of a limited number of indigenous testane
translated into English and some into Burmeses linclear if
Aung-Thwin understands Mon, but other than Burmese
chronicles, he relies on translated versions aiallssampling

of Mon texts and a translated version of a Paloclule.

An important problem with this work is that Aungwim, likely
unwittingly, selectively presents part of the higtal context
that would support his claims, but remains silentamanging
aspects of this context that would work againstrthéd good
example, one that would call the entire argumenthaf book
into question, was the alternating mood of Bodawhp&.
1782-1819). Certainly, Bodawhpaya did favour theatdh
story--initially. However, when he and the monastider were
at odds concerning his claims regarding the religidne



attempted to undercut their position by makingrailar claim
as that made by Aung-Thwin in the present book,t tha
Ramannadesa was not an ancient country, in ordenatenge
the authenticity of the religious texts taken frisom Thaton.[2]
Bodawhpaya thus had his own special reasons touzbghe
historical record regarding Thaton. This is impottaas
Bodawhpaya--who spent much of his reign collectexgant
copies of chronicles, religious texts, and otherkspas well as
Inscriptions, and then culled them to support hesvg on the
religion and society--presents a serious obstade otr
understanding of what was written (or inscribedfobe his
time. While Bodawhpaya could not collect and cdrrec
everything, it makes it extremely difficult to sayencerning
views not shared by Bodawhpaya--what did not gxistr to his
time, as asserted in the present study. Thus, whiéemight be
able to confidently trace the Abhiraja myth, a mstipported by
the court at this time, one wonders whether theirmasnt can
really be made that the Thaton story definitely dmt exist.
Certainly, this problem should have been discussEde
Twinthin taik-wun is clearly an exception and amerstandable
one. As one of the men put in charge of collectind revising,
the Twinthin taik-wun wrote his chronicle, which svanot
officially sanctioned by the court, prior to Bodavdya's shift
regarding the Thaton story and after much of thé dellecting
had been completed. This cannot be said of eanlguscripts.

The discussion of Bimala Churn Law's translation SHin
Pannasammi's Sasanavamsa is also problematic farase
reasons.[3] First, the translation is frequentlppdrammatical
errors, contradictions, and the like, pepper thekb&or those of
us unable to read Pali, understanding what theslatan is
supposed to say, requires examining Shin Nyanabisass
“Thathanalinkaya-sadan” (from which the Sasasangaam
borrows extensively verbatim) for sections on whiley share
coverage. A re-translation is necessary from thgir@l Pali
(which the present reviewer is not able to readhdthg that re-
translation, the passage cited does not clearlywsho
contradiction with a later passage, as argued bygALhwin,



regarding the Thaton 'myth." Admittedly, it is undee heading
of Ramanya, but the paragraph in which is includedess
geographically circumspect than this heading waulggest:

"the king named Anuruddha of the town of Arimaddanaught
an Order of monks from there together with the Kisa After
that ... the great king Sirisamghabodhi-Parakkamalgurified
the religion in the island of [Sri] Lanka. Six yeaafter that ...
the Elder named Uttarajiva became famous in thgjioal’

(Pannasammi, p. 44).

No mention is made of the place to which Anuruddha
(Anawrahta) brought the pitakas--although Aung-Trinwiserts
"Pagan" within brackets to make it so--"from theceuld refer

to either Pagan or to Thaton (the subject of thevipus
paragraph), or, given the problematic translationaf the Pali
original, if a new translation demonstrates thisgould refer to
any range of places (Aung-Thwin, p. 146).

Pannasammi actually includes two accounts of thkeatdn
Conguest" episode. The second is a full elaboraifdhe story,
as rejected by Aung-Thwin. The first, quoted by gurhwin, is
a nearly verbatim repetition of the version of gpsode found
in the Pali section of the Kalyani Inscriptions,opably
preserved in an intermediary text.

