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Introduction

Resource-rich and fertile, Burma was once regarded as “the rice bowl of Asia.”
Under military rule since 1962, its fortunes have steadily declined, and today it
is one of the world’s least developed and least free countries. It is also the source
of one of the world’s most protracted refugee crises.

More than half a million refugees from Burma, also called Myanmar, are in
mainly neighboring and nearby countries such as Bangladesh, India, Malaysia,
and Thailand. Around 150,000 people, mostly ethnic Karen and Karenni, are liv-
ing in designated camps in Thailand; some have been in these camps for more
than 2 decades. Another 22,000 are in camps in Bangladesh that date back to Burma is the
1992. Most of the remaining refugees have little choice but to eke out precari-

ous lives as illegal migrants. source of one of

the world’s most
To date, the United States has resettled nearly 5,000 refugees from Burma,
according to the Department of State’s Worldwide Refugee Admissions prOtraCted refugee
Processing System (WRAPS). Of these, about 3,500 have been Karen. More crises.
than 1,000 Burmans and about 400 Chin have also been resettled. Most of the
Karen and Burmans have been resettled from refugee camps in Thailand. Most
of the Chin have been resettled from Malaysia.

This profile provides information about the richly diverse histories, cultures, and
backgrounds of the refugees from Burma, with a focus on the Burmans (the
country’s majority ethnic group), the Karen and their various subgroups, and
the Chin. It also looks at their experiences as refugees in camps in Thailand and
Malaysia and the early experiences of their fellow countrymen and women who
have already been resettled in the United States.

The profile is intended primarily for refugee service providers who will be assist-
ing the refugees in their new communities in the United States. But others may
find it useful, too. Teachers may use it to educate students about once faraway
peoples, now struggling to find their way in a new land. Local government agen-
cies—the courts, the police, the housing and health departments—may use it to
help their staff better understand, and so better serve, the new arrivals.

For readers who wish to learn more about the peoples of Burma, we provide a
list of books, films, and Web sites at the end of this profile. But ultimately the
best source of information about the peoples of Burma is the people themselves,
and readers who find this profile interesting should consider taking the next
step—getting to know those whose cultures and experiences are described on
these pages. Readers who do so will discover people who are eager to share
their lives and stories.
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Burma: An Overview
The Peoples

An Ethnic Mosaic

Burma is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world. Within the
eight main ethnic groups inhabiting the country, anthropologists have counted
more than 130 distinctive subgroups. Burma'’s extraordinarily rich range of eth-
nicities and cultures—exemplified in the gala of color and design manifested in
its various forms of ethnic dress—presents new students of the country with a

picture that can seem dizzyingly complex. Burma’s location

Of the estimated population of 55 million, the largest ethnic group, the h€lpS to explam

Burmans, or Bamar, form about 68%. Occupying mainly territories in the vari- its rich cultural
ous border regions are other ethnic groups, such as the Chin, Kachin, Karen, di .
Mon, Rakhine, Shan, and Wa. lver‘glt}/'

Burma'’s location helps to explain its rich cultural diversity, as Martin Smith, a
leading Burma expert, explains in Burma: Insurgency and the politics of ethnicity:

In many respects, [Burma’s] cultural diversity reflects [its] location
on a strategic crossroads in Asia. Here it has acted as a historic
buffer between the neighboring powers of China, India, and Siam
(Thailand). A fertile land . . . the country is protected by a rugged
horseshoe of mountains that surround the Irrawaddy plains. Over
the past 2,000 years, many ethnic groups have migrated across
these frontiers, interacting with other people along the way. The
result is a pattern of cultural interchange and human habitation
which, in many areas, resembles more a mosaic than a map of
homogeneous or easily separable territories.

Smith divides the peoples of pre-colonial Burma into two main groups:

e the valley-dwelling peoples—Burmans, Mon, Rakhine (Arakanese), and
Shan—who were wet-rice farmers, Theravada Buddhists, and in many cases
literate; and

e the diverse hill peoples, such as the Chin, Kachin, Karen, and Wa, who were
dry-rice farmers, mostly spirit worshippers, and largely nonliterate.

American refugee agencies may meet people from both these categories—the
Buddhist Burmans and the mainly animist (or, in the post-colonial period,
Christian) hill peoples.
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Terms

Shared Characteristics

Though there are great cultural, historical, and political differences among the
various groups of Burma, there are of course some shared cultural characteris-
tics. First and foremost, in common with all the cultures of Southeast Asia, is
rice. Whether it is in the form of wet rice grown in the flooded paddy fields of
the lowlands, dry rice grown as part of shifting cultivation at higher altitudes,
glutinous rice known as sticky rice, or rice wine used for relaxation and festivi-
ties, rice is central to daily existence throughout Burma—so essential that it is
regarded as virtually synonymous with life itself.

The patterns of life resulting from the tropical monsoon climate form another
basic shared reality and common cultural reference point. Seasonal alternations
between heavy monsoons and long, dry periods have historically determined the
central patterns of life—everything from the appropriate time for doing various
kinds of work and going on a journey to getting married and going to battle.

Certain very broad cultural values that have been cautiously ascribed to Asians
by both Asian and Western scholars may also be applied to the peoples of
Burma. Among them are an emphasis on family and community and a respect
for elders and ancestors.

American resettlement agencies could encounter members of virtually any of
the country’s ethnic groups, because most are included in the ranks of refugees
currently living in neighboring or nearby countries. However, it is most likely
that Americans will encounter people from three main groups: the Burmans, the
Karen and their various subgroups, and the Chin.

The Burmese language has two forms of its name for itself and for its speakers
and their country. It uses Myanmar in formal contexts (e.g., in book titles or the
names of government agencies) and Bamar in informal conversation. The name
of the country in other languages—English, French, German, Japanese, Thai—is
based on the informal version. The difference between the two forms is rather
like the way English speakers talk informally about going to Holland but address
letters to The Netherlands.

In 1989, the military government of Burma announced that they wanted for-
eigners to stop using the words Burma and Burmese. Instead they wanted the
world to use Myanmar for the country and its national people, and Bamar for
the majority ethnic and linguistic group. Thus, members of the ethnic minori-
ties—the Karen, for example—would be Myanmar by nationality and Karen by
ethnicity, while the majority group would be Myanmar by nationality and Bamar
by ethnicity. Previously, the same distinction was made by using Burmese for the
nationality and the language and Burman for the ethnicity.

