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In 1954, Prime Minister of Burma U Nu (1907–1995) hosted the Sixth 
Buddhist World Council in what was then the country’s capital, Rangoon 
(Yangon). Spanning two years until 1956, the council was an extravagant 
event attended by delegates from major Buddhist countries and highly 
venerated Buddhist monks from Burma. These dignitaries welcomed the 
event as a revival of Buddhism that had been weakened under colonial 
rule. In preparation for the council, U Nu spent more than 16 million 
kyat (about A$3 million at the time) building a pagoda and other religious 
facilities.1 Later in 1954, U Nu proposed a new law encouraging religious 
instruction in public schools. According to this policy, students of different 
religious backgrounds would be required to take classes on their respective 
religions. Members of the Buddhist monastic community, the sangha, 
who welcomed the Sixth Buddhist Council, protested this policy, with 
many seeing it as an attempt by the U Nu government to force Buddhist 

1  U Ohn Ghine, ‘Report on the Chattha Sangayana’, Light of the Dhamma 2(3) (April 1954): 32–37. 
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schoolchildren to take classes on non-Buddhist religions.2 As such, the 
convention of the Sixth Buddhist Council and the proposal of the religious 
instruction act—both carried out by the U Nu government in the same 
year—elicited completely different reactions from the Buddhist monastic 
community. This illustrates the complicated relationship between U Nu 
and the Burmese monastic community in the post-independence period 
arising from tensions among competing political ideologies. 

The convention and the religious instruction act were two noteworthy 
instances among the various religious revival movements undertaken 
by U Nu’s government as part of its effort for moral reform of Burma’s 
postwar society. After suffering massive infrastructural damage due to the 
scorched-earth policies of the British during World War II, postwar Burma 
hosted armed ethnic and communist insurgencies that spread nationwide 
immediately after independence in January 1948.3

Lacking the financial and technical resources to effectively deal with these 
problems, U Nu made extensive use of rhetorical power to sway public 
opinion towards support for his beleaguered government, embarking on 
a project of societal moral reform, which he identified as the most crucial 
aspect of social reform since the colonial period. As a nationalist leader 
during the colonial period and then as post-independence prime minister 
of Burma, U Nu authored plays, novels and speeches highlighting moral 
decline and its deleterious effects on Burmese society. 

Why did U Nu focus on moral reform to address Burmese society’s 
political and economic problems? What was the significance of his ideas 
on morality in the larger context of the Cold War? This chapter traces 
changes in U Nu’s discourse on the relationship between Buddhism 
and politics starting from the colonial period of the 1930s to the post-
independence era of the 1950s. In both periods, U Nu stressed moral 
reform as an essential aspect of social reform, but his definitions of moral 
action evolved in response to changing international and domestic political 
contexts. U Nu’s emphasis on moral reform took on a new significance in 
the Cold War era with the emergence of the threat of indirect involvement 
by foreign powers in Burmese politics. 

2  U Nu, ‘Clarification on the 1954 Policy of Religious Instruction in Public Schools (National 
Broadcast)’, U Nu: Collection of Speeches on Religion. Volume 3 (Yangon: Seikku Cho Cho, 2018), 305–6. 
3  Frank N. Trager, Burma—From Kingdom to Republic: A Historical and Political Analysis (New York, 
NY: Frederick A. Praeger, 1966), 210. 
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U Nu’s approach
Characterising moral reform as key to political and economic reforms, 
U Nu adopted and adapted foreign terms like ‘democracy’ and 
‘socialism’ without replicating the Euro-American and Soviet models of 
modernisation. U Nu argued that the goals of his modernisation projects 
were superior to those of capitalist and communist models because 
these were only concerned with the material conditions of human life 
while his reforms aimed for spiritual rejuvenation of the people. U Nu 
criticised both capitalism and communism as immoral—the former for 
its encouragement of the profit motive and the latter for its advocacy of 
violent revolt and authoritarian rule. In contrast to these two varieties 
of modernity, U Nu envisioned a path for Burma on which moral 
rejuvenation paired with improved material conditions would bring 
the Burmese closer to spiritual elevation, resulting in the attainment of 
nibbāna or the ideal Buddhist state of ‘freedom from desire’.4

Emphasis on moral reform had been central to U Nu’s nationalist 
discourse since the colonial period. Even as Burma moved into the post-
independence period, he continued to tout the importance of good 
morals as a means of resisting foreign interference in Burmese society and 
preserving independence. U Nu’s definition of what constituted morality, 
however, changed in accordance with different political scenarios. 
During the colonial era, he equated morality with resistance to colonial 
capitalism and its corrupting impact on people’s morals. U Nu criticised 
the profit-seeking capitalists and Buddhist monks who accepted bribes for 
political favours as immoral elements in society who were contributing 
to the entrenchment of colonial rule. After independence, U Nu came 
to view problems of poverty and insurgency as manifestations of society’s 
continuing moral decline. He began to equate morality with selflessness, 
and explained the armed insurgencies, continued economic inequality 
and rampant corruption among bureaucratic officials as problems arising 
from the selfish pursuit of personal gain.

4  The ‘desire’ in this context encompasses both attachment to a physical existence and psychological 
desires such as greed, anger and ignorance. In critiquing capitalism and communism as being overly 
concerned with material life, U Nu thus also critiqued them based on their conduciveness to desires 
such as greed and anger. Definition of ‘nibbāna’ from Nyanatiloka Buddhist Dictionary, available 
from: vdocuments.net/nyanatiloka-buddhist-dictionary.html?page=1.

http://vdocuments.net/nyanatiloka-buddhist-dictionary.html?page=1
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The post-independence period was also when U Nu articulated morality 
in terms of religious devotion, which led to his advocacy of moral reform 
via religious revival. Morals came to constitute a link between the religious 
and secular realms when U Nu argued that improved morals would not 
only help solve the secular problems of poverty and political instability, 
but also bring Burmese society closer to attainment of religious ideals—
something that was often defined in Theravada Buddhist terms. This 
resulted in the complicated relationship between the U Nu government 
and various religious groups during the post-independence period. U Nu’s 
attempts to create a distinct marker of national identity for the emergent 
Burmese nation centred on Buddhism even as he was aware of the political 
necessity to emphasise equality and inclusivity for all so as not to alienate 
ethnic minorities and push them towards joining the various insurgencies.

The pressing need for independence during colonial rule had produced 
a tension in U Nu’s political thought, leading him to advocate for 
reforming Burma into an ethnically harmonious nation that would 
abide by Buddhist notions of morality. Since the colonial period, U Nu 
had viewed Buddhist morals as a means of resistance against foreign 
domination. At the same time, he was influenced by modern colonial 
sensibilities, resulting in his call for a formal separation of religion and 
politics, and his criticism of the so-called false conflations of Marxism 
with Buddhism and the resultant ‘misconception’ of political issues as 
religious ones.5 As such, U Nu’s political ideology was shaped by the new 
epistemologies of colonial modernity even as he used indigenous notions 
of morality to critique colonial rule.

From the colonial to the post-independence periods, U Nu’s internalisation 
of the colonial idea of the separation of politics and religion remained 
in tension with his tendency to understand politics through Buddhist 
categories. This tension gave rise to his view that modern reformist ideas 
such as socialism and democracy provided useful means for the material 
reform of society, but they were not the ultimate goals of his social reform 
agenda, which was the spiritual liberation of the people through moral 
reform. In the colonial period, U Nu partially reconciled Marxism with 
Buddhism, but maintained that the former could only bring about 

5  Recent scholarship has pointed out the artificiality of claims for the separation of religion and 
politics in Burma because the Burmese conception of politics is deeply influenced by Buddhist concepts 
and practices. See, for example, Juliane Schober, Modern Buddhist Conjunctures in Myanmar: Cultural 
Narratives, Colonial Legacies, and Civil Society (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2011), 14. 
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material liberation from colonial rule and was therefore incapable of 
providing spiritual liberation. After independence, when he embarked on 
creating a socialist welfare economy, U Nu argued similarly that socialism 
was merely a step towards restoring Burmese society to its original 
prosperity as symbolised by the Buddhist notion of the Padaythabin (the 
‘Tree of Fulfilment’).

