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Abstract 

The Buddhists establish strong respect and friendship with bhikkhus and elders who are respected within 

the entire community of monastics in Myanmar as created by the Vinaya disciplinary norms. The purpose 

of this essay is, therefore, to explain the impact of such rules on bhikkhus' respect, seniority and 

mentorship of the elders who are also senior monks. Certain principles govern monastic life, a good 

example being the Vinaya, which fosters adherence to respect and submission to older members of the 

community. Such relationships guarantee the transfer and upholding of the monastic way of life whereby 

elder bhikkhus guide junior bhikkhus in their moral training and qualification. Globalization and 

modernity cut across lines of traditional maturity in social and cultural norms, leading to tensions in the 

relationships between bhikkhus and elder bhikkhus. Monks newly introduced to secular learning and 

training, poorly obey such teachings, an act that raises friction with the orders. This paper explores these 

frictions while assessing the significance of elder-bhikkhu relations as a source of order within the Sangha. 

Employing a theoretical framework and selected case studies, this paper is concerned with the future 

direction of such evolving relationships and their impact on monastic discipline in Myanmar. It 

demonstrates once again the significance that the Vinaya holds for the construction of respectful and 

functional social relations in the monk community. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In Myanmar, Buddhism plays a central role in shaping both personal and social life, with bhikkhus 

(monks) occupying a revered position within society. Bhikkhus are seen not only as spiritual guides but 

also as custodians of the religious and moral integrity of the community. Their primary role is to practice 

and preserve the teachings of the Buddha, guiding laypeople in their spiritual journey through teachings, 

rituals, and meditation. As part of their daily life, bhikkhus adhere to a strict set of ethical and behavioral 

codes known as the Vinaya. This set of rules, established by the Buddha, regulates all aspects of monastic 

life, including conduct, discipline, and the relationships within the monastic community. 

The Vinaya is fundamental to the structure of monasticism, offering guidance on how bhikkhus should 

live, interact with each other, and contribute to society. These rules are particularly influential in 

determining the interactions between senior monks (elders) and junior monks (bhikkhus), where respect, 

mentorship, and discipline are paramount. In Myanmar, the hierarchical nature of the Sangha (monastic 

community) is firmly embedded in the adherence to these rules. Senior monks, or elders, are responsible 

for guiding younger bhikkhus, ensuring their adherence to the Vinaya and facilitating their spiritual 

development. This article explores the impact of the Vinaya on the relationships between bhikkhus and 

elders in Myanmar's monastic community. By analyzing how these rules shape their interactions, the 

article seeks to understand the balance between respect, authority, and mentorship within the Sangha, 
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especially in the face of modern influences. The tension between tradition and modernity, as well as the 

challenges faced by younger bhikkhus, will be examined, shedding light on the evolving nature of 

monastic relationships in contemporary Myanmar. 

 

Keywords: Vinaya, Bhikkhu, Monastic Discipline, Elder-Bhikkhu Relationships, Theravāda Buddhism, 

Monastic Hierarchy, Myanmar Buddhism. 

 

Aim of the article  

This article aims to study the impact of monastic rules, specifically the Vinaya, on the relationships 

between bhikkhus (junior monks) and elders within Myanmar's Buddhist monastic community. By 

focusing on the role of the Vinaya in shaping these relationships, the article seeks to explore how the rules 

of discipline, respect, and hierarchy influence the interactions between junior and senior monks. The 

primary objective is to understand the ways in which these rules guide not only the spiritual practices of 

bhikkhus but also their social and relational dynamics within the Sangha (monastic community). 

Additionally, the article aims to examine the challenges and tensions that arise due to generational 

differences in the interpretation and application of the Vinaya, particularly in the context of modernizing 

influences in Myanmar. It will explore how younger bhikkhus, exposed to secular education and global 

perspectives, navigate traditional monastic expectations, and how these dynamics affect their relationships 

with their elders. The article also intends to investigate the role of elders as mentors and disciplinarians, 

and how their authority is maintained or questioned in a rapidly changing social and cultural environment.  

 

Research Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative research methodology to explore how the Vinaya, the Buddhist 

monastic disciplinary code, shapes and maintains monastic hierarchy within the Theravāda tradition. 

Qualitative methods are particularly suitable for this research because they allow for in-depth analysis of 

textual sources, institutional practices, and interpretative frameworks used by Theravāda monastic 

communities. 

 

Research Design 

This research is designed as an exploratory and interpretive study. It focuses on understanding the 

meanings, values, and institutional roles encoded in the Vinaya texts and how these are actualized in 

contemporary and historical Theravāda monastic structures. The study seeks to answer how the Vinaya 

determines rank, authority, and communal roles among monks, and how these rules are interpreted and 

implemented across different Theravāda contexts. 

 

Data Collection Methods 

• Analysis: Primary sources such as the Pāli Vinaya Piṭaka, including the Suttavibhaṅga, 

Mahāvagga, and Cullavagga, will be critically examined. These texts will be analyzed to extract 

hierarchical principles (e.g., seniority by upasampadā, the role of the saṅgha, and procedures for 

ordination and punishment). 