Refugees from Burma
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Land

Climate

Other place names have been changed as well. Yangon, for example, is now the official
designation for Rangoon, and the new name for the city of Moulmein is Mawlamyine.

Although the international business community and international organizations
like the United Nations have adopted Myanmar as the new name without reser-
vation, not everyone has accepted these name changes. Foreigners and Burmese
expatriates who oppose the military government, and contest its right to rule,
deliberately persist in using the old names, Burmese and Burma, as a symbol of
their opposition and defiance. A third group, which includes the authors of this
profile, continues to use the old names on the grounds that those are the names
with which their readership is familiar, and that there are still many people who
do not recognize the name Myanmar.

In summary, in most contemporary usage and in this profile, Burman refers to the
majority ethnic group, and Burmese describes the language, citizenship, or country.

Burma is bordered by Bangladesh, India, China, Laos, and Thailand. It covers an
area of 261,000 square miles—a land mass just slightly smaller than that of Texas.

The largest country in mainland Southeast Asia, Burma has fertile rice-growing
areas in the center and teak-filled forests covering high mountains in the west,
north, and east. To the southwest and south, a long coastline fringes the Indian
Ocean and the Bay of Bengal.

Burma is divided into seven states and seven divisions. The states are ethnically
based; the divisions are predominantly made up of Burmans. The seven states
are Arakhan (Rakhine), Chin, Kachin, Karen (Kayin), Karenni (Kayah), Mon, and
Shan.

There are three large cities: Rangoon (estimated population 5 million), now
known as Yangon; Mandalay (population 927,000 in 2005); and Moulmein
(population 300,000), now known as Mawlamyine. In late 2005, the regime
astonished Burmese and foreigners alike by announcing that it was moving
the capital of the country from Rangoon in the south to the town of Pyinmana
(population 100,000), about 320 kilometers north of Rangoon on the Rangoon-
Mandalay railway line, roughly halfway between the two cities. The new capital is
now called Naypyidaw, meaning “royal city.” Construction began secretly under
the guise of building an army camp in 2004 and is expected to continue until at
least 2012. Many civil servants were relocated to their new offices on November
6, 2006. Foreign embassies and consulates are still in Rangoon, however.

Burma has three distinct seasons: the dry season from March to June; the rainy,
or monsoon, season from July to October (roughly coinciding with the Buddhist
Lent); and the cool season from November to February. It is very hot during
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the dry season, especially in towns such as Mandalay, Monywa, and Myingyan
in the Dry Zone, an arid area in the center of the country where temperatures
can reach 110° F. The rainy season brings heavy rain to the southeastern and
southern parts of the country. Moulmein, for example, has an annual rainfall
of about 200 inches or more; Rangoon, the former capital of the country, has
an average of about 100 inches of rain per year. During the cool season, the
northernmost areas of the mountainous regions in the north, west, and east
experience freezing temperatures and snowfall. In the Shan State, temperatures
reach the freezing point.

Economy

History

Resource-rich Burma suffers from inefficient economic policies and government
controls. Large portions of the economy were nationalized after the military
takeover in 1962, followed soon after by a ruinous program known as the
“Burmese Way to Socialism.” A limited return to a market economy in the mid-
1990s has failed to lift the country out of least developed country status.

The economy is predominantly agriculture based, with rice the main crop and
farming the main occupation of 60% to 80% of the population. Other impor-
tant crops are corn, peanuts, beans, oilseeds, and sugar cane. Burma’s natural
resources include natural gas, oil, tin, and tungsten, and gems such as ruby,
jade, and sapphire. Manufacturing industries include textiles, footwear, wood,
and wood products. Teak and other hardwoods are a major export. Burma is
also known as a major producer of illegal opium in the northern region border-
ing on Laos and Thailand known as the “Golden Triangle.”

Chief trading partners are China, India, Japan, Singapore, and Thailand. The
United States and the European Union have placed various economic sanctions
on Burma.

The history of Burma, from ancient times to today, is marked by its ethnic diver-
sity and characterized by ongoing geopolitical struggles between the country’s
smaller ethnic groups and its largest, the Burmans.

The history of ethnic relationships in Burma is complex, and across the centuries
there has been much cultural interchange. But in general, during the 8th and
9th centuries, the Burmans migrated south from the eastern Himalayas and
occupied the central plains of Burma, where they established the great kingdom
at Pagan, the ruins of which are still standing today. Neighboring ethnic groups
were treated as vassal states or were required to pay tribute to the Buddhist
monarchs, and over the following centuries, battles and power struggles saw
the rise and fall of numerous rival kingdoms. When Pagan’s prominence began
to wane in the 13th century, for instance, Mon rulers rebuilt their kingdom in
the south and the Shan established another court in the east.
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In the 16th century, another Burman monarch, Bayinnaung, built up a great
kingdom within the territories similar to the boundaries of modern-day Burma.
The battles with various Mon, Rakhine, and other ethnic rulers continued,
however. These ended with the dominance of Alaungpaya, who founded the
Konbaung Dynasty in the 18th century, sending his troops westward to claim
land from British-ruled India. The move instigated a series of three Anglo-
Burmese wars which eventually led to England’s colonization of all Burmese
territory by 1885.

In many respects, colonial rule exacerbated ethnic differences within the coun-
try. The British government practiced a policy of “divide and rule” in Burma by
drawing clear lines between the Burmans, living in the central plains, and the
ethnic minorities in the hills. While central Burma was administered through
a British-style civil service and legal code, the frontier areas, such as the Shan
and Karenni States, remained semi-autonomous under their traditional rulers
and chieftains. Along with British rule came Christian missionaries, who built
schools and hospitals in the hills areas and encouraged many among the Chin,
Kachin, Karen, and Karenni to convert to Christianity. Overall, British rule left
Burma with the physical legacy of an extensive transport infrastructure and the
political legacy of the framework for a representative government. As in other
British colonies, English and Western-style education left a legacy with lasting
and ambiguous social implications. In particular, in Burman-majority areas,
where there was an existing tradition of Buddhist monastery schools, high lev-
els of literacy developed, while in the ethnic minority hills many non-Burmese
languages developed writing systems, inspiring interest in education, social
progress, and the promotion of different ethnic cultures.

Whatever contributions British rule made to Burma’s modern development, how-
ever, it also set the Burmans and many of the non-Burman peoples on largely
different paths of political end economic development. National unity was not
fostered, and until 1937 Burma was administered as a province of India.