Moral reform as an important aspect 
of Buddhist modernism
After independence, U Nu’s actions aligned with what have been 
interpreted as key features of ‘Buddhist modernism’ in three ways: in 
his emphasis on Buddhist textual traditions, his emphasis on Buddhist 
practice as a means of social change and his promotion of meditation 
among the masses to encourage individual spiritual enlightenment.6 
U Nu’s convention of the Sixth Buddhist Council in 1954 was above all an 
attempt to preserve the Buddhist scriptures and prevent the disappearance 
of the Śāsana (‘Buddha’s teachings’).7 U Nu also emphasised the link 
between Buddhist morality and social reform, interpreting socialism as 
a means of ‘removing greed’—one of the three desires leading to moral 
corruption in the view of Buddhism—while acknowledging that good 
morals were themselves a necessary precondition for socialism to work. 
Finally, U Nu promoted vipassanā (‘insight’) meditation among the 
population, stressing its power to transform the mind as key to producing 
moral citizens and bureaucrats.8 Taken together, the three features of 
U Nu’s Buddhist modernism revealed the ways in which he reconstituted 
Buddhist traditions in the face of changing political conditions. He 
employed Buddhist thought to make worldly reforms by preserving 
Buddhist textual traditions to systematise Buddhist practices, linking 
Buddhist morality to socialism. His promotion of vipassanā meditation 
also emerged in response to central notions of Western modernity such 

6  ‘Buddhist modernism’ as a phenomenon was first theorised by Heinz Bechert, Buddhismus, Staat 
und Gesellschaft. Volume 1 [Buddhism, State and Society] (Berlin: Alfred Metzner Verlag, 1966). For a 
more recent study, see David McMahan, The Making of Buddhist Modernism (New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2008). 
7  Chris Clark, ‘The Sixth Buddhist Council: Its Purpose, Presentation, and Product’, Journal of 
Burma Studies 19(1) (2015): 79–112, at p.82, doi.org/10.1353/jbs.2015.0007.
8  Ingrid Jordt, Burma’s Mass Lay Meditation Movement: Buddhism and the Cultural Construction 
of Power (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2007), 30. 

http://doi.org/10.1353/jbs.2015.0007


EXPERIMENTS WITH MARXISM-LENINISM IN COLD WAR SOUTHEAST ASIA

112

as reflexivity and personal agency. In short, U Nu’s Buddhist modernist 
reforms were formed in the context of ‘an engagement with the dominant 
cultural and intellectual forces of modernity’.9 

To understand the dynamics of Buddhist modernity in postwar Burma, 
one needs to examine how it took shape in resistance to and interaction 
with new epistemologies introduced under colonial rule. As Alicia Turner 
has described for the early colonial period, the initial Burmese response 
to colonial domination did not centre on the Western-centric idea of 
a nation-state. Instead, the Burmese imagined themselves as belonging 
to ‘moral communities’ that did not take the nation as their organising 
unit.10 According to Turner, the creation of ‘moral communities’ showed 
how the Burmese laity reconceptualised their responsibilities as Buddhists 
in the absence of the king, who had traditionally served as the patron of 
Buddhism. ‘Moral community’ was thus a modern reinterpretation of how 
the Śāsana might be protected in the context of new colonial conditions. 
In imagining themselves as part of these ‘moral communities’, the Burmese 
laity was concerned not so much with resistance to colonialism as with 
preserving longstanding Buddhist temporal subjectivities.11 Turner points 
out that for the Burmese Buddhists, the social problems plaguing society 
were only the manifestations of a deeper problem, which was the decline 
of the Śāsana, not just as the product of external colonial impetus, but 
also stemming from their personal moral failings.12 The encounter with 
colonial modernity thus led the Burmese Buddhists to view moral decline 
as both a symptom and a cause of the decline of the Śāsana, and stemming 
this became the ultimate goal of any material reform.

Turner’s observations about the Burmese Buddhists in the early colonial 
period (1890–1920) provide important context for this chapter, which 
examines how U Nu’s articulations of morality represented both change 
and continuity with those of Burmese Buddhists during that period. 
The activities of U Nu’s government resembled those of the colonial-
era Buddhist lay organisations in terms of designating moral reform 
as the crucial aspect of social reform. The Burmese Buddhist laity, 
Turner has shown, employed modern colonial communication and 
bureaucratic technologies to form these ‘moral communities’.13 Similarly, 

9  David McMahan, Buddhism in the Modern World (New York, NY: Routledge, 2012), 8. 
10  Alicia Turner, Saving Buddhism: The Impermanence of Religion in Colonial Burma (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2014), 2–4.
11  ibid., 9. 
12  ibid., 22. 
13  ibid., 77–79.
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in the post-independence period, U Nu embarked on modern projects 
of rationalisation, industrialisation and democratisation in the name of 
re-elevating morals. An important difference was that U Nu’s moral 
reform was carried out when the nation-state had become the norm. How 
did U Nu continue employing the discourse of morality to articulate a 
unique Burmese world view in the post-independence period when his 
economic and political programs aimed to build Burma into a sovereign 
nation-state of the Westphalian kind? Answering these questions also 
means exploring whether resistance to Western domination was possible 
even after nationalist elites in the Third World had absorbed values central 
to European colonialism. 

There have been few general studies of the intellectual life of Burma during 
the 1950s, and, to date, a detailed study of U Nu’s political thought does 
not exist. As a period of liberal democracy under a civilian government, 
1950s Burma was host to a high level of open intellectual activity that was 
not to reappear until the present. The Burmese intellectual elite of this 
era, many of whom had participated in the nationalist movements of the 
1930s and 1940s, held contested visions of the nation. A study of U Nu’s 
political thought, then, is a step towards constructing a better picture of 
the intellectual landscape of postwar Burma.

Previous studies of Burma have characterised U Nu as a ‘Buddhist 
nationalist’ in contrast with the ‘secular nationalists’ of Burma like Aung 
San.14 Scarce are studies that highlight his early engagement with leftist 
ideas. U Nu’s autobiography, Saturday’s Son, acknowledges his important 
role in the 1936 establishment of the avowedly leftist publishing outlet 
the Nagani (‘Red Dragon’) Book Club, which became ‘a hotbed of radical 
views’ during the colonial period. However, other than acknowledging 
that  he ‘founded’ the club and the Nagani Journal (the Nagani Daily 
newspaper never came to fruition), mention of his early engagement with 
Marxism-Leninism is scarce to nonexistent, as he shifts immediately to his 
1942 imprisonment during the Japanese invasion of Burma.15 Nor does 

14  For earlier literature on Burmese Buddhism and politics, see Manuel Sarkisyanz, ‘On the Place 
of U Nu’s Buddhist Socialism in Burma’s History of Ideas’, Studies on Asia 2(1) (1961): 53–62; John 
H. Badgley, ‘Burma: The Nexus of Socialism and Two Political Traditions’, Asian Survey 3(2) (1963): 
89–95; Donald E. Smith, Religion and Politics in Burma (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1965); and Jan Becka, ‘The Buddhist Revival in Post-Independence Burma’, in Religion and Society 
in India and Burma, Stanislava Vavrouskova, ed. (Prague: The Oriental Institute of the Czechoslovak 
Academy of Sciences, 1991), 12–38.
15  U Nu, Saturday’s Son, U Law Yone, trans., U Kyaw Win, ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1975), 80–81.



EXPERIMENTS WITH MARXISM-LENINISM IN COLD WAR SOUTHEAST ASIA

114

U Nu reflect or elaborate on his previous engagement with leftist materials 
in his earlier book, Burma under the Japanese, which focuses almost 
exclusively on his life and experiences from 1942.16

Political scientist Robert H. Taylor notes that U Nu was a leader of the 
People’s Revolutionary Party, the predecessor to the Burmese Socialist Party, 
and was on the Supreme Council of the Anti-Fascist Organisation that 
resisted Japanese imperial occupation.17 ‘Among the group [that] advocated 
no cooperation whatsoever with fascists’, Taylor states, was U Nu, although 
he acknowledges this group was divided between Marxists who endorsed 
a temporary alliance with the British and those who preferred the imperialist 
powers fight each other.18 Whether U Nu at that time was an advocate for 
the first or second approach is unclear. Taylor indicates that during Nu’s 
imprisonment, he tended towards a temporary alliance with the Allies 
with the proviso that the British grant Burma ‘dominion status’.19 These 
observations notwithstanding, U Nu’s engagement with Marxist-Leninist 
texts is not a focus of his autobiography or of Taylor’s studies.

