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On Writers’ Day, held on 28 November 1965 and sponsored by the Upper Burma Writers’
Association ®0050e2§EEe06e:e06P3200¢:, Maung Tha Noe ceo&ooo§: (Tha Noe 1966)
submitted a monumental paper, Modern Burmese Writing oeoo> :ncq:aooao:ooé e\]@oooqo
on behalf of the Prose Commission omo:c[c} cmoetﬂé in which he suggested that people
begin writing in Modern — or colloqual — Burmese, language spoken by the people, to
narrow the gap between the written and spoken languages (Upper Burmese Writers’
Association [hereafter UBWA] 1966:86).

Now, nearly forty years later, the use of colloquial Burmese has become noticeably
more popular, although not necessarily as a direct result of Maung Tha Noe’s paper. The
popularity of colloquial Burmese is not limited to prose, the major target of the
Commission, but has spread into poetry as well. Nevertheless, the art of writing in Modermn
Burmese (MB), overshadowed by the older written language, has still not achieved the
high status or regard it well deserves for its clarity and effectiveness. In this paper I will
point out some remedies for the mishandling of Modern Burmese by mixing it with Formal
Burmese (FB).

For those readers with insufficient background knowledge of the movement in 1965,
this paper provides a brief account of the literary scene of the time, some statements from
the paper by the Commission and its advocates, as well as the voices of readers. I will then
give examples of some common writing styles found in current Burmese periodicals and
news media, with recommended solutions.

1 The Paper Modern Burmese writing

At the time of the submission of the paper Modern Burmese writing, colloquial Burmese
had already appeared in literary writing. The Prose Commission of the Upper Burma
Writers® Association expressed their displeasure with the pace of the transition away from
writing in literary style language as one reason for calling for change in Modern Burmese
writing, which they thought should be based on the actual language the people of that time
used. The Commission gave a brief account of the history of Burmese writing from the
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Bagan period Qécaors (1110-1300 CE) to 1965, claiming that Burmese writing had
diverged into two systems, colloquial and literary, since 1300 when people began to adorn
their writing with literary usages even though the practice of the Bagan period was to write
in the colloquial Burmese of that time. This also led to the divergence of the colloquial
and literary styles in the Nyaunyan period cg}éqﬁ:caog (1599-1754) with the evidence
from the eingyin esué: poems and the stories of Yathawuddhana eooog. Scholars credit
the favorable reception of U Ponnya’s §:Qg literary works in the Konbaun period
orﬁ:c:noécaors (1754-1885) to his cleverness in using the language of the people of his
time. P. Moe Nin 8§:5¢: (1883-1940) and Theikpan Maung Wa 039een8o (1899-1942)
made efforts to avoid the ornamentation of language in their works. The Commission
pointed out that some writers were still reluctant to write in the language spoken by the
people, although at the same time some had shown certain progress by using literary but
simple Burmese.

The Prose Commission suggested that literary Burmese should be replaced by Modem
Burmese, pointing out the problems of using the literary language. Because of the wide
differences between colloquial and literary writing, the Commission made the following
points (UBWA 1966):

1. Students who finished the second grade, as reported by the Educational
Research Bureau, were unable to read Burmese after not having reading
for a certain period of time (UBWA 1966:62);

2. Young students face the difficulties of leaming a foreign or ancient
language besides studying the writing system of their own language
(UBWA 1966:70, 71);

3. People in the countryside had trouble understanding the educational
literature distributed to them (UBWA 1966:74-77).

The Commission hoped that people would derive maximum enjoyment from literature
which was written in Modermn Burmese. Later, the Commission began to advocate Modem
Burmese, drawing a distinction between that and conversational spoken Burmese as
actually uttered, including hesitations, groping for words, and words in incorrect order.
The proposed Modern Burmese would entail systematic spelling and grammar, and would
be divisible into three levels:

1. Formal Burmese, the style of language prepared before presenting to a
public audience;

2.  Standard Burmese, the style spoken by and comprehensible to most people;

3.  Daily conversational Burmese.

The Prose Commission advocated the use of Formal and Standard Burmese.

2 Advocates of the Paper

Although the Prose Commission made their statements clear, the matter became
complicated when two influential individuals, Dr Than Tun ca]crgmoa)$:og$: and U
Kyaw Yin §:ccqﬁqé, added their views. Dr Than Tun, then Professor of the Department
of History at Mandalay University, presented a paper Early Burmese in support of the
proposal made by the Commission. Based on his theory that the people of the Bagan
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period wrote as they spoke, he asserted that the spelling and syntax of that time were
explicit and simple (UBWA 1966:47). Dr Than Tun concluded his paper advising,
‘Burmese, without worry, should be written effectively just as it is pronounced.” U Kyaw
Yin, Rector of Mandalay University at the time, expressed his delight as the keynote
speaker of the conference when hearing that ‘people are going to write [the language] as it
is pronounced without paying attention to spelling.” (UBWA 1966:170). Dr Than Tun and
U Kyaw Yin clearly misinterpreted the Prose Commission’s paper as a suggestion to write
the language as it is spoken.

3 Against Modern Burmese

This misinterpretation of the paper continued to spread and sparked a furious debate which
did not die down until 1970. Those who disagreed with the paper offered the following
reasons (UBWA 1966):

e The entire nation has already accepted the present writing practices
(UBWA 1966:196, 255);

e The quality of Burmese prose will decline with the increase in literary work
by unskilled writers (UBWA 1966:191, 192);

e The splendour of Burmese — the richness of vocabulary, explicitness and
compactness of aesthetic literature — will disappear if a literary work were
written in spoken Burmese (UBWA 1966:189, 191, 197);

e Orthographic problems could arise due to the nature of the Burmese
language (UBWA 1966:224).