The three versions relevant here can be arrangidl@ass:

[Kalyani] "King Anuruddha, the Lord of Arimaddanapu
brought a community of priests together with thpifika (from
Ramannadesa), and  established the Religion of
Arimaddanapura, otherwise called Pugama" (Kalyan9).[4]

[Pannasammi A]: "the king named Aniruddha of thesrtoof
Arimaddana brought an Order of monks from thereetiogr
with the Pitakas" (Pannsammi, p. 44).

[Aung-Thwin quotation of Pannasammi A]. "the kingumed



Aniruddha of the town of Arimaddana [Pagan] brougitOrder
of monks from there [Pagan] together with the Risil(p. 146).

Clearly, Aung-Thwin's adjustment of the sentence tha effect
of single-handedly replacing Ramannadesa with Pagamn
presenting new evidence that contradicts the Kalyan
Inscription. As demonstrated above, the Pannasastony
[version A] is not an entirely different version tife episode,
but the same Mon version of the story datable adtléo 1476,
and, certainly, it can be read any way that onehegsto,
depending on which name they insert into the braclaren as
evidence supporting the Thaton conquest accounat\Wiakes
this problem important is that Aung-Thwin then maleejump,
by ignoring the more reliable account [Pannasampartl then
telling his readers that Pannasammi (A) providesigue third
version of events, that Anawrahta "took the scrgduto
Thaton" (p. 147), which is only conjecture on tretpf Aung-
Thwin. In fact, the only precolonial tradition (Ag¢Thwin cites
three competing traditions) that offers an altaueatstory is
derived from a text that can be reliably dated otdythe
nineteenth century.

The overall argument of the book is sometimes npperted by
the evidence cited. Oddly, Aung-Thwin expends asmw®rable
amount of effort discussing chronicles and othedtstethat
would not logically mention the Thaton story in affort to
demonstrate that their failure to include the Thatstory
constitutes some sort of proof that the story bt exist at the
time they were written. ‘Zatatawpon Yazawin’ and
‘Yazawinkyaw’ are not histories per se, but deamadt
exclusively with royal lineage (and the latter, esplly with
horoscopes), with little discussion of anything begnal titles,
dates, and filial relations. ‘Razadhirat Ayeidawhpas well
was not intended to cover the Pagan era (pp. 133-Eairther,
one, the ‘Zambu Kungya’, cannot be dated to thenpmeteenth
century period, although its contents can be tracquart to U
Kala in the early eighteenth century and to theriladanabon’
in the late eighteenth century, but is nonethefgesented as



evidence that the earliest Burmese chronicles hatilffarent
version of the Thaton story than that provided iKd&Ja (p.123).

The author also fails to put his work into the lme@arange of
literature on myths and their emergence in Burnigstry. In
neglecting related work in the field, _Mists of Rama_
remains only important to those concerned withrélevance of
the Mons to Burmese history per se, rather thafizineg its
potential value within the broader context of thedy of history
writing. Further, in directing readers to other woon
specialized topics and regions, Aung-Thwin's sutges are
sometimes unrepresentative of the state of thd (el least for
the past decade). Closer attention to more receoades of
Burmese historiography would have helped to prewdis
problem.

As Aung-Thwin explains, his study is "not an indient of
evidence but of methodology; of the way data haeenb
assessed and used to conform to a preconceiveashhi@f. 3).
This criticism was directed at colonial scholargt might be
appropriately redirected at the present study. ddme against
the Mon paradigm remains unproven. The data is sormes
poorly handled in the present volume; vague refsenand
observations by the author based on equivocal eeaene
mobilizes in defense of his thesis represent queshle
methodology.

In sum, “Mists of Ramanna” presents an interesjmgrney
through a particular set of indigenous source nagand is
easy reading. An unconvincing analysis of the cictes and a
failure to place the current study into the broadentext of
research on myths in Burmese history, however, drirttie
book's value. Perhaps a revised edition will hdlp author
make _Mists of Ramanna_ a stronger contributiotheobody
of research on premodern Burmese history.

"1lTNotes
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