In recent times, Juliane Schober, Erik Braun and Alicia Turner have 
pointed out the inaccuracy of viewing nationalism in Burma along the 
religious–secular binary. They argue instead for the interrelations between 
Buddhist world views and conceptions of political power.20 Their studies 
have illuminated the ways in which modern Burmese Buddhist reformers 
drew on precolonial practices and reinterpreted them in engagement 
with new forms of knowledge introduced by colonial rule. Building on 
these studies, this chapter examines U Nu’s Buddhist nationalist reforms 
to situate this period in the history of Burmese Buddhism. The existing 
literature on U Nu has not examined how he used the notion of morality 
to reconcile modern sensibilities such as socialism, democracy and national 

16  Thakin Nu, Burma under the Japanese (London: Macmillan & Co., 1954).
17  Robert H. Taylor, ‘Burma’, in Political Parties of Asia and the Pacific, Haruhiro Fukui, ed. (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood Press, 1985), 129–30; and Robert H. Taylor, Marxism and Resistance in Burma, 1942–
1945: Thein Pe Myint’s Wartime Traveler (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1984), 38.
18  Taylor, Marxism and Resistance in Burma, 9.
19  ibid., 109.
20  See Juliane Schober, Modern Buddhist Conjunctures in Myanmar: Cultural Narratives, Colonial 
Legacies, and Civil Society (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2011); Erik Braun, The Birth of 
Insight: Meditation, Modern Buddhism, and the Burmese Monk Ledi Sayadaw (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 2013); and Turner, Saving Buddhism. Schober argues the colonial government’s 
policy of separating state and religion led to secular governance being viewed with suspicion by the 
populace, who associated secularism with oppressive colonial rule. Aware of this, U Nu as prime 
minister used Buddhism to present himself as upholding Buddhist kingship models as well as to 
secure political legitimacy for his regime.
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unity with longstanding Buddhist cosmological beliefs. The present study 
attempts to fill this gap in the current literature on the U Nu period 
(1948–60). 

There have also been attempts to reconsider how closely U Nu replicated 
the precolonial Buddhist kingship traditions in the post-independence 
era. Hiroko Kawanami argues U Nu did not wish to restore all features of 
traditional Buddhist practices indiscriminately. By setting out the impact 
of modern colonial education on the shaping U Nu’s world view, Kawanami 
highlights instead the ‘rationalising’ reforms of Buddhist practice carried 
out by the prime minister. She cites, for example, his rejection of the 
allegedly ‘superstitious’ practice of śamatha (‘focus’) meditation in favour 
of the more ‘scientific’ vipassanā meditation, to highlight that state-
sponsored Buddhism under U Nu represented a qualitatively different 
kind from precolonial models.21 This is an important point that is often 
underacknowledged in studies of U Nu. But Kawanami has not put 
U Nu’s thought into the global historical context by examining how he 
employed his notion of Buddhist modernity to respond to and resist the 
threat of the hegemonic Cold War powers.

Importantly, as this chapter shows, U Nu reconciled his modernisation 
projects with reconstituted standards of Buddhist practice to distinguish 
Burmese modernity from capitalist and communist models. By shifting 
away from the tradition–modernity binary to understand U Nu, this essay 
examines how U Nu employed the notion of morality to criticise Euro-
American forms of modernity even while he implemented reform projects in 
Burma to achieve an industrialised economy and a democratic government. 

Colonial threat to Burmese Buddhist 
morality and U Nu’s nationalist 
recommendations
U Nu’s views on the link between moral reform, nation-building and social 
reform developed in the crucible of colonial domination. As has been 
illustrated by Turner, the Burmese search for identity in the early colonial 
period revolved around Buddhism rather than the notion of a Burmese 

21  Hiroko Kawanami, ‘U Nu’s Liberal Democracy and Buddhist Communalism in Modern Burma’, 
in Buddhism and the Political Process, Hiroko Kawanami, ed. (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2016), 36–37.
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nation. The Burmese nationalist elite mobilised Buddhism as a signifier 
of national identity to create a unique identity for the Burmese vis-a-vis 
the foreign colonisers. From the time of the slogan ‘To be Burmese is to 
be Buddhist’—a rallying cry of the first Burmese nationalist organisation, 
the Young Men’s Buddhist Association (YMBA, established in 1906)—the 
subsequent nationalist movements in Burma would continue to designate 
Buddhism as a central element of Burmese national identity.22 

The establishment of the Dobama Asiayone (DBA, We Burmans 
Association) in 1930 marked a generational shift in Burmese nationalism. 
Formed by young university students frustrated with the colonial 
government’s oppressive education policies and the older generation’s 
YMBA, whom they perceived as too accommodating to the colonial 
government, the DBA represented a revolutionary turn in the Burmese 
nationalist movement. Members of the DBA adopted the title thakin 
(‘master’)—a term hitherto reserved for Europeans in Burma.23 Although 
often characterised as a secular nationalist group in contrast with the 
YMBA, the DBA’s members continued the YMBA’s practice of forming 
a national identity around the common majority belief in Buddhism. This 
is best illustrated by the fact that members of the DBA used Buddhist 
concepts and categories even in their translations of foreign revolutionary 
literature published through the Nagani Book Club.

Importantly, according to U Nu’s autobiography, the Nagani Book Club 
‘was modeled on the Left Book Club of Victor Gollancz in England’. 
An ‘immediate success’, Nagani served as a channel through which the 
nationalists could distribute international ideas on anticolonialism, anti-
imperialism and national liberation to the Burmese masses, many of which 
were leftist materials.24 In attempting to create a revolutionary force out 
of the people who had been functioning under Buddhist soteriological 
views, members of the DBA interpreted these foreign ideas through 
Buddhist language and concepts familiar to their readers. 

22  Juliane Schober, ‘To be Burmese is to be Buddhist: Formations of Buddhist Modernity in 
Colonial Burma’, in Theravada Buddhism in Colonial Contexts, Thomas Borchert, ed. (London: 
Routledge, 2018), 23–25.
23  In taking the title thakin, the DBA members claimed Burmese, not Europeans, were the real 
masters of Burma. 
24  U Nu, Saturday’s Son, 80.
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Thakin Nu, as U Nu was known at the time, published several original 
and translated works through the Nagani Book Club. One of his earliest 
publications was his collection Modern Plays, in 1937. A unifying theme 
of all six plays in the collection was the issue of moral decay, which 
was explored in many forms ranging from corrupt ‘political monks’ to 
politicians who preached patriotism while neglecting good moral conduct 
in their personal lives. In the first vein was a play titled ‘U Kalein’ 
(‘Mr  Crook’), which portrays a monk who abuses his religious status 
by consuming liquor and consorting with women. One day, the monk’s 
actions are discovered by a village youth, who then tries to expose the 
monk’s lack of propriety. However, not only is the youth dismissed by 
village elders, he is also punished for his attempt to tarnish the reputation 
of a revered monk. At the end of the play, it is revealed that the monk 
has been accepting donations from colonial government officials who 
wished to use his influence to secure votes in the region. Therefore, these 
politicians had a vested interest in maintaining the monk as an object of 
reverence in this village. With such unified support behind the monk, the 
youth cannot bring justice even though the monk is corrupt.25

Nu included a foreword to the play detailing his reasons for writing it, 
urging monks to ‘stay out of politics’ because monks who had not studied 
politics would be easily manipulated by politicians seeking to ‘gain 
influence in the country by colluding with monks’. The result would be 
politicians ‘will no longer work hard to bring prosperity to the country; 
instead they will spend time contriving ways to cheat and deceive’.26 Here 
is an example of the ways in which Nu’s political consciousness during this 
period was moulded by the combination of traditional cultural beliefs and 
new sensibilities introduced by colonialism. The separation of state and 
religion was a new concept that colonial rule introduced to Burma, where 
conventionally, the Buddhist conception of merit had been embedded 
in notions of the political legitimacy of a ruler.27 In addition, the idea of 
‘religion’ as a category in itself was just starting to take shape in the Burmese 
consciousness at this time. Nu’s recommendation for Buddhist monks to 

25  Thakin Nu, ‘U Kalein’, in Modern Plays (1938), cited in Myanmar Literature Project Working 
Paper No.10, Hans-Bernd Zöllner, ed., Austrian Journal of South-East Asian Studies: 17, 32–58. 
26  ibid. The author thanks Tin Hlaing for the Burmese-to-English translation of these quotes.
27  Juliane Schober, ‘Buddhism in Burma: Engagement with Modernity’, in Buddhism in World 
Cultures: Comparative Perspectives, Stephen C. Berkwitz, ed. (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2006), 
79–81. 
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‘stay out of politics’ suggests he had internalised colonial epistemologies 
even as he made his proposal in the name of resisting the foreign colonial 
rule that was undermining Burmese social values such as morality.