By the time of World War I, a pro-independence movement had been set in
motion, led by a charismatic Burman called Aung San. He is generally consid-
ered to be one of the few leaders who had the vision and ability to unify the
country and its various ethnic groups, but he was assassinated, allegedly by a
rival politician, just months before independence in January 1948. Furthermore,
interethnic tensions had been dangerously inflamed during World War Il when
such minority peoples as the Karen and Kachin stayed loyal to the British while
Aung Sang’s Burma Independence army initially joined with imperial Japan.
Communal violence erupted in several areas.

At independence, civil war broke out almost immediately around the country.
The Communist Party of Burma withdrew from the government and launched
an insurrection against the central government in 1948. The Karen insurgency,
which is still ongoing today, began in 1949, with armed struggles rapidly spread-
ing to other ethnic groups, including the Karenni, Mon, Pa-o, and Rakhine.
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In 1962, one of Aung San’s former colleagues, Ne Win, seized control of the
government and imposed iron-fisted military rule. Gradually, the Burmese
army regained control of opposition-controlled areas in central Burma with the
notorious hpyat ley byat, or the “four cuts” policy, which was designed to cut
insurgent armies off from their key sources of survival: food, funds, recruits, and
information. Villages were razed to the ground, and villagers were used as living
shields between the Burmese army and nationalist ethnic forces.

While Ne Win suppressed the ethnic minority peoples, his economic policies
proved disastrous for the country as a whole. On coming to power, Ne Win
launched the Burmese Way to Socialism, nationalizing private industry, expel-
ling all foreigners, and closing the country off to the outside world.

After decades of economic degradation and authoritarian rule, widespread
unrest culminated in a nationwide people’s uprising calling for democracy in
August 1988 (the auspicious date, 8/8/88, is known in Burmese as shiq ley lone,
or the “four eights”). The military regime’s response was brutal; over the fol-
lowing weeks of demonstrations, an estimated 3,000 people were killed by the
security services.

In 1988, Ne Win stepped aside and a new lineup of ruling generals, known
as the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC), reassumed military
control of the government. When the regime promised the people a general
election, Aung San Suu Kyi, the daughter of Aung San, formed a political party
called the National League for Democracy (NLD). The generals tried to prevent
the immensely popular NLD from winning the elections by arresting thousands
of its supporters and placing Aung San Suu Kyi under house arrest. Regardless,
the NLD won a landslide victory, securing over 80% of the parliamentary vote.
The SLORC, however, ignored the results and continued to rule. Today, nearly
20 years since Ne Win stepped aside, the military regime, now renamed the
State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), is still in power, and Aung San
Suu Kyi has spent most of the intervening years locked up in her rundown family
home in Rangoon.

Since 1988, the army has more than doubled in size and now has a staggering
troop-force of almost half a million soldiers, around the same number as the
U.S. army. It is estimated that 40% of the national budget is spent on building
the army’s strength, while education reportedly receives as little as 1% to 2%.
The regime’s finances are said to be buoyed up by trade in illegal drugs; accord-
ing to the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency, Burma is the world’s second biggest
exporter of illicit opiates.

By the end of the 1990s, most groups, wearied after decades of fighting, had
brokered ceasefire deals with the regime. Though the various wars against
ethnic nationalist armies appear almost over, human rights abuses continue in
many areas of the country and hundreds of thousands of people of all ethnicities
have been forced to flee.
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The Burmans

Making up around 68% of the population of Burma, the Burmans live in
Burma'’s lowlands, where they populate the main cities, cultivate rice in the rural
areas, and practice Theravada Buddhism.

Daily Life

In Burma, the day can start as early as 4:00 a.m., as food must be prepared for
monks who come by foot on daily alms rounds. A token amount of food is also
offered on the family shrine for Buddha. Breakfast takes place from 6:00 a.m. to
7:00 a.m., then those who live and work in the main cities go to work. Lunch is The family is the
between 11:00 a.m. and 12:00 noon and dinner or supper between 5:30 p.m.
and 6:30 p.m., after the working family members return home. Bedtimes are at
about 10:00 p.m., after a few hours of relaxing, watching TV or videos, or talk- social unit in
ing about the day’s events.

most important

Burman life.

In farming areas, sowing and transplanting of rice and seedlings take place in
the rainy season (July to October) and harvesting in the cool season (November
to February). All members of the family may be required to help with farm
chores, so children’s education may stop at around age 10.

Family and Gender Roles

The family, both immediate and extended, is the most important social unit in
Burman life. Uncles, aunts, and cousins may live together under extended fam-
ily arrangements. The mother usually takes care of the daily chores, helped by
daughters or unmarried sisters. Those who can afford it may have one or two
domestic helpers; in many cases, these may be poor relations brought in from
the villages to the towns. Children from minority ethnic groups may be taken
into urban homes where they help with light chores in return for an education
and room and board.

After marriage it is usual for children to continue to live with parents. Economic
pressures and housing costs make this even more common now, especially in
the former capital Rangoon.

In Burman families, males have priority, with father and sons assuming first
place. They wield greater authority, and are shown deference. Grandparents
living with the family are also shown deference.

Females have many rights, however, including inheritance rights and the right
to an equal share of property upon divorce. Enrollment in higher education
shows almost equal numbers of females and males. Women work in all parts of
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the economy, from small businesses to the professions, such as medicine, law,
engineering, and teaching.

One area of gender distinction is in religious practice. Females are not allowed to
enter some parts of monasteries nor to climb to the higher levels of pagodas.

Belief Systems and Values

Religious Beliefs

Around 90% of Burmans are Theravada Buddhist. Monks are given the highest
respect and priority. Around 90%

Buddhist beliefs include the belief in karma—the idea that good and bad events of Burmans

can be attributed to actions committed in the past— and in reincarnation, the are Theravada
rebirth of the soul in another body. A child with a birth mark, for example, Buddhi

might be thought to be a person who was similarly marked in his or her previ- u Ists.
ous life.

The Burmans also retain many animistic beliefs. Many worship spirits called nats,
who are believed to dwell in trees, mountains, lakes, streams, forests, and other
natural objects or phenomena.

Traditional Medicine

Among the Burmans, traditional notions exist side by side with modern medical
practices. Traditionally, it is believed that the health of a person is controlled by
the four elements of fire, water, air, and earth, and any imbalance in these ele-
ments causes illness and disease. There are many kinds of traditional medicine
practices. They include Ayurvedic medicine from India, a dietary system based
on the planets, an indigenous massage system, and herbal medicine.