These were the linguistic reasons related to the issue — some participants in the argument
suggested that an effort should be made to help village people become literate (UBWA
1966:184), and some argued that a conceptual and political revolution were more
important to a literary movement (UBWA 1966:200). I will not address these issues here
because they are not linguistic matters.

The most reasonable of the four arguments above is the assertion that the current
literary style was comprehensible to and accepted by the whole nation. Thein Aung, who
gave his views after reading the Commission’s paper thoroughly, said that even Burmese
people who had never learned basic writing did not have a problem understanding written
Burmese when someone read it to them (UBWA 1966:258). What he said is absolutely
right. However, although the current orthography is perfectly intelligible, we should still
encourage the development of an easier, improved writing system to promote better
communication between readers and writers.

Anxieties about the decline in quality of Burmese literature from the loss of verbal
ornamentation are as unfounded as are worries about the rise of orthographic problems
associated with the introduction of Modem Burmese. The colloquial Burmese every
speaker uses does not lack flavour in comparison to the formal Burmese which people do
not read or write in daily lives; in fact, it is even richer. The people of Hladaw village in
Upper Burma are one example, described by Aung Naing (1982). Although most of the
villagers could not read or write, they adorned their daily language with fantastic similes
and metaphors. If we take writing as a tool for communication, then any undue concern
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over decorative language is misplaced. Everyday language is clearer because readers and
writers are already familiar with it.

Likewise some writers expressed their concerns about the orthographic problems that
might arise if they wrote in Modern Burmese. Yan Aung (1968), a well-known veteran
writer, mocked the movement saying that his mother, who was not properly trained in
writing, made spelling mistakes in the spoken language she wrote in letters. Tet Toe, who
is knowledgeable in both Burmese and English literature, also criticized Modern Burmese
writing, branding it ‘Spoken language writing.” (Tha Noe 1972:204). Thein Pe Myint, a
respectable joumnalist, wrote against the use of Modem Burmese in an articles in the
newspaper Botahtaun c%cxgoocoooé (Tha Noe 1972:204).

Such mockery and criticism resulted from some zealous advocates overstating the
subject, and from some irresponsible critics not reading the paper thoroughly. As noted
above, Dr Than Tun and U Kyaw Yin misinterpreted the Prose Commission’s paper as a
suggestion to write as spoken. Maung Swan Yi ceoégé:qp_g, a well-known poet and
literary critic, started his essay of support as if the paper had suggested that one should
‘write like we talk” (UBWA 1966:202), a phrase he uses repeatedly throughout his essay.
Finally, the original proposal to ‘use Modern Burmese’ was replaced with the phrase ‘spell
according to pronunciation’ and ‘write it the way it’s spoken.” Thein Aung (1966:37)
misinterpreted the paper as being centred on the suggestion to ‘write it the way it’s
spoken.” No wonder the paper caused anxiety over the future of Burmese literature among
readers who never cared to read the paper exhaustively. Yan Aung, Tet Toe and Thein Pe
Myint are just a few examples of this kind of reader. Because of these critics, Maung Tha
Noe, instrumental in submitting the paper, became unnecessarily preoccupied with
defending his proposal, saying that he never meant for people to write exactly as they
spoke. Besides not reading the paper thoroughly, the critics’ level of linguistic expertise
was a source of unnecessary problems. Establishing a great name in Burmese literature
does not automatically bring with it a full awareness of the mechanics of the language. No
critic of the movement proved himself to be a qualified linguist.

4 The current status of Modern Burmese

Despite such negative reactions, writing in Modem Burmese started gaining a stronger
foothold in various media after 1965, although it is hard to say whether this was the
outcome of the paper or part of the language’s natural course of development.

Weekly joumnals, distributed throughout the country, have been one area of increased
writing in Modem Burmese (see Appendix 1): more pages are written in Moderm Burmese
today than in periodicals published prior to 1965 (see Appendix 2). Since I am focusing on
prose in Modem Burmese, I will not address Modem Burmese in poetry here, although
there too its use is apparently gaining in popularity. Modem Burmese is more fashionable
than ever in Burma’s information media — newspapers and broadcasting stations.
Although newspaper reports are still in literary Burmese, most freelance writers use
Modem Burmese in their articles. News reports on Myanmar Television are all in Modem
Burmese, while the Myanmar Broadcasting Service still uses literary Burmese for news
reports. The broadcasting services outside Burma, such as the BBC, RFA and VOA, all
use Modem Burmese.

Nevertheless, the language of many sources of information in Burmese is not yet pure
Modem Burmese, but continues to be mixed with literary style. Here are some examples
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from written reports in some weekly joumals. The underlined phrases and grammatical
particles in (1)—(5) would never be heard in normal spoken Burmese.

(1) Ea$e?cooocf?: Ggsacs [§$cqxr§g§:nggo§
[NP] [VP]-jan.2atwe?

(03

3)

[Golden Age of Myanmar football] [return]-PURP.for

(S N < < c c e N < <
§8:C\)G:CQ08Q)08Q)9I§ oe:m:@m& 32600030 |00€0§)§ 39@00

[NP]-mja [VP]-ja.dwin [NP]-pYji?.se.jan.Tatwe?
[various methods]-PL [think]-NOM.in  [support]-be.CAUS.PURP.for
mcq:oio%g_ﬁ omo:c%é:g ogorSco QG

[NP]-2} [NP]-mpa [VP]-65

[writer]-PL.GEN [conversation] [emerge]-ATTR

aoq]crsqucﬁf mé@c\}’cﬁq@&m@go’]moﬁ;u

[NP]-ko [VP]-dzin.a.phjiZ.pa.de

[facts]-0OBJ [present]-NOM.only.be.POL.REAL
‘I simply present the points that emerged from the writers’ conversation to help
in considering the various strategies to get back to the golden age of Myanmar
football.’