Another play, titled ‘Naung Daw Chut-Khan’ (‘Taming the Elder 
Brother’), is set in the Ava period in Burma in the fifteenth century 
and follows two brothers who are officials in a Burmese army fighting 
a Shan ruler. The younger brother finds the older one having an affair 
with a married woman; he drives the woman away and scolds his brother, 
lamenting that he would rather take his own life than continue to survive 
as the brother of an adulterer. Hearing this, the older brother regrets his 
actions and comes to accept his brother’s claim that a corrupt politician is 
an unreliable one and he vows to change his behaviour.28 The other plays 
in the collection similarly explore adultery as a danger to both private and 
public lives, investigating how families are wrecked and politicians led 
astray from their rightful duties when they become preoccupied with such 
an immoral act. It must be noted that these plays were written at a time 
when Burmese men were highly concerned about European and Indian 
men taking Burmese women as mistresses. European colonial officers 
took Burmese women as secret lovers during their time in Burma and 
abandoned them when they left the country. Chie Ikeya has pointed out 
that Burmese men objected to such intimate relations between Burmese 
women and foreign men as a threat to Burma’s Buddhist culture.29 
Considered in this context, Nu’s stories exploring adultery can be read as 
a warning to Burmese against following the immoral actions associated 
with foreign men. In this way, Nu identified societal moral decay as 
induced by foreign colonial rule.

It is clear the notion of morality in all the stories is derived from the 
Buddhist notion of the five precepts, which urge people to abstain from 
killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying and intoxication. Taken together, 
the plays portray the dangers of moral decay from different perspectives, 
but all have a common suggestion: foreign imperial domination and the 
attendant corruption of morals created by such oppressive rule can only be 
overthrown when the Burmese themselves reform their morals. In other 
words, moral improvement in one’s private life was thought to be capable 

28  ibid., 58–79.
29  Chie Ikeya, Refiguring Women, Colonialism, and Modernity in Burma (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaiʻi Press, 2011), 120–21. Ikeya references a British report on the 1938 Indo-Burmese riots in 
her observation that anxiety about such intermarriage constituted a major reason for the riots against 
the kala (Indian) men.
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of effecting social change. Such a connection between the private and 
the public realms anticipated U Nu’s emphasis in the post-independence 
period that the success of his political and economic reform programs 
depended on the moral reform of every individual in Burmese society. 

Marxism and Buddhism: Political freedom 
versus spiritual liberation
Around the time he published his plays stressing the importance 
of  morality, Thakin Nu wrote short stories exploring the question of 
whether Marxism was compatible with Buddhist values. One such story, 
entitled ‘I  Am a Supporter of Bon Wada’, was published through the 
Nagani Book Club in the late 1930s.30 Nu made himself a character in 
the story, called Ko Nu, who debates the character Ko Sein about whether 
communism dictates actions incompatible with Buddhist values.31 Ko Nu 
is initially convinced that implementing bon wada (‘collectivity’) in 
Burma goes against Buddhist values because the former dictates violence 
against capitalists while Buddhist teachings prohibit even wishing 
someone ill. To this, Ko Sein responds by reminding Ko Nu of Buddha’s 
warning of the danger of three evils—lobha (‘greed’), dosa (‘anger’) and 
moha (‘ignorance’)—which can trap a person inside endless saṃsāra 
(the cycle of life and rebirth), precluding his or her potential of reaching 
nirvana. Ko Sein continues, explaining that capitalists ‘add fuel to the 
fire of lobha in men’ by claiming land and commodities as their private 
property. In contrast, bon wada transforms private property into common 
property thereby extinguishing the ‘fire of lobha’, which arises solely from 
the existence of private property.32 In other words, bon wada can restore 
morals by ridding society of the main causes of moral decline. 

30  Maung Nu, ‘Kya naw Bon Thamar [I Am a Follower of Bon Wada]’, in Bon Wada Hnit Dobama 
[Bon Wada and Us Burmese], Thein Pe Myint, ed. (Rangoon: Pyidawsoe, 1954). Bon wada (the 
‘principle of collectivity’) was first used as a Burmese translation of ‘communism’ by Thakin Than 
Tun in his foreword to Thakin Soe’s book Socialism, published through Nagani in 1938. Than Tun 
and Soe eventually split from the mainstream Burmese nationalist movement that was dominated by 
socialists in the late 1940s. In the post-independence era, Than Tun and Soe led White Flag and Red 
Flag communist insurgencies, respectively, against the Nu government. 
31  ‘Ko’ is roughly equal to ‘Mister’ but is only used for middle-aged men; those slightly older are 
called ‘U’, although the exact distinction between the two in terms of age is not clear.
32  Nu, ‘I Am a Follower of Bon Wada’, 56–57.
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Ko Sein also goes on to discuss the relationship between the Buddhist 
idea of kamma (‘action’ or karma) and bon wada. He points out that 
belief in kamma does not necessarily mean a passive acceptance of one’s 
poverty in this life. In fact, the poor need to be aware of the rich’s ploy 
to interpret the idea of kamma incompletely. The poor need to realise 
the capitalists only highlight the effects of having bad kamma, without 
also acknowledging that Buddha pointed to the causes of bad kamma and 
how to avoid them.33 According to the Buddhist world view, Ko Sein 
argues, accumulating private poverty is the main way to accrue bad karma 
because it leads one to become corrupted by the three evils. By consciously 
omitting this fact from their Buddhist rhetoric, capitalists use Buddhist 
ideas selectively to justify their continued exploitation of the working 
class. Ko Sein’s explanation satisfies Ko Nu, who, by the end of the story, 
admits his views on bon wada and Buddhism have been changed.

A few noteworthy points emerge from this exchange between the two men. 
Even though the characters are debating from opposite sides on the issue 
of communism and Buddhism, they both appeal to Buddhist concepts 
to support their case. This reflected the intellectual milieu in Burma 
during the late 1930s, when the aspiring young nationalists first came 
in contact with foreign revolutionary ideas through literature. Buddhist 
concepts and categories, which had formed the basis of public education 
before colonisation, continued to serve as the primary framework through 
which the Burmese understood the world. Despite the colonial policy of 
separating state and religion, Buddhism continued to provide a moral basis 
for the everyday actions of Buddhist Burmese. As  someone attempting 
to introduce foreign revolutionary ideas to Burmese society, Thakin Nu 
needed to convince the public that communism or bon wada was not 
against religion. Rather, it was conducive to good Buddhist morals and 
capable of reversing the moral decay brought on by capitalist exploitation. 
Considered against his earlier plays stressing moral uprightness as a crucial 
tool in the fight against imperialism, this story can be seen as Nu’s attempt 
to argue in support of the anti-imperialist message of communism through 
the language of Buddhist morality. 

During the colonial period, Nu started to read foreign works on Marxism-
Leninism, and his understanding of the various revolutionary ideas was 
still taking shape. His writings during this period reflect the formative 

33  Emphases added by author.
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stage of thinking about the relationship between Buddhism and modern 
foreign revolutionary ideas. Ending colonial rule was his primary goal 
during this period. As such, he demonstrated a willingness to accept 
a wide range of anticolonial ideologies that would help mobilise people 
in resistance to colonial rule—something that was common among 
anticolonial intellectuals across Southeast Asia.34

Nu’s affiliation with Marxism and communism must be understood within 
this context. He was attracted to these revolutionary ideas mainly because 
of their use for political mobilisation, not through an unconditional 
acceptance of Marxist doctrines. Although he agreed with Marxism in 
terms of pragmatic political action, he did not agree with its materialism 
at the philosophical level because it conflicted with the Buddhist notion 
of impermanence. In reconciling Marxism with Buddhism, one of the 
challenges for Thakin Nu was how to explain the Marxist dictate of class 
struggle in Buddhist terms. In the story discussed above, Ko Sein gives 
only a roundabout response to Ko Nu’s point that bon wada cannot be 
compatible with Buddhist teachings because the former prescribes the 
violent overthrow of capitalists. Ko Sein does not directly address this 
issue, instead choosing to argue against capitalism using a different aspect 
of Buddhism—the three evils. Ko Sein’s circumvention of this question 
reflects the author’s dilemma regarding this issue. It was only six years 
later, in a booklet titled What is Marxism?, written in 1946, that Thakin 
Nu again approached the violence inherent to the Marxist approach 
to revolution. 