Belief in spells and black magic is also widespread. When a person has a mysteri-
ous ailment that cannot be cured by any kind of medicine, black magic is sus-
pected, and a cure is sought by going to a healer who deals with such illnesses.
More than a few of these healers are quacks eager to charge a lot of money for
their “cures.”

Traditional Values

Respect for elders is important in Burman culture. Younger persons do not sit at
a level higher than that of an elder in the same room, nor do they sit with their
feet pointing at elders.

Children of both sexes are loved equally. The chief reason families would want
a son is to have a novitiation ceremony (see the following subsection, “Rites of
Passage”), which is believed to bring great merit to the parents.
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Rites of Passage
Birth

When a new baby is 100 days old, families may hold a feast for monks and
friends, after which a name-giving ceremony may also be held.

Novitiation

For the Burmans, the most important rite of passage is the novitiation ceremony,
in which a boy of around 10 years of age becomes a novice in the monastic
order for a few days. This is an occasion for offering food and other requisites The most
such as medicines, dry provisions, books, and robes to the monks, and also for
inviting guests for a meal. The boy’s head is shaved and he wears orange-yellow
robes. He is taught the scriptures and meditation. Boys may also become monks ofpassage is
for a short time after they reach adulthood.

important rite

the novitiation

Girls used to undergo an ear-piercing ceremony, but this is not carried out as ceremony.
much today. Girls may also become nuns for a short period, but this does not
have nearly the same significance as the novitiation ceremony for boys.

Marriage

Western-influenced young urban couples intending to be married may hold an
engagement ceremony. A wedding is not a religious ceremony; the bride and
groom are married by a distinguished couple who are close friends of the par-
ents or who are socially important. Wealthy urban families may invite hundreds
of guests to a wedding ceremony held in a large hotel. In a civil ceremony, the
bride and groom may sign a marriage contract before a judge.

In rural areas, wedding ceremonies are simple affairs in which a feast is offered
for monks, either at the home or in the monastery.

Death

When a person dies, Buddhist families will offer food to monks on the day of
death, on the day of the funeral, and on the seventh day after death. If a person
dies outside the home, the body will not be brought back into the home or
village but will be kept at the mortuary or crematorium in urban areas, or on a
bed or a raised platform outside the village in rural areas. Burial or cremation is
usual. Death is seen as just another stage in the cycle of life, and after death the
family makes donations to various charitable causes in an effort to gain merit
(and hence a better existence in the next life) for the dead. There is no taking
care of graves in cemeteries, except in the case of families of Chinese descent,
who have their annual offering ceremony at the tombs of their family members
in April.
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Food

The Burmans typically eat boiled rice accompanied by curry and condiments.
The early morning meal may consist of fried leftover rice or steamed sticky rice,
eaten with sesame and finely ground salt, boiled beans, and sometimes grilled
dried fish. In the urban areas, breakfast might be bread and jam or Indian naan
(flatbread) with boiled beans. The midday meal is usually rice and some kind
of curry, which for the more well-to-do may be a meat dish accompanied by
stir-fried vegetables and a soup. More side dishes, such as various fermented fish
paste dips (eaten with boiled vegetables) and other meat or vegetable dishes,
may be served, depending on the family’s income. Evening dinner will be
roughly the same fare, with some additional dishes if the family is wealthy. Burmans typically

On special occasions such as weddings and feasts, many more dishes may be eat boiled rice

served. Sometimes just one special dish, like the popular mohinga (rice noodles accompanied

served with a fish-based soup) may be served to guests. Briyani (an Indian dish

containin i i i ic) i by curry and
g meat, fish, or vegetables and rice flavored with saffron or turmeric) is

also a favorite single-dish meal served on special occasions. condiments.

Clothing

Burman men and women wear a longyi (pronounced /lon-jee/), an ankle-length
skirt suitable for the hot climate. It consists of a sarong that is tied around the
waist and teamed on top with a blouse (for women) or a shirt (for men). Men
sometimes wear trousers to work, but the longyi is still very common among
men, even in the large cities. Women in particular are inclined to wear lon-
gyi, even when living abroad. A rising trend among young women is to wear
the longyis shorter and sometimes sewn like a skirt. Since the 1990s, younger
Burmese women have started to wear Western-style skirts and jackets at work,
and jeans and pants for leisure and sports.

One aspect of Burman grooming may strike Americans as particularly unusual.
Women often wear a thick make-up on their face, called thanakha, which
appears as a patch on either cheek, without being blended into the natural
color of the skin. Thanakha is worn for two reasons: It is considered cosmetically
attractive and it protects the cheeks from sunburn. Thanakha is not as common
in urban areas as it once was, although it is still seen a great deal, and more so
as one moves into the remote areas of the country.

Festivities

The most significant festivals for the Burmans are the Water Festival (Thingyan)
that celebrates the New Year in mid-April, the Festival of Lights in October, and
another Festival of Lights in November.

During the Water Festival, people throw water on each other or, in a more
refined ceremony, sprinkle scented water on each other using leafy twigs. The
water symbolically cleanses the old sins of the past year.
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During the Festival of Lights, families light up their houses with colored electric
lights, lanterns, or candles. They do this for 3 consecutive nights—before, on,
and after the full moon—during the months of Thadingyut and Tazaungmone
(the 7th and 8th months of the Burmese calendar). Thadingyut celebrates the
end of the Buddhist Lent (the 3 months of the rainy season), and people offer
robes to monks and pay respects to the elders such as parents, grandparents,
and teachers with gifts of clothing, fruits, food, and beverages. In the month of
Tazaungmone, it is the custom to offer robes to monks in a ceremony known
as ka-htein.

Music and Dance
Burma is known
Burman classical music does not sound harmonious to the Western ear. The . .
instruments in the Burman orchestra include the gong circle, drum circle, wind for its rich
instruments, bamboo clappers, and cymbals. Classical music is mostly slow and traditions of arts
heavy compared with modern Western music. Popular classical music includes
Yodaya thachingyi (Thai classical songs). and crafts.
Pop music in Burma follows popular Chinese (Mandarin and Cantonese), Indian,

and Western styles—including, recently, rap music—with Burmese lyrics.

Burman dances are staged performances rather than occasions for social danc-
ing, although ethnic groups hold social dances, such as the Karen Don dance
at Karen New Year. After Burma’s conquest of Siam (present-day Thailand),
Siamese dance became popular in Burma; one such dance, Yodaya a-ka, is
a famous dance often performed at shows. There is also the Dance with Oil
Lamps, a difficult dance in which the dancers hold oil lamps in the palms of their
hands. Solo dances, duets, and the Marionette Dance (in which the dancers
mimic the movements of puppets dancing) are also well-known and well-loved
dances.