Nanetkhin Journal $§(Baé:qp§c§ Yangon: Aungtha Press, 17 May 2000, p.2.

oigaoéeoqpézanzgg;mo gcﬁmcocme@ngé’]pg%
[NP]-mjd.zwa.go [NP]-8¢
[students]-many.ADV.OBJ [literary rallies like this]-to

m(écspds§ozcw389001mugll

[VP]-ze.ba.de

[attend/listen]-CAUS.POL.REAL
‘He asked many of his students to attend literary rallies like this one.’
Pyi Myanma Gyane @é@$e’)r;p§()5 Yangon: Nanthazin Press,

16 November 2000, p.13.

& ocC & < C < C~ c
WEIMMYOOEM  GINYOI6EIC:10D c\)momsp@ccogﬂcooo
[NP] [VP]-zin [VP]-35
[the ship’s captain] [steering the ship]-while [could be seen to L and R]-ATTR
o < < (-3 o C C
coCqPIP IPCIODOJPYPIT ﬂc:@ogo:o']oomu
[VP]-6i [NP]-mja.go [VP]

[appear]- REAL*"™ [building]-PL.OBJ  [explained]

‘The ship’s captain explained about the buildings to be seen on the left and right
banks of the river while steering the ship.” S/mve Amyutei Monthly, Yangon:
Zabutalu Press, May 2001, p.116.
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4) g:ogﬁcméué:é:@é:éqgo%coé: qa’]@ocm?
[VP]-mu.go.le [NP]
[be possessed and rendered mad]-NOM.OBJ.also [now however]

%::no:gg o$éo1qc;ou

[VP}-zwa [VP]

[honest]-ADV [let admit]

‘Now let me admit honestly how [I] was crazily possessed.” Shway Amyutei
Monthly cgsa@coo, Yangon: Zabutalu Press, February, 2001, p.111.

(5) moo‘;tsoq.l@él ooogo§[§<i$ ogm:cﬁ@@@@smégégéla&egm
[VP]-dzin [VP]-dzin.ng [VP]-dzin.dwe.ha
[fulfil duty]-NOM [loyal]-NOM [can carry out duty consistently]-NOM.PL.TOP

033035:935"1619(53961@3953]3:603 eu?orgmo:u

[NP] [VP]

[qualities every wife should have] [isn’t it?]

‘Is it not the case that fulfilling her responsibilities, being loyal and consistently
carrying out her duties are the qualities that every wife should have?” Myanatmaung
Monthly (é>:§056e1¢, Yangon: Nyeingyanyei Sapei, July 2001, p.83.

Literary Burmese still dominates not only written information but also audio and
audiovisual reports. (6) consists of a single sentence: it is an extract from a broadcast by
the Myanmar Television Service on 18 December 2000. The numbered, underlined words
in Literary Burmese are glossed in the table below the passage.

(6) [0g92 g §:e0Gez0 [: So‘?g“"caooc ooc_qpo% “”ooor?c G6)3G308 mc‘;p?o
ggccoqyyg“’mo§i qp: caoocgcr?m“”(rf 00009 .@?F:m emoc s
o0 qlm orgceoooo 033qPiGE)300s [§ mg Hesoler “"@oo ac: “"l
0pCiqCie0i01: 3P0 $06: ooogglp_“’o? 06 @oo@c_“)l qCiea0:
GaCOOC S06R(3 gp_“’m cao'o?oq gp_‘”o? mmcog ODGOE&('“)I
[§ °eo°5csaogc. Go1mssr3mcan o eao.oc rrf o§.c mmwo§ (o)

‘“’co']oos MPEII aoa?-oc cm osc eplls @oo ac:
ao ocqp c;(::rmc oosp saoosao.?m 90@61 agsoo[:é“”
o% oé @ooooo.ooas@c anomo?c slc.c;ao.o o?oo oaiqp n®S,
ro\)mo?c s Go: ol crﬁ[:e. ccpc.oooogqp oo
ro\)msao. o?oocqo mge Q @ o?oocqosoao esozol: 1qps o?ca
omcr°>°u:oqp 1$CO00(Q ﬁ 002302 "’qoc\)mogc.qé.sao ol
or?q[:e e s oooaaqp ton eqeo‘%ccsa C: 095903
0§Gs03 C7i>§ N6 1$9§°9pP: cr?assq,.cooqp ¢ ‘S’E)ooooo :0lon0Si
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a,c [NP]-¢ [NP]-ma [NP]-suBJ

b [VP]-oqi05§) [VP}4aje.fi [VP]-while

d,i [VP]-9qp: [VP]-mu.mja [VP]-NOM.PL

eg [Phr]-coé:cmoé: [Phr]-lagdun [Phr]-whether
f,k, 1 [NP]-qp: [NP}-mja [NP]-pL

h,j,m [VP]{ac [VP)-dzin [VP]-NOM

n,q copS1e0Ei03) lagdun.do aforementioned.PL
0 [NP}-[a€:4¢ [VP]-dziN.niN [VP]-NOM.INSTR

r [VP]-0m [VP]-ka [VP]-while

s [NP]{s¢ [NP}-phjin [NP]-by means of

The Ministry of Information’s reluctance to use Modern Burmese in written and audio-
visual reports can be attributed to the tendency of governmental organisations in general to
use formal language. Foreign broadcasting stations, however, although active users of
Modern Burmese, also have the same problem of unnecessarily mixing literary Burmese in

their - Modern Burmese in their reports.