In this booklet, Thakin Nu admits Marxism prescribes the necessary role 
of violence in carrying out revolution, and that this might be looked 
on unfavourably by Burmese Buddhists. Nonetheless, Nu reasoned 
the communist idea of the violent takeover of capitalist property was 
only retaliation for the latter’s initial crime of robbing the Padaythabin 
and its material abundance from the inhabitants of the world.35 Thus, 
communism should be seen not as an initiator of violence but rather as 
only prescribing violence to the degree necessary to take back what was 
wrongfully exploited from the masses. To further illustrate this point, Nu 
cited a Buddhist tale in which the Buddha has been reborn as a crab 

34  Anna Belogurova, ‘Communism in South East Asia’, in Oxford Handbook of the History of 
Communism, Stephen A. Smith, ed. (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2014), 236–51.
35  ‘Padaythabin’ (‘Padeytha tree’) signifies the Burmese equivalent of a cornucopia. U Nu often 
invoked the myth of the Padaythabin in his speeches justifying his government’s choice of socialism as 
a development model for Burma. 
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in a lake. One day, seeing a crane hunting his fellow crabs, the Buddha 
crab decides to snip off the crane’s neck to preserve the greater good of 
his fellow crabs even though he knows the action of killing will give 
him bad karma. Using this Buddhist tale as an example, Nu points out 
communists must sacrifice their karma by carrying out violent revolution 
against capitalists to improve the lives of their fellow Burmese who are 
oppressed by the colonial system. In conclusion to this section, Nu claims 
communism and its attendant violence mean that acting as a communist 
can lead one off the path to nirvana, but anyone who wishes to reverse 
the capitalist oppression of the people should join the communist side.36

This snippet from What is Marxism? suggests Nu believed that improving 
one’s material life could sometimes hinder one from attaining spiritual 
salvation. Yet, given the pressing concern of fighting for independence 
from colonial rule, Nu chose to promote Marxism as an expedient tool to 
further his pressing goals. In the post-independence period, the threat of 
foreign intervention changed from direct colonial domination to indirect 
intervention in Burmese affairs by the Cold War powers. In response to 
such changing threats, U Nu made a complete turnabout in his stance 
regarding the relationship between material and spiritual wellbeing. Thus, 
after independence, he came to argue that secular political and economic 
programs such as democratic and socialist reforms should not only provide 
material wellbeing but also serve spiritual goals, such as escape from the 
three desires of lobha, dosa and moha. 

In the next section of his story, Nu criticises the behaviour of those who 
call themselves ‘Marxists’. Addressing the debate between Buddhists and 
the self-proclaimed Marxists about the relationship between Marxism and 
Buddhism, Nu points out the conflict arose mainly from the self-identified 
Marxists’ inadequate understanding of Marxism and misguided attempts 
to interfere in religious matters. To illustrate this, Nu points to the use of 
the Buddhist terms rūpa and nāma in the Marxists’ political campaigns.37 
He claims Burmese Marxists have wrongly equated the Marxist notion 
of ‘matter’ with rūpa. Citing a passage from the Pāli Canon, Nu instead 
argues the true Buddhist notion of rūpa refers to a principle, rather than 
physical matter. As a principle of change, different states of being—such 
as being hot, cold, hungry, thirsty and so on—cause rūpa to appear in 

36  Thakin Nu, What is Marxism? (Yangon: Seikku Cho Cho, 2014), 133–34. 
37  ‘Yote’ and ‘nam’ are Burmese derivations of the Pāli words rūpa and nāma, referring to the 
distinction between ‘corporeality’ and ‘mind’. Nyanatiloka Buddhist Dictionary.
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different forms. As such, the Marxist notion of matter/material cannot 
be translated as rūpa because the former conceptualised matter as an 
aggregate of atoms, permanently remaining in their form and not affected 
by contact with different dhātu (‘elements’).38 

U Nu also criticised Burmese Marxists for equating the Marxist notion 
of mind or spirit with the Buddhist notion of nāma. Nu pointed out 
that, according to Buddhist belief, nāma is a combination of 89 different 
forms of sate (Burmese for the Pali word citta, meaning ‘consciousness’) 
and 52 different forms of say ta thate (Burmese version of the Pali word 
cetasika, meaning mental states that are ‘bound up with the simultaneously 
arising consciousness and conditioned by its presence’).39 Nu argued that 
the Marxist notion of mind covered only five of the 52 varieties of say ta 
thate and thus the two could not be equated. Such wrongful conflations 
of Marxist categories of matter and mind with Buddhist notions of 
rūpa and nāma gave rise to the debate between Buddhists and Marxists 
regarding the question of whether rūpa or nāma came first. In Nu’s 
view, such a debate was ill conceived because both sides were arguing 
from two different epistemological standpoints. Instead, Nu argued that 
Buddhism and Marxism were two fundamentally different ideologies. 
Buddhism shows the way of escape from the material world, which is 
perpetually associated with dukkha (‘suffering’), whereas Marxism focuses 
on eradicating problems of the lawki (‘the everyday material world’). 
In conclusion, Nu urged the leftists in Burma to refrain from attacking 
Buddhism inaccurately to avoid further deterioration of communism’s 
reputation among the Burmese populace. This he deemed an urgent 
matter because he ‘worried that Communism would be rejected by the 
Burmese even though it has a good purpose’.40 

Although he prescribed the Marxist idea of political action through 
violent revolution, Nu declared he personally did not believe in Marxist 
materialism. He did not explicitly state his reason for disagreeing with 
materialism, but one could deduce it was due to the Marxist view of 
matter as permanent, which contradicted the Buddhist view of matter 
as impermanent. Given this, it is worth noting that Nu identified as a 

38  Derived from the Pāli word dhātu, the ‘elements’ referred to by dhāt included not only physical 
elements such as earth, water, fire and wind, but also mental elements that constitute the ‘conditions 
of the process of perception’. Nyanatiloka Buddhist Dictionary.
39  Nyanatiloka Mahathera, Manual of Buddhist Terms and Doctrines. The author is yet to locate the 
Pāli root for this word.
40  Thakin Nu, What is Marxism?, 147. 
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leftist, claiming a belief in materialism was not a necessary precondition 
for one to call oneself a ‘leftist’ nor was it the case that one could only 
become a leader in the project of establishing communism if one believed 
in materialism. He defined leftists as ‘leaders of the society in establishing 
Communism’, and they need not be believers in materialism. But to 
qualify as a ‘leftist’ one must be equipped with good morals and believe 
that as long as class oppression persisted, there would continue to be lawki 
(‘material’, ‘secular’) problems, and therefore they must work to end this 
system that produced commodities for profit rather than for use.41 It is 
significant that in formulating an alternative definition of a leftist, Nu 
placed good morals at the fore. In proposing a new definition of leftism 
based on morality, Nu implied morality was not an inherent component 
of Marxist materialism. Given his distinction between Marxism and 
Buddhism along the lines of lawki (‘the material world’) and lawkouttara 
(‘spiritual things’), it is apparent that from the colonial period, Nu started 
to view Marxism merely as a political tool to solve the secular problems 
created by colonial capitalism.42 But Marxism was incapable of guiding 
people towards spiritual liberation. 

U Nu’s post-independence 
reconceptualisation of morality, Buddhism 
and politics
U Nu became the prime minister of Burma after the country gained 
independence from the British on 4 January 1948, after which he 
continued to emphasise the importance of high morals in Burmese 
society; however, the purposes for which he employed the morality 
discourse evolved. In contrast to his definition of morality during the 
colonial period, U Nu’s idea of morality now centred on resistance to 
intervention by foreign powers during the Cold War. Designating moral 
reform as the cornerstone of his nation-building project, U Nu critiqued 
both capitalism and communism while distinguishing his developmental 
plan from these two hegemonic forms of modernity. Concerns about 
national unity led U Nu to frame morality in terms of devotion to religion 
in general, and not just Buddhism. Yet his postwar explanations of why 

41  ibid., 150. 
42  Lawki and lawkouttara are Burmese derivations of the Pāli words lokiya and lokuttara, signifying 
the duality between the ‘mundane’ and the ‘supermundane’. Nyanatiloka Buddhist Dictionary.
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modern systems such as socialism and democracy were compatible with 
Burma’s situation frequently centred on Buddhist values and categories. 
His agenda of creating a nation-state built on individual rights and civil 
liberties resulted in his nominal support of all religions as sources of 
morality and, as such, important partners in his modernisation. Tension 
arose, however, from the fact he articulated this vision of a moral and 
modern society mostly in Theravada Buddhist terms. 

U Nu’s continued advocacy for the separation of religion and politics after 
independence was born of his desire for national unity. On 25 September 
1954, U Nu spoke to the nation via the Public Broadcasting Station about 
the recently proposed policy of religious instruction in government-run 
schools—the policy that had provoked vehement opposition from the 
sangha. To illustrate the fairness of his government’s religious policies, 
U Nu recalled some of his talks with Roman Catholic and Muslim religious 
leaders during the height of ethnic insurgencies in 1949. He claimed that 
during these meetings, the Christian and Muslim leaders reaffirmed their 
faith in his government and assured him their followers were not among 
the insurgents active in the Karen and Arakan states.43 From these religious 
leaders’ comments, U Nu pointed out, it was apparent the reason for the 
ethnic insurgencies was not religious persecution by his government. His 
policy of religious instruction was merely a ‘political’ gesture to maintain 
the goodwill of other religious groups and was not to be confused with 
an oppressive ‘religious’ policy against Burmese Buddhists.44 U Nu thus 
attempted to keep the issue of ethnic insurgencies from being framed 
in terms of religious conflict between Buddhists and non-Buddhists by 
urging people to view ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ separately.