Arts and Crafts

Burma is known for its rich traditions of arts and crafts. These include lacquer-
ware, tapestry, gold and silver work, stone carving, wood carving, ivory carv-
ing, umbrella making, hand-woven silk and cotton textiles, and glazed pottery.
Pagan (now called Bagan) is famous for its red lacquerware with its intricate,
hand-decorated designs. Tapestries (called kalaga) are much sought-after wall
hangings. They are embroidered cloths with appliqués on wool, velvet, or cot-
ton, depicting zodiac animals, traditional Burmese dancers, and scenes from
Buddhist legends. These kalaga are also stitched with glass beads and sequins.

Various types of carving work are found mainly in Mandalay. Bassein (now
Pathein) is famous for its umbrella industry. The umbrellas are brightly painted
with flowers and other colorful designs. Textiles of silk and cotton woven on
hand looms are found all over the country, but the best come from Mandalay
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Art

and Amarapura. The most famous of the silk-weaving designs is the 100-
shuttle acheik design of multicoloured twisted chains and spirals. Twante in the
Irrawaddy (now Ayeyarwady) delta area is famous for its glazed pottery, particu-
larly the Martaban jars and vases.

Ancient Art and Architecture

The early accomplishments of civilization in Burma can be seen today in Upper
Burma, where more than 2,800 monuments—mostly temples and stupas—sit
on the plains of Pagan. These monuments date from the 11th to the early 14th
century, and the original influence is clearly Indic (Indian) in origin, with promi-
nent local adaptation.

Many Pagan temples bear large tableaus of ancient Buddhist paintings. Though
largely unknown to the rest of the world, they are a crucial link between the
history of South Asia and Southeast Asia. Paintings of such extensive enterprise,
so early in time, do not survive elsewhere in Southeast Asia, nor for that matter
in India.

The Buddhism at Pagan was Theravadin, but there is a surprising religious
diversity of imagery in the Pagan murals. They show not only Theravada inter-
pretations of text, but also Budhhist Mahayanist, Hindu, and Tantric elements as
well. After Pagan declined, the great temple building ended, and little painting
appeared over the next 300 to 400 years. In the 17th century, however, painting
recommenced on the walls of caves, and in the 18th century in small monas-
teries and libraries. Evidence of Chinese influence (in bird’s-eye perspective, for
example) is notable in the 18th century murals. In the 19th century, European
effects appear in the winged Renaissance-like angels in the last great Buddhist
mural of Burma, at Kyauktawgyi Temple in Amarapura, constructed in 1849.

In the 19th century, parabaik painting was also common, though its roots as
a medium for colored painting may have reached back much further in time.
Parabaik are folding books, similar in concept to the Chinese scroll. Some of
the best of these parabaik are currently in the British Library in London and the
Chester Beatty Library in Dublin.

Modern Painting

Modern painting in Burma dates back to the first decade of the 1900s, when
artists were exposed to the work of British painters who toured the country,
painting its scenes and people. Later, in 1913, amateur British colonial painters
founded the Burma Art Club as a means to develop their own talents and to
pass on instruction in Western painting to Burmese artists. In the 1920s, club
members induced the colonial regime in Burma to send two painters, U Ba Nyan
and U Ba Zaw, to study at the Royal College of Art in London. Ba Nyan returned
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to Burma with a bold style of oil painting, while Ba Zaw brought back a style of
transparent watercolor painting characteristic of the British school.

In the period up to World War Il, instruction at the Burma Art Club continued,
but painters such as Ba Nyan began master-apprentice training at their homes.
In the post-War period, government art institutions took greater control with
the establishment of the Rangoon School of Fine Arts and the Mandalay School
of Fine Arts. Individual artists continued training in the master-apprentice style,
and over the ensuing decades, different schools of art emerged. Painters such as
U Ba Kyi worked toward a modern revival of traditional Burmese painting while
other painters explored modernistic painting.

Most writers start
Today, despite Burma's isolation from the rest of the world, Burmese painting is
a thriving art form that mixes a rich variety of styles—Renaissance-style realism,
19th-century impressionism, and 20th-century cubism and abstract expression- penning verses.
ism. At the same time, traditional Burmese painting survives.

their careers by

In the 1990s, the work of Burmese painters was introduced abroad. Today,
painters such as U Lun Gywe and Min Wae Aung sell their works for high prices
in the art markets of Bangkok, Hong Kong, Singapore, and London.

Literature

The oldest surviving traces of Burmese literature are inscriptions on stone, dat-
ing from around 1050, that record religious donations to the Buddha and the
sangha (the Buddhist order of monks). Among the historical details and pas-
sages of Buddhist piety, there are occasional lines of verse. By around 1500,
religious verse in praise of royalty and the Buddha, scratched on strips of palm
leaf (called pe-sa) with a metal stylus, was flourishing.

Up to the 19th century, imaginative literature was written mostly in verse; prose
was not considered an artistic medium and was reserved for works of a practical
nature, especially for the interpretation of the Pali Buddhist scriptures. This love
of poetry continues, as most writers start their careers by penning verses.

Modern prose literature in Burma is considered to have begun at the beginning
of the 20th century with the first Burmese novel, a love story inspired by an epi-
sode from Alexander Dumas’ The Count of Monte Cristo. More novels followed,
together with short stories, helped by the establishment of Burmese newspapers
around 1915. Detective stories modeled on Sherlock Holmes and patriotic anti-
colonialist novels were especially popular before 1940.

Since the 1950s, the variety of topics and genres has increased immensely,
encouraged by government literary awards, privately sponsored short story
competitions, and the Burmese love of reading and respect for the written word.
The late start of television (in the early 1980s) and the monotonous nature of
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government-controlled media help to explain the extraordinary popularity of the
short story. Only in these stories can Burmese find reflected the successes and
failures of ordinary life that members of open societies can see daily in their press
and TV soap operas.

About 100 magazines are published every month, almost all containing four to
five short stories. The fact that every publication—as well as every video, cinema
film, and song—is subject to strict government censorship has not stemmed the
flow of stories. It only inhibits writers from tackling certain taboo topics, such as
government corruption, prostitution, poverty, democracy and lack of freedom,
and any reference to Aung San Suu Kyi.