(7)-(11) are some examples from the BBC

Burmese Service evening broadcast of 2 January 2002, with suggested Modern Burmese

(MB) equivalents.
(7) BBC eecpoéﬁcqpa%éqp:
MB eccpogcqj:afﬁém
‘shops in Europe’
Changes: ‘in’ in the phrase ‘[NP] in [place]’ translated with oo ka instead of ﬁﬁ;

noun made plural with cop twe instead of gp: mja.

(8) BBC oh) Gq:oo_é:gﬂcf)gg q_!ooo:or‘)cmdgg) oqjézoogo @fﬁé@o}mcﬁn

MB cﬁgcqzmézm&ﬂéﬂé QJE’— d{lézwg:giiszéoﬁlmug
‘The oath was taken with security strictly imposed.’

Changes: adverbs formed by reduplication rather than -go> -swa suffix; subordinate
clause formed with [VERB]—E}: pi; monosyllabic verbs preferred over
disyllabic.

(9) BBC emmo oom oag :;aoq_]coo §: aqcsp QOGO06E): 3903908

MB c:nomoceoomo?mm INQICOD:§0: a?cqo mccuoc;sl 3903908
‘Oxford University Argentinian studies programme.’

Changes: location marked with o> ka instead of ¢ ma

(10) BBC e ecogeotho Rc&ogp:@émmcﬁa:cis;é
e ooocooaoo?o icsox_;gg eoéoToooSu
MB oo ecogcng) agmciogp g_aooooooco RN:? c§s eogooocooaecqo
SE %2 O’IU)(DII
‘[1t] turned it into something they shouldn’t do — something which
might cause unrest on the streets ’
Changes: Causative suffix o sé replaced by 8¢z k"din;
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(11) BBC
MB

Changes:

0'3:7)0? @§60(BC 330)3’308603(7? ‘?O aoccq,%ooolcsco']oooon

m§3§ §.93930m @§eo<()c saoaaoacogo? gs0ces(0nomol

‘You are listening to the programmes of the BBC Burmese section in
London.’

Avoidance of the wordy practice of nominalising verbs with o> ta and
re-verbalising them with (& pji?

Examples (12)-(16) are from the moming programme broadcast by the Burmese service of
Voice of America (VOA) on the same day, 2 January 2002:

(12) VOA
MB

Changes:
(13) VOA

MB

Changes:

(14) Broadcast
MB

Changes:

(15) Broadcast
MB

Changes:

(16) Broadcast
Mod Bse

Changes:

omc@ogocﬂj [gsoo'loooou

ocqocq.o']@

‘...has started to do...’

disyllabic verb @oo¢ satin start’ replaced with monosyllabic o sa;
redundant copula [¢olo>0 phji?.pa.dé removed.

(-3 < C N ¢. O 00 O O
B3 0§64 200C:07 LR,
POPIIIPCOIN oqjc:oo']eu)
*...because one wanted to know news about these two groups...’

[VERB]-o$ 16 ‘want’ replaced with [VERB]-auf: tein

@Qé:@co:(i (T.Hé:ogf_) lOOSO']O)leI

B0pS:3260:03 ogiC00ledH

‘A meeting will be held.’

As in (12), the redundant copula [g®0lo05 phji?.pa.dé is removed

98 ep{e003 oy (000R)3s0

98 epg4: g (0003) 320

1014 people, or 96%...’

As in (12), the redundant copula [go0loo0S phji?.pa.dé is removed —
here it is in a redundant relative clause.

E) Q g.) O)CQG 833G§(7? Og§ (BQCO]GD(D
(I)Q 380 O‘]U)OO

‘the situation became worse’
As (13).

The evening programme in Burmese from Radio Free Asia (RFA) on 2 January 2002
contained the following:

(17) RFA
MB

Changes:

—t—o+—+t

mggo_o oS

‘it shifted to a worse situation’ — MB ‘it became worse’
wordy language simplified;
monosyllabic verbs preferred over disyllabic
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(18) RFA ch?mw&ggp_ cggz Q] goo -y
MB ch:gmooecgg G§OJ
...where the Karen refugees lived.’
Changes: noun made plural with cog twe instead of qp: mja;
monosyllablc verb e§ né ‘live’ preferred over complex verb string
cqoqcc\qjmﬁl ne.thain doje.fi

verb slimmed down from bisyllabic to monosyllabic

(19) RFA quorg o(ﬁ(Jo)@ég‘Loql
MB cqoogcqrrg (Jo)c;coom 0
‘there were about 20 followers’
Changes: [NOUN]- coqu_l ted. m)a ‘approximately’ replaced with Moderm Burmese
form [NOUN]- cooo0s lau?

(20) RFA @ommé:méqﬁg cws[oconolonnd
MB APooooé:ooogqém Solooudn
APoamé:mo%ch?o ololosaSu
‘reported by AP news agency’
Changes: Two simplified altematives given, avoiding the non-colloquial noun
marker ¢ ma

(21) RFA aogoagaonrgaoo E’)q,coez cqspauooo ce):
MB e Aty g - @‘?G‘?‘PQIOOO 4
‘In order to resettle the twin brother and sister...’
Changes: Two simplified altematives given, avoiding non-colloquial language
such as noun marker 3a0: 74

S Formal language

Writers and broadcasters are still stumbling out from under the shadow of literary style in
their attempts to use Modem Burmese. One of the many reasons for such hesitation is
their tendency to use formal language. Maung Tha Noe, the individual instrumental in
submitting and defending the Commission’s paper, himself exhibits literary-language
habits in his recent works. The underlined words he uses in (22) are never found in
Modem Burmese unless the writer is trying to be formal.