At the same time, however, U Nu started to justify many of his political 
goals using religious language. Signifying a complete departure from his 
colonial-era discourse, U Nu as prime minister stressed that politics should 
not only serve material welfare but also facilitate spiritual fulfilment. 
In  such terms, he justified his socialist welfare policies, reconciling 
socialism with Burmese culture by characterising the former as a system 
that would bring society back to the age of the Padaythabin. As such, his 
discourse on the relationship between politics and religion had evolved 

43  This was in reference to two major ethnic separatist movements on the eastern and western 
borders of Burma at the time. The Karen National Defence Organisation was active along the 
Burma–Thailand border while Islamic Mujahideen insurgents were active in the western Arakan 
(Rakhine) region. 
44  U Nu, ‘Clarification on the 1954 Policy of Religious Instruction’, 298–306.
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from his colonial-era thinking in two ways. First, socialism was no longer 
an intermediary step towards communism, but rather a facilitating stage 
in the creation of an ideal Buddhist society. Furthermore, U Nu’s use of 
Buddhist symbols such as the Padaythabin to describe his socialist program 
showed he now conceived of a more intimate relationship between the 
mundane world and the spiritual liberation of the people. The goal of 
material sufficiency was interpreted as reversing moral decline in society 
by extinguishing the fire of the three desires—lobha, dosa and moha—that 
accompanied poverty. 

In the following excerpt from U Nu’s ‘Martyr’s Day Speech’ in 1951, he 
adapts Marxist-Leninist theories and reinterprets them using Buddhist 
language. He takes Lenin’s theory that imperialism is the highest stage 
of capitalism and modifies it to argue that imperialism is a consequence 
of men falling prey to lobha, one of the three roots of evil according to 
Buddhist belief: 

In the beginning, there was a Tree of Fulfillment [Padaythabin] 
from which people could get anything they needed … But 
men gave in to greed [lobha] and started seeking profit out of 
resources. This led to capitalists colonizing territories. Capitalists 
who wanted to gain control of the same territories went to war 
against other capitalists. Thus were generated the three calamities 
of bloody conflicts, famine, and epidemics.45 

Here again the Padaythabin was invoked, along with the three roots of 
evil (lobha, dosa and moha) and the three calamities—another Buddhist 
concept predicting disasters thought to occur as Śāsana declines. 
He explained capitalism and imperialism as direct consequences of the 
decline in morals. Men fall prey to different stages of immorality by first 
giving in to greed (induced by the profit motive) and move on to commit 
violence against others (such as capitalists going to war). In the same 
speech, U Nu explained he did not consider building a socialist country 
an end in itself but rather a step towards restoring Burmese society to its 
original prosperity—that is, the time of the Padaythabin: ‘The root cause 
of [the three calamities] is the exploitation of man by man born of this 
system of private ownership. Socialism is primarily concerned with the 
removal of this cause.’46

45  U Nu, ‘Martyrs’ Day Speech’, in Collection of Political Speeches. Volume 1 (Yangon: Seikku Cho 
Cho, 2016), 92. Emphasis added.
46  ibid.
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The logic here was that reform of the material world would result in 
spiritual elevation of the people. This represented a significant change 
since the colonial period when he had argued that a Marxist revolution 
could cause an individual to accrue bad karma. The reason for this change 
must be understood in the context of Burma’s changing political climate. 

In the colonial period, U Nu’s pressing political concern was to overthrow 
colonial rule, for which he prescribed Marxism, which he admitted was not 
entirely compatible with Buddhist belief. After independence, however, 
his political task changed to resisting foreign intervention in Burma 
linked to the problems of ethnic and communist insurgencies. Burma 
as a nominally independent nation was facing threats to its sovereignty. 
It was in this context that U Nu came to emphasise morality as the link 
between material and spiritual wellbeing. Using this non-dualistic view 
of the mundane and the spiritual, U Nu distinguished his programs of 
material (socialist and democratic) reform as qualitatively different from 
the developmental models of the Euro-American and Soviet powers. 

U Nu’s shifting views on the relationship between material and spiritual 
wellbeing evolved in tandem with his reinterpretation of what morality 
meant. In contrast to the colonial period, when he equated morality with 
resistance to colonial capitalism and its corrupting effects on the people, 
U Nu’s postwar definition of morality centred on the idea of selflessness. 
He criticised the armed insurgents, corrupt officials in the bureaucracy 
and capitalists in postwar Burmese society as immoral elements in 
selfish pursuit of personal gain. For example, in a speech in 1951, U Nu 
lamented the decline of the ‘moral pillar’ in Burma resulting from the 
prevalence of those ‘who are beckoning distant friends regardless of the 
consequences’ because they ‘have not the capacity to look a little beyond 
their self-interest’.47 This was a clear reference to the ethnic and communist 
insurgencies, which the U Nu government suspected had connections 
to the Cold War powers. But U Nu’s criticism was targeted not only at 
the insurgents. In another speech in 1951, at the founding ceremony of 
the Bureau of Special Investigation, U Nu declared the bureau’s mission 
was to arrest moral deterioration among the ‘three classes of people: 
government servants, politicians, and traders’.48 He accused these three 

47  U Nu, ‘Task Before Us (Convocation Address at the University of Rangoon on 22nd December 
1951)’, in U Nu, Burma Looks Ahead (Rangoon: Ministry of Information, 1953), 34. 
48  U Nu, ‘Bribery and Corruption (Speech delivered at the Swearing-in Ceremony of Members of 
the Bureau of Special Investigation on 17th December 1951)’, in Burma Looks Ahead, 23.
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groups, respectively, of stealing state property, pocketing state-issued 
agricultural loans intended for poor farmers and avoidance of income tax. 
Claiming that obsession with the self was the root of these social ills, 
U Nu concluded that the bureau’s activities would be complemented by 
programs to ‘reeducate people through religious revival’.49 

The underlying theme in U Nu’s speeches was his conception of morality 
as the link between material and spiritual welfare. Thus, threats to 
morality were threats to these two forms of wellbeing. U Nu’s criticism 
of the communist insurgents followed this logic. In a rally speech in 
1954, he condemned the communist insurgents for ‘shooting people at 
random, robbing and stealing from villages’—the implication being the 
communists had broken two of the five precepts of Buddhism: killing and 
stealing. He directly linked communism to moral decline in a government 
publication promoting his Pyidawtha (‘Great Prosperous State’) 
project—a welfare program that included political and economic reforms 
and religious revival. In this text, he called the communist insurgency 
a ‘moral outrage’ and he highlighted its ‘destructive and wasteful’ impacts 
on Burmese society.50 Thus, communism and insurgents rebelling in the 
name of this ideology constituted a moral threat to Burmese society. 

At other times, U Nu was more explicit about communism’s dual threats 
to morality and religion. For example, in a speech in 1952, he warned the 
public of the communist threat to all religions in Burma:

[T]he Communists used to accuse religion of being an opiate and 
that it needed to be abolished. You would remember that they 
even published a thesis with a sacrilegious title, ‘Is there such 
a thing as omniscient knowledge?’51 If they have such audacity to 
insult Buddhism, which is the sacred belief of 85 percent of the 
citizens, they will have even less compunction in flinging similar 
insults at the Muslim, Christian, Hindu, and Animist faiths held 
by the remaining 15 percent of our nationals.52

49  ibid., 24–25. 
50  Government of the Union of Burma (Economic and Social Board), Pyidawtha: The New Burma 
(Rangoon: Department of Information Press, 1954), 3. 
51  This was in reference to the ‘omniscient knowledge of the Buddha’, known in Burmese as that 
bay nyu ta nyan and derived from the Pāli root sabbaññutá-ñána. U Nu, ‘Pyidawtha Tho [Towards 
Pyidawtha]’, in Collection of Political Speeches, 168. 
52  ibid., 167.
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U Nu chose to highlight the communist threat in terms of its threat to 
religion, which enabled him to argue that his government was fighting 
the communist insurgents not merely for the political goal of preserving 
national unity. Rather, his government deemed it of utmost importance 
that the insurgent communists be quelled because they posed a bigger 
problem to Burmese society: they were attacking all religions, and religion 
formed the basis of social morality. 

Throughout the 1950s, U Nu continued to emphasise his support for non-
Buddhist religions. In a speech towards the end of his time in office, in 
January 1958, U Nu reaffirmed that his government—known by then as 
the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL)—continued to support 
the fight against capitalism and the establishment of socialism in Burma. 
More importantly, he linked socialism, religious freedom and national 
unity together by asserting that socialist Burma would be a unified state 
whose citizens would be accorded ‘natural rights, financial security, high 
standards of living, strong morals, and the ability to continue observing 
one’s religion freely’.53 By linking his proposed socialist governance with 
religious freedom, U Nu attempted to mobilise ethnic and minority groups 
in his nation-building project, when the prospects of ethnic secession and 
communist victory in the civil war remained very real. 