Two novels by Ma Ma Lay (1917-1982), a leading woman writer, have been
translated into English. Not Out of Hate, published in 1955, tells of the conflict
between Western and Burmese cultures. Blood Bond is the story, in both urban
and rural settings, of a Japanese woman'’s tireless search for her Burmese half-
brother, born during World War Il when her father, a Japanese officer fighting in
Burma, fell in love with and married a Burmese woman.

An important left-wing politician and writer, Thein Pe Myint (1914-1978), wrote
novels, biographies, and travelogues and has had a considerable number of
his short stories translated into English. Sweet and Sour, Burmese Short Stories
includes stories written between 1935 and 1965. Another leading left-wing
writer, novelist and translator Mya Than Tint (1929-1998), who spent 11 years
in prison, became an important interpreter of Western literature and philosophy
through his numerous translations. Inspired by books of oral interviews by the
American writer Studs Terkel, he published a series of interviews with ordinary
people in a Burmese monthly magazine, excellently translated into English as On
the Road to Mandalay, Tales of Ordinary People. They are better than any guide
book as an introduction to real life in Burma.

Some émigré Burmese writers have attracted critical acclaim abroad. Tin Moe,
who died in the United States in January 2007, was Burma’s most famous émigré
poet. A prominent émigré novelist is Wendy Law Yone, whose father, Edward
Law Yone, was a famous Anglo-Burmese newspaper publisher and dissident who
was jailed in Burma during the mid-1960s. After the father was released from jail,
the family left Burma. Wendy Law Yone’s 1983 novel, The Coffin Tree, tells the
moving and turbulent story of a brother and sister living in limbo in the United
States as émigrés. In 1993, she published another novel about Burma, Irrawaddy
Tango, and has continued with other publications.

Two partly autobiographical accounts of Burma by the post-1988 generation
of Burmese writers living abroad have also received many plaudits. From the
Land of Green Ghosts by Pascal Khoo Thwe is the graphic story of an ethnic
Kayan (Padaung) student who flees the turmoil of Burma into refugee exile and
eventually enrolls at Cambridge University in the United Kingdom. The River of

Refugees from Burma

Almost 100
magazines are
published every
month.

15



Lost Footsteps by Thant Myint-U, the grandson of former UN Secretary-General
U Thant, is an informative reappraisal of Burma'’s tortuous history, seen from a
contemporary viewpoint.

Printing

Until the introduction of Western-style paper and book binding, texts were
written on locally produced paper that was folded fanwise to make books or
on more durable sheets of prepared palm leaf, which were stacked and held
together by thin stakes. Printing in Burmese script was introduced by Christian
missionaries around 1800. Burmese typewriters became available in the early
1900s, and fonts for computer input and output in Burmese script were first Government

made in the mid-1980s. .
expenditure on

Education and Literacy education is very

The government education system consists of 4 years of primary school, 4 years low.

of middle school, and 3 years of high school. Arts and science subjects, as well
as economics, accountancy, and social studies, are taught.

Government expenditure on education is very low. Although figures are unreli-
able, an estimated 1% to 2% of gross domestic product is spent on education.
Teaching salaries are correspondingly meager, and most teachers take second
jobs. In rural areas, villagers often have to organize their own schools by collect-
ing funds, building the schools, and finding the teachers, texts, and equipment.
In Rangoon and other urban centers, private schools at all levels of education
have begun to cater to wealthy families.

After student pro-democracy demonstrations in the late 1980s, the university
system was thrown into disarray. Universities were closed or moved out of
Rangoon, and new ones opened in towns around the country. Teachers failed to
receive adequate incentives to relocate. Poorer standards, shorter semesters, high
costs, and the remote locations of the new institutions have resulted in increasing
numbers of students turning to correspondence courses, private English lessons,
and vocational training courses to acquire more marketable skills.

Thanks to the tradition of education in Buddhist monastery schools, the Burmese
have long had a relatively high literacy rate. In 1964, the government launched
a campaign to increase literacy throughout the population. The movement
depended on volunteer teachers, mostly students, who established warm rela-
tionships with the villagers they taught. The campaign raised overall literacy to
67% (compared with 37% in 1940), with rates varying widely among districts,
and earned Burma a UNESCO prize in 1971.
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Language

Burmese is the mother tongue of the Burmans, the majority ethnic group of
Burma. As the national language and the medium of administration and trade
throughout the country, Burmese is also spoken as an acquired language by
many members of the other ethnic groups. Karen and Chin refugees who have
lived in close proximity with ethnic Burman are likely to undersand and speak
Burmese. Those who are from more remote areas of Burma and have not inter-
acted with ethnic Burmans are much less likely to know the language.

The closest relatives of Burmese are the languages spoken by smaller linguistic
groups in the Southeast Asia region, such as Atsi, Lahu, Lisu, Maru, and many Burmese is the
others. More distant relatives in the Tibeto-Burmese subgroup are the different
Chin and Kachin languages and dialects. More distant still are the languages of

Tibet and China. the Burmans.

mother tongue of

Dialects

Spoken Burmese is remarkably uniform over its large language area. There is
sometimes talk of a Rangoon dialect and a Mandalay dialect, but the differences
between the two are very small—a different sentence intonation in some speak-
ers and a few different vocabulary items.

Variants that are appropriately called dialects are Rakhine (Arakanese) and
Tavoyan, spoken on the coastal strips, and Danu, Intha, and Yaw, spoken in
the hills. The differences between these dialects and the standard language are
mostly found in the vowels (e.g., Intha /-en/ for the standard /-in/), though there
are some differences in consonants too (e.g., Arakanese /r-/ and /y-/ for the stan-
dard /y-/), and there are of course vocabulary items peculiar to each dialect.

Colloquial and Literary Styles

When Burmese speakers write a letter to a friend, they write just as they speak.
However, when they are writing something that needs more gravity, such as
an academic article or an application to a government department, they use a
markedly different style.

Literacy specialists usually call the normal conversational style the colloguial style,
and the formal one the literary style. The difference between the two lies almost
entirely in the function words—that is, words such as if, from, because, but,
when, and from, which indicate grammatical relationships between parts of the
sentence. In Burmese, one set of function words is used in the colloquial style
and a different set is used in the literary style. For example:

English from because  but noun plural marker
Bumese Colloquial gd 16 daw dwe
Burmese Literary hma ywé mu mya
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Apart from a few exceptions, all the other words—nouns and verbs and so
on—remain the same in both styles.

