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Brahmins
In Myanmarese Society

Brahmin or Brahmana is a caste, or traditional
social class, within the population of the Indian
subcontinent. According to the Vedas, their social
roles and functions were as priests, pandits, or
pujari to gurus or teachers who provided spiritual
instruction to the royal classes, kings, patricians,
and Shidras.

However, historically, some groups of Brahmins
engaged in occupations such as farming, commerce,
warfare, and other professions both within and
outside the subcontinent. This is evidenced in various
examples found in the Commentary and Dhammapada,
such as an elderly Brahmin mendicant named
Jujaka, a Brahmin snake charmer named Alambayana,
or Brahmins raising cattle in Nandivisala-jataka,
among others.

Therefore, it is evident that individuals
belonging to the Brahmin caste lead secluded lives
following religious principles and pursue secular
occupations, which have disseminated throughout
the Indian subcontinent and various regions globally.
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Myanmar represents another area where they have
migrated alongside religion and trade, as will be
discussed.

Brahmin in Myanmar

Ancient Indian documents mention a land
named “Suvarnabhumi,” which most archaeologists
consider a Southeast Asian region. Evidence has
emerged indicating the presence of Brahmanism
and the dispersal of Brahmin groups in the aforementioned
territory. In Myanmar, evidence demonstrates the
existence of religion and the Brahmin community.
Archaeological remains of an ancient city dating
from the 2nd century BC to the mid-11th century,
known by various names such as Sri Ksetra,
Beikthano, Dvaravati, Rammavadi, or Vesali, provide
evidence of Brahmanical practices in the early period
of the Myanmar Kingdom. Therefore, “Brahmin”
which is popularly called “Punna” in the Burmese
language has an important role in performing
various ceremonies. To promote the prestige of the
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king although the Burmese royal court has now
disappeared, the Brahmins who descended from the
royal era and the new Brahmins who came in during
the colonial era continue to serve Burmese society
according to their traditions.

The era of Myanmarese monarchical rule

The population in Burma is stratified into
lower, middle, and upper classes according to
the Caste System, a concept derived from Indian
civilization. However, it is not as rigid as the caste
system in India. Myanmar society during the
Kongbong Dynasty organized seven levels of social
stratification: 1 Monk 2 Kings and a royal family
3. Brahmins 4. Nobles 5. Millionaires 6. Commoners
7. Slaves. Brahmins were classified as ranked in the
highest social position after kings and monks.

In that era, Brahmins were divided into two
groups: 1. Brahmins who were born in the kingdom
and 2. Brahmins who followed relatives or immigrated.
In this case, there were Brahmins who voluntarily
traveled, and there were also Brahmins who were
forcibly brought in as a result of war. For example,
Brahmins of Manipura descent were forcibly brought
in during the reign of King Alaungpaya. Rakhine
Brahmins were forcibly brought in during the reign
of King Bodawpaya, among others.

Among those Brahmins, there were also four
sub-groups according to their duties: 1. Brahmin,
2. Khera, 3. Vaisya, and 4. Sudra. Each group of
Brahmins had a symbol indicating their social status.
Theirs was manifested in the number of lines of sash
worn as insignia of honor, which the Myanmar call
“Salwe”.

The Brahmin group held the highest status
among the four groups of Brahmins due to their
role as priests who performed religious ceremonies.
The Brahmins received 9 lines of Salwe from the
king. Originally, the Brahmins had been granted the
ability to wear up to 12 lines of Salwe, which were
as honorable as the chancellor. Until the reign of
King Bodawpaya, the format was changed to only 9
lines, with status equivalent to senior civil servants.
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The Khera were Brahmins in the householder
class. As referred to in Thailand, these Brahmins were
landowners, possessed significant wealth, received
6 lines of Salwe, and had a status comparable to
middle-level civil servants.

The Pisahaya included the ordinary Brahmins.
They received 3 lines of Salwe, having the status of
low-level civil servants. The Sudra were Brahmins
in the working class. They did not receive the Salwe.

During the Kongbong Dynasty, the Brahmins
were highly esteemed due to their direct connection
to the interests and prosperity of the king. Owing
to their religious status, Brahmins were granted the
privilege of using royal titles similar to those of
Maharaja Kuru. For instance, King Bodawpaya
bestowed royal titles upon them. The Brahmin
Mahakovindabunna was given the title: “Govinda
Maharajachintha Akka Maha Dhamma Rajadira-
jakuru.”

According to Myanmar societal traditions,
Brahmins are considered individuals worthy of
receiving alms, second only to monks in this regard.
They are respected by the populace as scholars
proficient in worldly wisdom. The king commended
the Brahmins for organizing rituals and customs
of the land. Due to the perception of Brahmins as
descendants of intellectuals, Myanmar continues to
adhere to this tradition.

Even after Myanmar gained independence in
1948, Sao Shwe Thaik was invited to become the first
President of the Union of Burma. The government
arranged for the establishment by inviting the head of
the Brahmin troupe to perform the royal consecration
ceremony by ancient tradition at that time as well.

Courtesy
https://www.tumblr.com/arjuna-vallabha/186819227382
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