(22) E} ooacuoo O.Roooo'].aocfiao ecﬂ wco'no?csoo o?oomo 330?
oC

cornﬁoo a)op_a‘loopgmsmocq gmcooo?glm aaeooaq 0P OO |eo>
GO col¢ ggg coooa‘faoooou (Tha Noe 1966:81)

The sentence in (22) above could be rewritten in pure Moderm Burmese as (23), making the
substitutions and stylistic changes described in (24) and (25).
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(23) Rep: .ooacux) mwoisodkao@?eo']m n?uocoooo?caoo o:eoo@;asa; 9
20 eccom?oo ooo&loo@cnccym? gcom? 0t OGO I eooa?'aospoao)a?
@ocoooooou

(24) FB =
o» ki  ‘while [VERB] — 6: pi suBorD
Q9 jafi  ‘acquire’ — ja ‘acquire’
oqo> Yeje? ‘while [VERB]' — E: pi SUBORD

(25) FB — MB
[NOUN]-=[s® coogg: — [NOUN] [socmn
[NOUN]-7aphji? pethin [NOUN]-phjitla
‘emerge as [NOUN]’ .‘became [NOUN]’

Although Modern Burmese is acceptable for its clarity, succinctness and effectiveness in
comparison to formal Burmese, many writers and broadcasters still use the latter: a
muddled mixture of colloquial and literary Burmese.

Although writing in Modern Burmese is now found in contexts where only formal
literary Burmese might once have been appropriate, the new language still retains some of
the undesirable features of literary Burmese, such as ambiguity and verbosity.

One example is the use of the grammatical particle ¢ ma in Formal Burmese.
While oo ka is used both as a subject marker and to mean ‘from’ in the spoken language,
in the literary language ¢ ma is used only as the latter, and is not used instead of
o ka as a subject marker. Yet, during the 1970s, out of an over-eagemess to show
respect to authorities, followers of the Burmese Socialist Programme Party
@$e@a§§1u§c03co§:o§o']c°> started to replace subject-marking suffix oo ga with the
literary equivalent of the homonymous postposition oo ga ‘from’ in, for instance, phrases
like (26), introducing the chairman in at official meetings, as if the established subject-
marking suffix oo ka to the chairman of the meeting would be insulting, and only a overtly
literary suffix such as ¢ ma would be appropriate. Here, ¢ ma does not sound right even
though it may conform to the perceived preferences of the authorities for its supposed
literary weightiness.

(26) 8%’9@‘? 8$-g$:c@oo']ccygecﬁnl
Toutkatha.dzi.ma meiNgUN.pjo.ba.dg.me
chairman.big.?SUBJ address.say.POL.henceforth.IRR
‘The Chairman is about to make an address.’

?? ‘It is requested that an address be made to the Chairman.’

The misuse of the literary suffix a=o: 74 for colloquial object-marking suffix n% ko is
another example of the problem of unnecessary formality in Burmese. In the belief that
@o2: 74 sounds more polite, it is common to see a22: 74 used wrongly in place of cr% ko, as
in (27). In fact, the postposition a@: 74 is not used in spoken Burmese at all. Thus (27)
may be said with the intended meaning of ‘The Chairman is requested to make an address.’
In fact, this can also be parsed as meaning ‘It is requested that an address be given to the
Chairman.” There would be no such potential ambiguity if speakers referred to the speech
they might themselves produce.
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27 ecgs@:m: 8$_g$:c@o[§o:co:cﬂq$ og@:o']ooé
Poutkatha.dz.74 meingUN.pjoted.pé.bajan panted.ba.bi
chairman.big.to address.say.BEN.POL.PURP request.POL.REAL
‘The Chairman is requested to make an address.’

?? ‘It is requested that an address be made to the Chairman.’

An alternative rendition in Modern Burmese would be (28).

(28) 8$_g$:c@n@3:co:fé 8%’5@:"’% ogE:ao:o']o:ug
meiNguN.pjoted.pé.bo  Toulkatha.dzi.gd panted.ba.de
address.say.BEN.PURP chairman.big.to request.POL.REAL
‘The Chairman is requested to make an address.’

Other problems arise in the use of lexical items. Wordiness results from the unnecessary
use of doubled verb agglomerations like cq3c7§° jaulfi ‘arrive.exist’or ogo:cspcf)
Owd.jau? ‘go.arrive’, where the single verbs cepod jau? ‘arrive’and ogo: 6wd ‘go’ are
entirely sufficient for the purpose. The use of the pronoun oqe Buma for ‘she’ instead of
the third-person pronoun op 6u which does not specify gender is unnatural and awkward.
The use of oge Buma presumably arose from the misconception that it was more polite and
appropriate to have a specifically feminine pronoun in Burmese to translate the English
pronoun ‘she’ in the literary translations and English lessons during the colonial period.

Further examples of literary habits creeping into colloquial Burmese involve the use of
the copula @5 phji?. Formal sentences like (29) can be written or said more simply in
Modern Burmese as (30).

(29) (73|$Goo'3 soep ©o0lorod
teand shgja  phjit.pa.de
I teacher be.POL.REAL
‘I am a teacher.’

(30) rraﬁcoog aocpd]u
teand shaja.ba
I teacher.POL
‘I am a teacher.’

This use of the copula @5 p"ji?, which does not exist in modern spoken Burmese, occurs
also in the structure in (31), where it detracts from the conciseness of the spoken language
equivalent in (32).

(€2)) <7a|$coo'§ Seell'e @50100()5"
teand fwd.ma  phjit.pa.de
I go.IRR"™  be.POL.REAL
‘I will go.’
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(32) Cgﬁem’g ag::d]eo&
teand fwa.ba.me
I g20.POL.IRR
‘Iwill go.”

See Appendix 2 for more examples of formal or literary Burmese grammatical and lexical
items found in broadcasts, along with their equivalents in Modern Burmese.