The contrast between the two styles can be seen most clearly in fiction. The nar-
rative sections of a novel are written in literary style, but the dialogue between
characters is written in the colloquial style.

Pronunciation and Grammar

The sound system and structure of Burmese differ from English and the more
familiar European languages in several striking ways.

In its sound system, Burmese makes use of distinctions between several pairs of
sounds that seem almost identical to the ears of English speakers. For example,
in Bumese the sound transcribed as t’is different from the sound transcribed as
t. The first sound is similar to the English /t/; the second sound does not exist
in English. In Burmese, the difference between the two is critical to meaning, as
can be seen in the words t‘aun (“prison”) and taun (“mountain”). English speak-
ers find such pairs hard to differentiate.

Another feature of the Bumese sound system that makes the language differ-
ent from English is the distinction it makes between syllables by means of pitch
(high vs. low), voice quality (creaky vs. plain), and final sound (final glottal stop
vs. open syllable or nasalized vowel). For example, although the following
words all have the same consonant and vowel, they are differentiated by their
tone:

te  “to establish” (low pitch, normal voice)
té  "to be aligned” (high pitch, creaky voice)
tée  “to live temporarily” (high pitch, normal voice)

teq “to ascend” (high pitch, final glottal stop)
Notable features of Burmese syntax include the following:

e Markers corresponding to English prepositions follow the noun. (The English
phrase “from Manadalay” becomes “Mandalay from” in Burmese.)

e The verb always comes at the end of the sentence. (Instead of “The patient
drank the medicine,” the Burmese would say, “The patient the medicine
drank.”)

e All subordinate clauses precede the main clause. (The English sentence “She
couldn’t come with us because she had to go to a meeting” would appear in
Burmese as “She meeting go have to because, us with not come could.”)
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¢ Relative clauses precede the nouns that they modify. (The English clause “the
clock | bought yesterday” is rendered in Burmese as “the | yesterday bought
clock.”)

e The language makes use of classifiers, special words used when items are
counted that indicate the semantic class to which the item being counted
belongs. (The English phrase “two pens” becomes “pen-two-rods” in
Burmese.)

Script

The first dated example of written Burmese is an inscription from the year 1112.
The writing system used then—and now—is an adaptation of the Indic sylla-
bary that forms the basis of writing systems for many languages of the Indian
subcontinent and South East Asia, such as Bengali, Javanese, Khmer, Lao, Mon,
Sinhala, and Thai.

The following—the text of an inscription on a pagoda wall, recording the names
of the family who paid for tiling the wall—is an example of Burmese script:

6g6c0:d, (0q)cod: &c:a8(8q0
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Romanization Systems

Early travelers to Burma Romanized names of places and people in an ad hoc
way, attempting to reproduce in Roman letters the sounds they heard by ear
(e.g., Mandalay and Mindon), and the convention continues to this day.

This conventional approach to Romanization has the advantage of being famil-
iar to many readers, but when precise equivalents are needed, the system is
totally inadequate. It fails to make vital distinctions in Burmese that do not exist
in English (such as between high and low pitch, between plain and aspirate con-
sonants, and between the vowels /e/ and /eh/). It is also inconsistent: The same
sound may be Romanized one way in one word and a different way in another
(e.g., shwe and zay, two words that rhyme with each other).

Some Burmese who need to write their names in Roman letters deliberately
adopt an uncommon spelling so as to differentiate their names from others.
Thus, names Romanized by the conventional system as Win, Winn, Wyn, Wynn,
Wynne, and so on, are all different ways of writing the same name. Many lin-
guists have attempted to establish a systematic Romanization for Burmese, but
to this day there is still no universally accepted system.
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One striking feature of the conventional approach to Romanization is the use
of ar for a sound like the a in British English tomato, dance, and bath. It is based
on the ar spelling in the southern British English pronunciation of Martha, darn,
and barter, in which the ris silent and not sounded as in Scottish and American
English. Thus, a girl’s name like Marlar and the name Myanmar itself have no r
sound in them.

Personal Names

While most Burmese names are made up of two syllables (e.g., Aye Ngwe and
Nay Win), some names have three syllables (Khin Zaw Win and Kyaw Moe Tun)
or two elements with one of them doubled (Nyein Nyein Lwin and Than Than
Nu). Names that have just one syllable, or four or more syllables, are less com-
mon. Most words used as names have a pleasant or auspicious meaning, such
as Hla (“pretty”), Mya (“emerald”), Naing (“victorious”), Aung (“successful”),
and Nyein (“calm”).

Many individual names are chosen following a naming system in which certain
letters of the alphabet are assigned to each of the 7 days of the week. Thus a
person born on a Tuesday might have a name formed by using the letters sa,
hsa, za, or nya.

Traditionally, Burmese do not have family names. A man named Htay Maung
might have a wife named Win Swe Myint and two children named Cho Zin Nwe
and Than Tut. None of the names has any relationship to the others; each is
individual. The absence of surnames creates problems when Burmese are asked
to fill in forms in Western countries. People with names of more than one syl-
lable usually put the last syllable in the surname box and the remainder in the
given name box.

Now and then one encounters a woman who has added her husband’s name to
her own to avoid confusion when living or traveling abroad: Ambassadors’ wives
often find it convenient to do this (e.g., Madame Hla Maung). And some parents
add elements of their own names to their children’s names. But families that do
this are the exception. There are also some Burmese who use Western names,
like Kenneth and Gladys, either as nicknames (often originating in schooldays) or
to make life easier for Western friends.

Prefixes to Name

In addressing people other than small children and close friends, it is customary
to precede the name with a prefix corresponding to titles like Mr., Mrs., Colonel,
and Dr. in English. Using a name without a prefix sounds quite offensive to
Burmese.
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The two most common prefixes are U (pronounced /oo/), which corresponds to
Mr., and Daw, which corresponds to Mrs., Miss, or Ms. Thus, a man and woman
named Htay Aung and Win Swe Myint would be addressed and referred to as U
Htay Aung and Daw Win Swe Myint.

Other prefixes used include the following:

e Ko (from the word for brother) to address younger men

® Ma (from the word for sister) to address younger women

® Maung (from the word for younger brother) to address boys
e Saya: Teacher (male)

e Sayama: Teacher (female)

e Bohmu: Major

e Bogyoke: General

Common Words and Phrases

The words and phrases below use one system of romanization; other systems
use other conventions. In the system used here, letters are pronounced as they
are in English, with the following exceptions:

-a like a in English among

-e like ay in English hay

-eh like e in English bell

-q glottal stop, like g in Cockney Wogq is iq? (“What is it?”)

