Workshop Report: ‚Trajectories of Southeast Asian History

A workshop entitled ‚Trajectories of Southeast Asian History’ was conducted jointly by the Dept. of History, University Yangon and Dept. of Southeast Asian Studies, University of Passau from 17th to 19th Feb. 2014. During the two days of deliberations, the connections and relations between Southeast Asian countries and their histories were looked at from different angles.

On 18th the workshop started with the Greeting by Prof. Margaret Wong and the keynote by Prof. Rüdiger Korff. He discussed the understanding of history from the viewpoint of a sociologist as a process. History is always a story of continuities and ruptures and thus of rhythms in Braudel’s terms. History always looks from the present into the past and often invents itself. He gave the example of the invention of tradition according to Hobsbawm/Ranger as against custom that is unquestioned and so to speak ‘natural’. The talk then highlighted the differences in state formation and ideology between Myanmar and Thailand: one relying on capitals, the other on longlasting dynasties.

The discussion turned on the difference between tradition and custom in collective memory and the question of whose history it is. History, it was argued, is cyclical as well as linear. It was also argued that ruptures in history may be due to wrong learning processes. 

In the first panel two papers on Myanmar history were presented: Prof. Margaret Wong discussed the Buddhist character of the Myanmar state since the 1st century A.D. She particularly emphasised the relations Ceylon-Myanmar and the rise and decline of various sects in both countries.

Prof. Mo Mo Thant discussed the role and status of Buddhist nuns (Silashini or Bhikkhuni) in Myanmar and in Theravada Buddhism generally. Though Bhikkhunis were known until the 10th century, the order died out ostensibly because there were not enough nuns for new ordination. Today, women are acknowledged only as Silashini, not as Bhikkhuni, which would put them on the same level with male Bhikkhus. 

The discussion queried whether Myanmar could be actually be termed a Buddhist country instead of a country culturally characterised by Buddhism. Regarding the question of Buddhist nuns, it seems strange that in the case of monks, ordination could always be continued by finding five monks to carry on the tradition from different places, whereas this solution was never envisaged for nuns.

In the second panel, Prof. San Shwe discussed recent archaeological findings in Myanmar, that throw a new light on its history. Human settlement in the area can be proved 13000 years back. New findings hopefully will provide new information about the Pyu and their origin which is discussed controversially.

Dr. Myo Oo highlighted the changes in religious and social life of Myanmar citizens merely through the change of working and holidays under the British with the example of one family in Yangon. The change from holy days to holidays was determining, and individual religious routine had to adapt.

In the discussion the origin of the Pyu was discussed intensively. There are two views: one that the Pyu are indigenous, the other that they migrated. Even with new archaeological evidence, the question cannot be determined finally. Regarding the second paper, it was asked in what way religious routine changed due to the changes under the British.

The second day on 19th February three papers were presented: two regarding the foreign relations of Myanmar within ASEAN and internationally, the third one on press freedom in Myanmar.

Prof. Chaw Chaw Sein highlighted the relations between the ASEAN countries during the time of the military government and after the transition in Myanmar, which saw decisive changes in the relationships. Relations with Malaysia and Indonesia were always friendly, after the transition, they became even closer. Institutes of Strategic Studies were established along the patterns in other ASEAN countries. Problems continue regarding the ethnic minorities and the militant fighting in the North.

Prof. Yin Myo Thu discussed the influence of international financial assistance on economic and social developments in Myanmar. She highlighted several institutions that are involved in Myanmar, like WEF, IMF, World Bank as well as ADB and Japanese institutions. In addition, she presented the assistance by a number of INGOs. She emphasised that this financial help is significant, but that it has to fit in with Myanmar requirements, which constitutes a delicate balancing act.

Zaw Soe Min discussed the changes in press laws after 2010, especially the abolition of censorship. Many electronic papers are now available as hard copies and new ones are founded practically daily. New books are also published. Post-censorship, however, continues. He emphasised the significance of friendly international and national media for the government. New press organisations like the Indep. Myanmar Press Council have emerged as well.

The discussion turned on the problem of being overwhelmed by financial help which might damage the country. The situation of the press was discussed in a lively fashion. It was mentioned that training of journalists still leaves much to be desired. The question arose as well whether free journalism means freedom or abuse and after the responsibility of the press. Generally it was emphasised that for journalism like for everything, the education system will have to be improved. It was mentioned that control of the press could be effected also by means other than censorship.

The final plenary lecture by Dagmar Hellmann-Rajanayagam returned to the topic of the workshop and pointed out common myths of origin and traditions in many Southeast Asian countries. These myths often originated in India, but were reworked and reinterpreted for national and state purposes. Still, they constitute a basis of common history or culture, on which the countries of ASEAN might be able to build.

Dr. Uta Gärtner gave the endnote and proposed a vote of thanks.