6 Conclusion

Aware of the Burmese writers who are talented both in the use of spoken and literary
Burmese, I have no intention of advocating the sole use of Modern Burmese. The late
Ludu U Hla cgoq@:c?, who led the Upper Burma Writers Association, and his wife Daw
Ama e3l36o are good examples. Readers recognise their works as great: the earlier
works in literary Burmese, and the later ones in colloquial style. Similarly, writers like
Aung Thinn ¢35¢25¢: and Nay Win Myint Gq,of::@é, to mention just a few, are brilliant
in both styles.

However, | do recommend that formal Burmese, which is currently gaining ground in
communication media, should be replaced with Modern Burmese in order to enhance the
effectiveness of written Burmese for the benefit of Burmese writers and readers.
Broadcasters need never be bothered again by the choice of formal literary words they
believe to be appealing to their readers and listeners; they can become their own teachers
and use the language they currently use in speech without worrying that it might be
inappropriate.  Some individuals may enjoy mixing literary Burmese into their
conversational language, saying the phrases in (33) instead of their equivalents in (34).

(33) aqcaﬁmé: »3 °G@0[§::Dmom

da.odlé ?2¢di.10.pjd.bi.da.kala

thathowever that.like.say.finish.REAL.time

‘However...” ‘having spoken like this...’
(34) 3levedd %3c36(go(Gre0m

da.bemg 7¢di.lo.pjd.bi.do
thathowever thatlike.say.finish.when
‘However...” ‘having spoken like this...’

Listeners and readers may accept the forms in (33) as idiolects. Writers and broadcasters
must pay particular attention, however, to arranging their daily language in an acceptable
order. Modermn Burmese is in many ways simpler and more user-friendly than formal or
literary Burmese, yet the use of formal Burmese with the literary features it retains, is
annoying for readers and listeners because of its wordiness and vagueness. The use of a
standardised form of Modern Burmese, as outlined in this study, will help the users come
closer to their target audience for its conciseness and clarity.
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Appendix 1

(35) Approximate proportion of Moderm Burmese in some magazines in 1962—1965

. pages of
magazine name date total pages Modern Burmese
co2:60200° Owédau? | Feb 1962 | 270 18 — correspondence
Qoo fumawa Feb 1964 | 256 7 — story-telling
| o003 mjawadi Nov 1965 | 250 3 —a letter
cgomq nwetji Nov 1965 | 250 3 —a letter

(36) Approximate proportion of Modermn Burmese in some journals in 2001

Jjournal name date total pages | pages in MB | %
- ¢ C <
$§019CI0000C: 0
nanne?khin.Badin 17 May 2001 | & 8 7%
SR 27Jun 2001 | 16 6 37%
mandmaja
Ledlesen

203 29 Jun 2001 | 14 8 57%
pjl.mjaNma

(37) Approximate proportion of Modern Burmese in some magazines in 2000 and 2001

magazine date total pages | pages in MB | %

©60u003 maneédi Feb 2000 | 200 75 37%
o$ dana Nov 2001 | 168 79 47%
egomq nwetdii Nov 2001 | 160 21 13%
eq[qeon fweélamjute Feb 2001 | 188 128 68%
[en:§056@nE mjdna?maun | Jul 2001 | 184 105 57%

Appendix 2

Examples of Formal Burmese (FB) replaced with Modern Burmese (MB)

(38) subject marker [NOUN]o ma — [NOUN]oo ka

FB MB
9 aoaicgéc§01mcﬁll - .., Bwadegcesolonadi
...ma 7a0an dwin.ba.de — ..ka 7a0an.dwin.ba.de

...from/*SUBJ sound.broadcast.POL.REAL

‘Broadcasting from...’

subject marker oo ka

—>

...from/sSUBJ sound.broadcast.POL.REAL

‘[This is]...broadcasting.’
— © ma is never used as a subject marker in spoken Burmese; it should be replaced with

(39) verb nominaliser [VERB]g mu — [VERBJox ta

FB
BECOIQR

Qaw(Q
LCD

MB

2380703

<
ey

7anaiN.ja.ge.mu.go gouNpju
victory.get.REM.NOM.OBJ honour
‘honouring the victory’

?anain.ja.da.go
victory.get.REM.REAL
‘honouring the victory’

gouNpju

N
s
- .0BJ honour

NOM
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— Although ¢ mu occurs used in the spoken language as a derivational morphological
suffix to generate nouns from verbs (eg cmé@é TauNmjin ‘succeed’ — cmé@$§
?auNnmjin.mu ‘success’), it is not used in syntactic constructions requiring a nominalised
verb phrase, where a nominalising verb marker (eg realis o> ta) is found.

(40) [VERB] o9 — [VERB]

FB MB

o < < < o < <
(\?O’)Gq:)ﬁ C\?OU)(DII — C\?O)GST.)UJ(DII
lai?jd.mu.lou?.te — lai?js.de
follow.NOM.do.REAL — follow. REAL
‘complies’ ‘complies’

- [VERB](gc\?f)- can simply be replaced with [VERB]- on its own.

(41) Avoidance of [VERB][§8: tchiN — [VERB]-0mo ta
a. FB MB
[ C T~ < < < <
B0dBSqOB[5E1m —  BPOEBOS O0M
PapjiT?akralja?sé.dzinha — 7Tapji??akhalja?.da
shooting.cease. NOM.TOP — shooting.cease. REAL™

‘the end of the shooting’ ‘the end of the shooting’

b. FB
Beona:(R0qpiooni§ad:  efeoie(ond: c[ooopioloncdn —
PasaunTateal.mja.tha.fl.dzin ma.fi.0é.dzaun pjd.0wd.ba.de —
escort.PL.place.be.NOM NEG.exist.yet.QUOT say.‘go’.POL.REAL —
MB
aocmé:za@&eog econiGo0iad@e(nE: &[0ragazclonudi
TasaunTatca?.dwe ma.th4.5é.te.2adzdun pjd.0wd.ba.de
escort.PL NEG.place.yetREAL*™.QUOT say.‘go’ POL.REAL

‘It is said that the escorts are not yet in place.’

c. FB MB
cﬂoé@é: eﬁcﬂazzu — eoToEoTorazu
pawiN.dziN.ma.fi.ba.bd — ma.pawiN.ba.bu
include.NOM.NEG.eXist.POL.NEG — NEG.include.POL.NEG

‘there is no inclusion of ...’ ¢...is not included.’