From the quotes discussed above, it becomes clear that for U Nu, political 
and spiritual goals were two sides of the same coin. His proclaimed 
support for non-Buddhist religions suggested political freedom to these 
minorities at the same time as it conformed with his goal of moral 
improvement through religious revival. This suggests a non-dualist 
relationship between ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ influenced U Nu’s thought 
even as he talked about the separation of the two in imitation of colonial 
rationalism. In other words, while he proclaimed modernity by speaking 
in the language of Western rationalism, U Nu continued to be influenced 
by precolonial Buddhist cosmological conceptions. The ways in which 
he reconciled these competing epistemologies lay at the heart of U Nu’s 
post-independence political project. Understanding this helps one see 
that attempts to evaluate U Nu as either a sincere champion of religious 
freedom or ‘an erratic zealot’ are misplaced.54 Such inquiries replicate the 

53  U Nu, ‘1958 Speech at the AFPFL Meeting’, in Collection of Political Speeches, 229. 
54  See Tilman Frasch, ‘The Relic and the Rule of Righteousness: Reflections on U Nu’s 
Dhammavijaya’, in Buddhism, Modernity, and the State in Asia: Forms of Engagement, John Whalen-
Bridge and Pattana Kitiarsa, eds (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 129–30. 
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artificial colonial separation of ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ and fail to see that 
U Nu’s thought in the post-independence period cannot be explained in 
such simplistic, dualistic terms. 

Buddhist modernity in contradistinction 
with capitalism and Marxism
Studies of U Nu’s modernist reforms have not examined the ways in which 
he employed his notion of Buddhist modernity to distinguish Burma’s 
development from the capitalist and communist models. For example, 
Hiroko Kawanami has characterised U Nu as a Buddhist modernist, 
citing his rejection of what he saw as ‘superstitious’ and ‘mystical’ 
Buddhist practices such as śamatha meditation and his support instead 
for the ‘rational’ and ‘modern’ vipassanā method.55 However, Kawanami’s 
argument takes for granted certain meanings of rationality without 
considering the ways in which U Nu reinterpreted what it meant to be 
‘rational’ using longstanding Burmese cultural concepts. By redefining 
certain central notions of Western modernity, U Nu formulated a 
Buddhist modernist resistance to the Euro-American and Soviet powers 
of the Cold War.

U Nu’s postwar definition of morality as ‘selflessness’ provides a useful 
starting point to examine how he distinguished his modernisation agenda 
from those of the Euro-American and Soviet models. From his speeches 
examined in the previous section, we can see U Nu used the notion of 
‘selfishness’ to critique not only the insurgents but also capitalists and 
corrupt bureaucrats. Attachment to the ‘self ’ also contradicted the 
Buddhist belief of anicca (‘impermanence’), which U Nu would later 
claim was supported by the latest scientific discoveries about the ever-
changing nature of matter. It is worth noting that the vipassanā meditation 
U Nu promoted seeks to gain ‘insight’ into such impermanence. Changes 
in U Nu’s definition of morality—from resistance to colonialism to 
selflessness—occurred in the context of his modernisation projects, which 
were transforming Burma into a modern state with demarcated territorial 
boundaries, an industrialised economy and a functioning bureaucracy. In 
justifying these modernist reforms based on Buddhist notions of morality, 
U Nu attempted to formulate a unique development path for Burma.

55  Kawanami, ‘U Nu’s Liberal Democracy and Buddhist Communalism in Modern Burma’, 36–37. 



131

3. BUDDHIST SOCIALISM AND NATIONAL IDENTITY IN COLONIAL AND POSTWAR BURMA

In what follows, I examine how U Nu employed Buddhist language and 
categories to critique aspects of capitalist modernity and Marxist thought. 
I will illustrate how U Nu appealed to Buddhist temporal views and ideas 
about the nature of matter to critique the notion of ‘evolution’, which 
he viewed as fundamental to both capitalist and Marxist world views. 
Not only did U Nu point out the differences between Buddhism and 
these two Western epistemologies, he also argued for the superiority of his 
Buddhist modernist world view over capitalist and Marxist principles.56 

According to U Nu, the ‘fulfilment’ he sought for Burma lay not in a 
distant future but had already defined the lives of the Burmese before the 
arrival of colonial rule. It was colonialism that had disrupted this state of 
fulfilment, leading to poverty and moral decline. Since Burmese society 
had already enjoyed material abundance and social harmony before the 
colonial disruption, to return to this state, the Burmese did not need 
to follow the development models of Western industrialised countries; 
they just had to rediscover Buddhist teachings. In the process of such a 
rediscovery, the Burmese would incorporate new organisational ideas such 
as socialism, but these would be merely political means to the spiritual 
ends. In so doing, the Burmese would not only achieve the same level 
of material welfare as promised by capitalism and communism, but also 
receive the benefit of spiritual liberation. 

The following excerpt illustrates the characteristics of U Nu’s Buddhist 
modernist thought. U Nu brought up the Padaythabin myth time and 
again in his speeches in the post-independence period. His invocation of 
this myth was important not only because he used it to reconcile foreign 
ideas such as socialism with Burmese Buddhism, but also because it 
enabled him to invoke a unique Buddhist temporality:

In the beginning, there was a Padeythabin [‘Tree of Fulfilment’] 
from which people could get anything they needed. But men gave 
in to lobha [‘greed’] and started seeking profit out of resources. This 
led to capitalists colonizing territories. Capitalists who wanted 
to gain control of the same territories went to war against other 

56  I do not wish to suggest that capitalism and Soviet Marxism represented qualitatively distinct 
forms of modernity. Scholars have reassessed the extent to which communist ideas and practices 
represented an alternative to capitalist forms of development. Postone, for example, has argued that 
Soviet socialism was merely a local manifestation of the globally dominant ‘state-centric capitalism’. 
Here, I make the distinction between capitalism and Marxism simply to indicate that there were 
two foreign development ideologies to which U Nu was responding during this period. See Moishe 
Postone, ‘Critique and Historical Transformation’, Historical Materialism 12(3) (2004): 54, doi.org/ 
10.1163/1569206042601765.

http://doi.org/10.1163/1569206042601765
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capitalists. Thus were generated the three calamities of bloody 
conflicts, famine, and epidemics … The root cause of [the three 
calamities] is the exploitation of man by man born of this system 
of private ownership. Socialism is primarily concerned with the 
removal of this cause.57 

The Padaythabin myth here represents a different mode of seeing time. 
In both capitalism and Marxism, time develops in a linear direction; 
society progresses from relative backwardness to development. Such a 
conception gave rise to the notions of evolution and social Darwinism 
that drove Western imperialism—a hallmark of capitalist modernity. 
Linear conceptions of the development of history also informed Marx’s 
historical materialism, which outlined a stagist developmental path for 
societies. U Nu was responding to such linear views of history when he 
invoked the Padaythabin story about the loss of a prior utopian society. 
According to this story, the Burmese lost their utopian social harmony 
due to colonial intervention. To return to this utopian state, they would 
use modern political methods like socialism, not with the goal of building 
communism but to reverse the moral decline that had accompanied 
colonial capitalism. The Padaythabin story and its cyclical view of history 
also allowed U Nu to rescue Burma from the linear developmental 
trajectory outlined by the modernisation theory popular during the 1950s 
and 1960s, and to argue instead that Burma did not have to follow the 
same pattern of development as the West. 

U Nu also critiqued the evolutionary view of social development as it 
pertained to Marxist thought. In January 1958, he gave a lengthy speech 
to the All Burma AFPFL Conference. This speech is well cited in the 
literature as a landmark event signifying U Nu’s final split from Marxism, 
with which he had a troubled relationship during the 1950s. What is 
less often noted, however, is the fact that, in this speech, U Nu criticised 
Marxist dialectical materialism, citing its incompatibility with the latest 
scientific discoveries. First, he pointed out the difference in Marxist and 
Buddhist views of matter: 

Dialectical materialism maintains that all living and non-living 
things can be returned to their original atomic form, and that 
these atoms exist forever. But according to our Buddhist belief, 
nothing in the world is permanent. Living and non-living 
inhabitants of the thirty-one abodes are subject to thinkata dat 

57  U Nu, ‘Martyrs’ Day Speech’, 92.
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[‘principle of impermanence’] and can only escape this when they 
reach nibbanna [‘nirvana’] governed by athinkata dat [‘principle of 
permanence’].