-aug, -aun like out, own in English tout, town

-aiq, -ain like ike, ine in English mike, mine

-ouq, -oun like oat, oan in English moat, moan

-eiq, -ein like ake, eign in English rake, reign

C- like cin Italian ciao, cello

th- like th in English thing

j- like j in English jam

k'-, t'-, p’- like k, t, p in English, but with a brief h between the consonant
and the vowel (they are aspirated consonants)

Numbers

1 tiq 11 s’éh-tiq 21 hnds’éh-tiq

2 hniq 12 s’éh-hniq 22 hnas’éh-hniq

3 thoun 13 s’éh-thoun 23 hnds’éh-tholin

4 le 14 s'éh-le 24 hnds’éh-le

5 nga 15  s’éh-nga 25 hnés’éh-nga

6 c'auq 16  s’éh-c’auq 26 hnés’éh-c’auq

7 k'un(-hniq) 17  s’éh-k'un(-hniq) 27 hnas’éh-k’un(-hniq)

8 shiq 18  s’éh-shiq 28 hnas’éh-shiq

9 ko 19  s'éh-ko 29 hnas’éh-ko

10 tds’eh 20  hnas’eh 30 tholuin-zeh
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10 tds’eh 100 tdya 1000 tdat’aun
20  hnas’eh 200 hndya 2000 hndt'aun
30 thoun-zeh 300 thoun-ya 3000 thoun-daun
40  lé-zeh 400 le-ya 4000 le-daun
50 nga-zeh 500 nga-ya 5000 nga-daun
60 c'aug-s’eh 600 c‘aug-ya 6000 c’aug-t’aun
70 k'un-ndas’eh 700 k’un-ndya 7000 k’un-ndt’aun
80  shig-s’eh 800 shig-ya 8000 shig-t'aun
90  ko-zeh 900 ko-ya 9000 ko-daun
zero thoun-nya 1,000 tdt'aun
1 tak'd/tiq 10,000 tathaun

10 tas’eh 100,000 tathein
100 tdya 1,000,000 tdthan
Greetings and Farewells
How are you? Ne-kaun-la?

— I'm fine.

— | 'am not very well.

— How about you*? Are you well?
How are things?

— It's good, fine.

Goodbye (person leaving)

— Goodbye (person remaining)
See you later, OK?

Everyday Words and Phrase
Thank you.

— That's OK.

Sorry.

Fine, OK.

Do you understand?

— Yes, | do.

— No, | don't.

— | don’t understand very well.
This is OK, isn't it?

— Yes, it's OK.

Please write it down here.
Have you finished?

— Yes, | have.

— No, | haven't.

Just a moment.

Is that everything?

— Yes, that's everything.

— No, there is something else.

Ne-kaun-ba-deh.

Theiq ne makaun-ba-bu.

[You*]-gaw? Ne-kaun-la?

Beh-lo-leh?

Kaun-ba-deh.

Thwa-meh-naw? (lit: “I am going, OK?")
Kaun-ba-bi.

Twé-oun-meh-naw?

Ce-zu tin-ba-deh.
Ya-ba-deh.
S’aw-ri-béh.
Kaun-ba-bi.
Na-leh-thala?
Na-leh-ba-deh.
Na-maleh-ba-bu.
Theig na-madleh-ba-bu.
Ya-deh-naw?
Houg-kéh. Ya-ba-deh.
Di-hma ye-pe-ba.
Pi-bi-1a?

Pi-bi.

Mapi-the-ba-bu.
K’é@na-le.

Da-beh-la?
Da-ba-béh.
Shi-ba-the-deh.

*In Burmese, the most common way of saying you is to use either the person’s name or a kin
term. Thus, when speaking to a man named U Tin HI&, a Burmese speaker is likely to say, “Does
U Tin HIa want to go?” rather than “Do you want to go?”
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What is your name?

— It’s Tin Hla.

Please say that again.

My name is X (male speaker*)

My name is X (female speaker*)

| am happy to meet you.

— And | am happy to meet you too
(male speaker®).

— And | am happy to meet you too
(female speaker®).

Please come in.

Please sit down.

Please drink some tea/ coffee/ water.

I will come.

Please come again.

I will come again.

| will come again on Sunday.

Time Expressions
One o’clock

Two o’clock

Three o’clock

4:15

Half past five

Today

This morning

This afternoon

This evening, tonight
Tomorrow
Tomorrow morning

Kin Terms

Na-meh beh-lo k’aw-thdleh.
Tin-HIa-ba.
Pyan-pyaw-ba-oun.

Canaw na-meh-gé X-ba.
Cama na-meh-ga X-ba.
Twé-ya-da wun-tha-ba-deh.
Canaw-léh wun-tha-ba-deh.

Cama-leh wun-tha-ba-deh.

Win-ba.

T’ain-ba.

Lap’eq-ye/ kaw-p’i/ ye thaug-pa.
La-géh-meh.

La-géh-ba-oun.
La-géh-ba-oun-meh.

Sunday la-géh-ba-oun-meh.

Tana-yi

Hndna-yi
Thoun-na-yi
Le-na-yi s"éh-nga mi-niq
Nga-na-yi-gweh
Di-né

Di-né maneq

Di-né nya-ne

Di-né nya
Maneg-p‘an
Maneg-p’an maneq

(often used in place of you and sometimes /)

Uncle

Auntie

Older brother

Older sister

Younger brother (male speaker*)
Younger brother (female speaker*)
Younger sister

Son

Daughter

Friend

Teacher (male), Teacher (female)

U-le
Daw-daw
Ako
Ama

Nyi-le
Maun-lé
Nyi-ma-le

Tha

Thami
Meig-s'we
Sdya, Sdya-ma

*Male and female speakers use different forms for certain pronouns and kin terms:

English Male Speaker
I canaw

my canaw
younger brother nyi OR nyi-le

Female Speaker
cama
cama
maun OR maun-lé
Refugees from Burma
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Communication and Body Language: Cultural Considerations

Every culture has its conventions of communication to show respect and defer-
ence. The following are some things to remember about the Burmese:

e Treat older people, Buddhist monks, and Buddhist images and objects with
respect. For example, one would not normally place household objects
above a Buddha image in a home.

e Don't tower over people senior to yourself: Lower your head a little if you
have to pass close in front of them.

e Don't