Both the meanings of qé: lagdun in (42) and (43) can be replaced by a spoken Burmese
equivalent.

(42) qé: lagdun — 333 7¢di ‘that; the aforementioned’;

.z

[PHRASE]-c0p5:6070¢&: lagdun — [PHRASE]-cep j3 ‘both...and’

FB

c C < o

C:@2RO GC:opm™m =
lagdun.sa?ou? lagdun.do.ga -
that.book that.PL.SUBJ —>

‘that book’ ‘the aforementioned [people/things]
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MB

=3 ma?s :nacegl_m/:ngaaoe R
2tdi.salou? 7édi.pou?gd(?aphwelasi).do.ga
thatbook  that.person/organisation.PL.SUBJ
‘that book’  ‘the aforementioned [people/things]’

(43) [PHRASE]-CDé:G(mé: lagdun - [PHRASE]-cep j5 ‘either...or...’
FB

C o c c o c c
GOPCIANIGORMYCOPOIGONCEH  FOGPEORMPCOPIEONC:  —

tedundd.dwe.go.lagdun, shaja.dwe.go.lagaun -
student.PL.OBIJ.either, teacher.PL.OBIJ.either —
MB

[N o c o <
GOPCIOMIE0RMEOPOIGEP!  FOEPEORMCORIIGEP
tedundd.dwe.go.jd, shaja.dwe.go.jd
student.PL.OBJ.either, teacher.PL.OBIJ.either

‘whether [they be] students or teachers [or whoever]’

FB

< c c C c < € 'C
0DOCOIOPCIGANGE: $OCOIORCIGANGC: —
ta.la.?otwin.8d.Jagaun  na.a.?atwin.dd.lagdun —
one.month.within.either two.month.within.either —

MB

06cLRC: (80[9d! §0comRC: (5[0
ta.la.7atwiN.phji?phji?, na.la.7atwin. phji?phji?
one.month.within.be.SUBJUNC™*™", one.month.within.be.SUBJUNC"*"**

‘be it within one month or two’

(44) [NOUN]S thiN — [NOUN]sS shi. o than is unusual in spoken Burmese.
FB MB

c C . < CH. O
°‘?@‘Qﬂ°°° o 0?@‘%"90
wuNdzidzou?.than —  WuNdzidzou?.shi
Prime Minister.vicinity — Prime Minister.vicinity

(45) co sé — qc. khdin. Causative co sé never appears in normal spoken Burmese except
when expressmg wishes such as cuoeo)qlcoow la.zé.d&ziN.de come.CAUS.want.REAL ‘I’d
like youto come.’

a FB MB
[y oc [
GOIGOOOVII e d GQ:?C:O)(DII
mé.zé.de -» mé.khdin.de

ask.CAUS.REAL — ask.CAUS.REAL
‘(He] had [someone] ask.’
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b. FB MB
m:mm:o?aqé Oﬂg:mGOUDQSII i m:mm:cq&qé
74gazd jiN.tedNma.ze.de — 74gazdjiN.tedNma.de
exercise.if healthy.CAUS.REAL — exercise.if-healthy.REAL

‘Exercise makes you healthy.’

c. FB MB
< o O < oc <
@@:"RGC’&"? 06OV —  GeIxCIoWIl
pjidu.dwe.go.0j.ze.de —  mékhrain.de
people.PL.OBJ.know.CAUS.REAL — ask.CAUS.REAL
‘Let the people know.’

(46) m0pS: atwiN — o3(¢0) thé(ma). In spoken Burmese, the location noun a03¢ 2atwin
‘within’ is used only in time phrases.
FB MB
< OCe. C < OCe ~
(6§9r§Scm0pé: — [0§908E¢3(¢0)
mMjaNma.naiNpan.7atwin  — mjanma.nainpan.dé.ma
Myanmar.country.within — Myanmar.country.within.LOC
‘in(side) Burma/Myanmar’

(47) o [VERB]& ma [VERB] mi — o [VERB] & ma [VERB] kPN (except in the set phrase soys
ma.tea.mi ‘before long’ which is well established)

FB MB

r" < OCe. -] < OCe.

le$e08CC 016 — [§§m§cc
mjaNnma.naiNpan.ma.0wd.mi — mMjaNma.naiNpanN.ma.bwa.giN

Myanmar.country.NEG.go.before — Myanmar.country.NEG.go.before
‘before going to Burma/Myanmar’

REDUP

(48) [VERB]g> swa — [VERB].ADV adverb formation

FB MB

cmof::go —  GomEicome:
kdunzwa — kdun.gdun
good.ADV — good.ADV*P?
‘announcing the news’

(49) [VERB] ogj05§) ¥aje?.fi — [VERB]eg ne
FB MB

c o c o c C o C
2000&:qp:03 s[3pnagied§olonnd —  onéieaya’ slm3pesulonod
BadiN.mjd.go.teepadoje?.fi.ba.de —  Badin.twe.go.teéna.né.ba.de
news.PL.OBJ.announce.CONT.POL.REAL — news.PL.OBJ.announce.CONT.POL.REAL
‘announcing the news’
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(50) [VERB] 94§ jan.fi — [VERB]EE nain

a.