Having set up this distinction between Buddhist and Marxist views on 
matter, U Nu went on to demonstrate that scientific findings since the 
time of Marx had proven the inaccuracy of Marxist materialism while 
increasingly converging with Buddhist beliefs about the impermanence of 
matter. Tracing in detail the results of scientific experiments from the time 
of J.J. Thomson and Pierre and Marie Curie to that of Louis de Broglie, 
U Nu reasoned that ‘as science develops further, it began to corroborate 
more and more closely Buddha’s theory that there exists no such thing as 
permanent material or matter’.58

In the latter part of the speech, U Nu also questioned the evolutionary 
model of societal development outlined by historical materialism. Here 
again, U Nu appealed to Western science to support his case against Marxist 
dialectics. He argued that the Marxist idea of the stagist development of 
societies was based on scientific knowledge of Marx’s time, in which the 
world was ‘conceptualized … as a machine’.59 This ‘mechanical’ world 
view posited that every event was governed by the law of cause and effect, 
that each was a consequence of an event that preceded it. To reject this 
Marxist view, U Nu raised the quantum theory discovered by Max Planck 
in the twentieth century: ‘Just as how quantum theory has shown that 
events in nature happen randomly and not according to predetermined 
laws, societies also develop randomly and not in a stagist manner as 
outlined in historical materialism.’60

Juxtaposing Buddhism’s compatibility with science with Marxist dialectical 
materialism’s lack of scientific accuracy, U Nu implied the superiority of 
Buddhism over Marxism using the modern language of science. 

The excerpts above illustrate that U Nu recruited aspects of modern 
thought, such as science, to critique modernity in its Western forms. 
Another example of how U Nu invoked liberal sensibilities to critique 
negative elements of modernity could be seen in the ways in which he 
invoked ‘individual freedom’ to criticise interventions by the Cold War 
powers in Burmese affairs. In his speeches in the post-independence 

58  U Nu, ‘Speech at the 1958 All Burma AFPFL Conference’, 265. 
59  ibid., 269.
60  ibid., 270. 
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period, U Nu often criticised the armed insurgents for their attempts to 
wrest political power by force. In a public speech in 1952, U Nu pointed 
out that such violent policies of the insurgent leaders indicated their 
‘authoritarian’ bent, making them enemies of the ‘democracy’ symbolised 
by his own AFPFL government.61 In 1954, U Nu wrote a booklet 
titled Protect Democracy, in which he emphasised that Buddhism, like 
democracy, encouraged individual freedom and the independent search 
for knowledge whereas ‘authoritarian communism’ limited individual 
freedom.62 U Nu thus carried out a modern reinterpretation of Buddhism 
by highlighting its emphasis on individual freedom—a central notion 
of Western modernity. At the same time, he used this newly constituted 
relationship between Buddhism, democracy and individual freedom 
to critique communism, whose limitation of freedom was cast as an 
antimodern quality. In criticising the armed insurgents as ‘authoritarian’, 
U Nu also implied the Euro-American and Soviet powers behind these 
insurgents were not abiding by their proclaimed respect for freedom. 

U Nu’s promotion of vipassanā meditation among the Burmese populace 
developed in tandem with his argument that Buddhism emphasised social 
equality. During the 1950s, U Nu’s government sponsored the monk 
Mahasi Sayadaw (1904–1982), a leading figure in the Sixth Buddhist 
Council, who taught the vipassanā method to laypeople at the Thathana 
Yeiktha meditation centre, which was built under U Nu’s direction 
in 1950.63 Recent scholarship has noted how U Nu’s promotion of 
vipassanā meditation formed a crucial aspect of his modernising reforms 
of Buddhism, which were intended to contribute to his nation-building 
agenda. State sponsorship of vipassanā meditation elevated it as the 
legitimate form of Buddhist meditation due to its perceived ‘scientific’ 
nature. At the same time, its rival śamatha meditation was marginalised 
when its mystical elements did not align with the U Nu government’s 
notion of modern Buddhism.64 U Nu urged government officials to 
practise the modern vipassanā meditation until they achieved the first 
stage of sotāpanna (‘awakening’) so they would become incorruptible in 
working to establish a socialist state.65 

61  U Nu, ‘Towards Pyidawtha’, 173.
62  U Nu, Protect Democracy (Yangon: Seikku Cho Cho, 2018), 3.
63  E. Michael Mendelson, Sangha and State in Burma: A Study of Monastic Sectarianism and Leadership, 
John P. Ferguson, ed. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1975), 265. 
64  Schober, Modern Buddhist Conjunctures in Myanmar, 78–79.
65  Jordt, Burma’s Mass Lay Meditation Movement, 30. 
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U Nu also advertised vipassanā meditation internationally. Throughout 
the 1950s, he delivered many lectures on Buddhism in India, the United 
Kingdom and the United States. In July 1955, U Nu gave a speech entitled 
‘What is Buddhism?’ to a lay American audience at New York University, 
in which he gave a detailed description of how vipassanā meditation should 
be practised and the different stages of insight that could be attained. 
He even requested the American people put Buddhism to the test in the 
same way they would test a scientific theory. He invited 10 US citizens 
to travel to Burma to practise the required course of spiritual exercises, 
claiming such an experience would prove his points about Buddhist 
meditation to Americans, who ‘only believed what could be empirically 
proven’.66 In this manner, U Nu declared to a Western audience that 
Buddhist practices could withstand the test of scientific scrutiny; they 
had been bringing spiritual welfare to the Burmese, who now wanted 
to share the benefits with Westerners who had not yet experienced this 
spiritual liberation. 

Conclusion
From the colonial to the post-independence periods, U Nu as a nationalist 
saw moral reform as the key aspect in reforming Burmese society to 
resist foreign domination and intervention. However, his definition of 
morality evolved over the two periods in response to the different political 
challenges in each era. As an anticolonial nationalist during the 1930s and 
the early 1940s, Thakin Nu identified colonial capitalism as the source of 
the moral corruption of the Burmese. In prescribing Marxist revolutionary 
action as a useful political tool in overthrowing colonial rule, Thakin Nu 
reconciled Marxism’s support for egalitarianism with Buddhist morals. 
Meanwhile, he regarded Marxism only as a useful political tool, not as 
an ideology that could guide him towards his ultimate wish: spiritual 
liberation in Buddhist terms. 

As Thakin Nu became U Nu, the prime minister of Burma, in 1948, 
he modified his earlier discourse on morality as well as that on the 
compatibility of Marxism/communism and Buddhism in response to 
the changing political context. After independence, the immediate tasks 

66  U Nu, ‘What is Buddhism, New York University, New York, 1955’, in U Nu: Collection of Speeches 
on Religion. Volume 3 (Yangon: Seikku Cho Cho, 2018), 12. 
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for U Nu were to preserve Burma as a sovereign nation-state while resisting 
interventions by the hegemonic Cold War powers. He continued to stress 
moral reform as essential for social reform, but he now characterised 
morality as devotion to religion in general, not just Buddhism. U Nu 
argued for the interrelationship of material and spiritual wellbeing, while 
identifying moral reform as the link between the two. Articulation of such 
a link allowed U Nu to distinguish his modernisation project in Burma 
from the Euro-American and Soviet models. He invoked central elements 
of modern thought—such as scientific inquiry and individual freedom—
to critique Western modernity. In characterising his modern political 
projects of socialist and democratic reform as merely intermediary steps 
in the process of attaining spiritual liberation, U Nu implied that his 
Buddhist modernism was not only different but also superior to the 
capitalist and Marxist modernisation projects. 

In examining how U Nu’s discourse of moral reform intersected with his 
nation-building agenda in the post-independence period, this chapter has 
attempted to deepen present understandings of Buddhism and politics 
in Burma. Building on Alicia Turner’s idea of ‘moral communities’ 
in early colonial Burma, it has explored the complications involved in 
U Nu’s attempts to superimpose the nation on to these preexisting ‘moral 
communities’. One line of further inquiry suggested by this chapter’s 
conclusions is to investigate what forms of Buddhist and non-Buddhist 
subjectivities in postwar Burma became marginalised by U Nu’s promotion 
of his idea of Buddhist modernity. As Dipesh Chakrabarty has pointed out, 
the nation-state and its accompanying institutions often replicate colonial 
forms of violence on the subaltern in carrying out modernisation based on 
Enlightenment rationalism.67 Thus, it will be worthwhile to explore what 
forms of domination persisted and what new kinds of oppression emerged 
under the U Nu government’s Buddhist modernisation project even as it 
claimed resistance to the hegemony of capitalism and Marxism.

67  Dipesh Chakrabarty, Habitations of Modernity: Essays in the Wake of Subaltern Studies (Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 32. 
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