FB

(-3 c C C C ~ c CO c
e[m}oemaoqa:cwaaogc:go G[_(}.)C:(\)iqp: @061;? go']oowu
ma.ted.mi.la.7anént. Patwin.ma pjdunlému.mja.phji? jan.fi.ba.dé
NEG.long.before.month.little.within.in change.NOM.PL.be.PURP.exist.POL.REAL

gl

MB
e@naém@é:mogézgn a@c@oé:aacﬁcog @5%50103(5n
ma.ted.gin.la.7apdin. Tatwin Tapjaun?alé.dwe.phji?.nain.ba.dé

NEG.long.before.month.part.within change.PL.be.exist.can.REAL
‘There may be changes within a month.’

(51) [NOUN]-a8 kPan — [NOUN]-ec0005 lau?

a.

FB MB

S1amiclcnes ] (P
empciomichiepas, GOQPCIONICIPIS,
tedunda.nd.ja.ganN tedunda.nd.ja.lau?
student.five.hundred.approximately student.five.hundred.approximately
‘approximately five hundred students’

b4

Replacing formal lexical items which do not occur in spoken Burmese with MB
equivalents, as in (52):

(52) FB MB
w3 jokhu — 23 Takhu ‘now’
ooegc.?. jomanne — ec§on manega ‘yesterday’
ogebuma — 90l ‘she’

Bisyllabic verbs where the second verb is unnecessary can be replaced by monosyllabic
verbs, or the semantically redundant material from complex verb phrases can be removed
altogether to reduce wordiness, as in (53)—(56):

(53)

(54)

(55)

FB — MB

co . ) S 4 S
eeponq jaulfi —  eepod jau? arrive

< 7 . 7 C . 3 ]

ogoseepon Bwdjau? —  ogd:Bwdor eepodjau?  ‘go
FB — MB

c < c c o <
2002Cig0 cm@ooo:cﬂoowu — 0mé&ign Rolodudi
Badin.ma phd.pja.thd.ba.de — Badinma sho.ba.de
news.in  reveal.show.set.POLREAL — news.in  say.POL.REAL
‘...t is reported in the news.’
FB — MB
[VERB]gn @95010305u —  [VERBJ-cleoSn
[VERB].ma phjitpade — [VERB]-pa.mi
[VERB].IRR™" is.POLREAL — [VERB]-POL.IRR
‘will [VERB]’

— the construction [VERB]-¢o [¢6cloood  [VERBJ-ma phji?.pa.dé is unsusual in
Modem Burmese.
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(56) FB
[PHRASE]G@OE: G m@n:ago:c@oé: 036101000& —
[PHRASE]-teduN  pjd.dza.0wa.dzaun 0i.ja.ba.de —
[PHRASE]-.fact say.inform.go.fact know.get.POLREAL —

MB
[PHRASE]—G@)E: c@nogo:cﬂmo@n
[PHRASE]-.teduN  pjd.0wd.ba.da.dg
[PHRASE]-.fact say.go.POL.REAL.EUPH
‘It is said/known that [PHRASE]...’
— [t is more concise to avoid multiple constructions using GE)OE: teduN

(57) FB
20;m&gpiod  6[mpoaged  §olodddn —
BadiN.mja.gd teenataje? fibade —

news.PL.OBJ announce.cont exist —
MB
c o c
foslo slet{~ s@g)s‘?o']oooou
Oadin.dwe.gd  tespanebad:
news.PL.OBJ announce.CONT.POL.REAL

‘The news is being announced.’
— the construction VERB-aqj05 § VERB-taje? fi- is never used in Modern Burmese

(58) FB
C. . . T C T~ T c " '] < o
:DC)?IE-QJ’J- e ~1~18) mwmcgg:zaco GO(9§Og.).O o000
ToteiN.04.mjd.2opd  kE.tiN.ge.mu.Tapd  wepran.dwa.ba.de -
i

prisoner.PL.on save.REM.NOM.on criticise.go.POL.REAL
MB

C o < C~ ~ < c O
TPOYPIRGPIOY  DOOOICIONG, 0oRVMAY
Tatein.0d.mja.gd  ke.tinge.da.ng pa?Be?.lo

prisoner.PL.OBJ save.REM.REAL"*".with concerning.SUBORD

Goe$og>:01mc5n
wephan.dwa.ba.de
criticise.go.POL.REAL
‘The rescue of the prisoners was criticised.’
— the construction VERB-g a2col VERB-mu.?apd is never used in Modern Burmese

(59) FB
o]oé@é: e§o"|:ye:u —
pawin.dziN  ma.fi.ba.bu —
include.NOM NEG.exist.NEG —



(60)

(61)
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MB
<
eo'loco'logzu
ma.pawiN.ba.bu
NEG.include.POL.NEG
‘...does not include.’
— the construction VERB-[§§:: e§ VERB-tc"{N ma.{j is never used in Modern Burmese

FB

c@oé:cﬁgcog @Seﬁ §o']ooo§n —
pjaunlé.mu.dwe  phjiZjan (iba.de —
change(v.).NOM.PL be.PURP exist.POL.REAL —

MB

we(pSimeny  [888E0lonuSn

TapjaunTalé.dwe phjit.nain.ba.de

change(n.). PL be.can.POL.REAL
‘there may be changes’

.— the construction VERB- (94§ § VERB-p"jiZ,jaN fi is never used in Modern

‘Burmese
FB
OO °$Ego§o eé’lo']u -
Tald?ala phjiZjan ma. fi.ba —
potential exist.can.GERUND NEG.existPOL —
MB
kcYavotic-Tabs) 9@50%
JEEYE)E! ma.mjin.ba
prospect NEG.see.POL

‘no prospects are envisioned’
— unnecessary wordiness can be avoided in Modern Burmese
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