• Commentary and Sub-commentarial Literature: Secondary texts such as the Samantapāsādikā, 

Kankhāvitaraṇī, and other aṭṭhakathā and ṭīkā will be included to understand how traditional 

Theravāda scholasticism interprets and reinforces hierarchical structures. 
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Understanding Monastic Rules in Myanmar 

In Theravāda Buddhism, the Vinaya code is a foundational set of ethical and disciplinary rules that govern 

the life of bhikkhus (monks) and the monastic community as a whole. The Vinaya, which is considered 

one of the three main divisions of the Buddhist scriptures, outlines the conduct expected of monks to 

ensure the purity and integrity of the Sangha (monastic order). These rules are designed to help monks 

live a life of renunciation, discipline, and spiritual progress, fostering an environment conducive to 

meditation and enlightenment.1 

The core principles of the Vinaya focus on the threefold training in ethics (sīla), concentration (samādhi), 

and wisdom (paññā). These principles are reflected in the monastic rules, which provide guidelines for 

moral conduct, rituals, and interpersonal behaviour. The rules emphasize the importance of maintaining a 

simple and austere lifestyle, refraining from any behavior that could lead to attachment or worldly 

distractions. Specific prohibitions include the avoidance of sensual pleasures, lying, stealing, and any form 

of misconduct that would tarnish the reputation of the monastic community. 

Discipline is at the heart of the Vinaya. It establishes a clear structure of responsibilities and behaviors to 

preserve the purity of the monastic life. Monks must observe rules related to how they eat, sleep, interact 

with others, and engage in religious activities. The Vinaya also addresses issues like the handling of 

money, the importance of celibacy, and the avoidance of personal possessions, all of which aim to keep 

bhikkhus detached from worldly concerns. The Vinaya code also dictates a clear hierarchical structure 

within the monastic community. Senior monks (elders) are given special respect and authority, and their 

experience and wisdom are seen as critical in guiding the younger monks (junior bhikkhus) toward 

spiritual development. 

In Myanmar's monastic community, the relationship between junior bhikkhus and elders is paramount and 

is shaped by specific rules of the Vinaya. These rules focus on respect, obedience, and the maintenance of 

hierarchical order, which are essential for the smooth functioning of the Sangha. Junior bhikkhus must 

show reverence to their elders, seeking their guidance in both spiritual practice and moral conduct.2 

The Vinaya requires that junior monks display humility and deference to their senior monks. This 

relationship is not just one of respect but also one of learning. Senior monks are viewed as mentors and 

teachers who are responsible for imparting wisdom, providing guidance on monastic discipline, and 

ensuring that the younger monks adhere to the rules of the Vinaya. The elder's role is to teach, correct, and 

discipline. If a junior monk violates any aspect of the Vinaya, the elder is expected to intervene, offering 

correction through counseling or disciplinary action. 

One specific rule regarding the relationship between junior bhikkhus and elders is the practice of 

prostration or physical gestures of reverence, such as bowing, which is common in Myanmar's monastic 

culture. Such acts are symbolic and are seen as an acknowledgement of the elder's spiritual authority. 

These physical signs of respect are meant to reinforce the social and spiritual hierarchy, reminding the 

junior monk of the importance of their elders in guiding them toward spiritual maturity. 

Moreover, senior monks are expected to uphold a nurturing and compassionate role in developing their 

younger counterparts. Elders serve as spiritual guides, helping junior bhikkhus understand the deeper 

aspects of the teachings and how to apply them in everyday life. The relationship, therefore, is deeply 

educational, where the elder teaches through words, actions, and personal example. 

 
1 Aṅguttara-nikāya. 5 vols. Ed. R. Morris, I, 1961; II (1976); E. Hardy III (1979); IV & V (1979). pp. 127–145. 
2 Thathana Lon Saing Ya Shwegyin-nikāya Se Gna Kyain Myauk Thanga Asiawaygyi Hmattan (Records of the 15th 
Conference of the Shwegyin-nikāya). Yawnghwe, 1999. pp. 77–103. 
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In this context, the elder is both a spiritual role model and a disciplinarian. Their guidance ensures that 

the monastic community remains unified, focused on spiritual practice, and free from conflicts or 

misunderstandings. This teacher-student dynamic is essential in maintaining the integrity of the Sangha, 

as it ensures that the traditions and practices of the Buddha's teachings are passed down accurately from 

one generation of monks to the next. 

In summary, the Vinaya establishes a clear set of rules governing the relationship between junior bhikkhus 

and senior monks in Myanmar's monastic community. The hierarchy of respect and discipline, coupled 

with the role of the elder as a mentor, spiritual development of younger monks and the preservation of 

monastic order. 

 

The Hierarchical Structure of the Bhikkhu Sangha in Myanmar 

The monastic community in Myanmar, known as the Sangha, operates within a clearly defined 

hierarchical structure that is integral to its functioning and spiritual development. This hierarchy is based 

on ordination and incorporates elements of wisdom, experience, and seniority within the monastic order. 

The fundamental principle of this hierarchy is that seniority in the Sangha is determined primarily by the 

length of time a monk has been ordained, rather than age or any other factors.1 

Seniority based on ordination date is the most straightforward ranking method within the Sangha. A 

monk who has been ordained longer is considered more senior than one who has been ordained for a 

shorter period. This seniority is important because it dictates various responsibilities, including the role of 

guiding and mentoring junior monks, as well as the authority to interpret and enforce the Vinaya (monastic 

rules). 

In addition to the time of ordination, wisdom and experience also play a significant role in determining 

a monk's position within the Sangha. Experienced monks, often referred to as elders or acharya 

(teachers), are those who have demonstrated a deep understanding of the Dhamma (Buddha's teachings) 

and have mastered the practice of meditation and ethical living. These monks are highly respected for their 

spiritual insight and are entrusted with the responsibility of guiding the younger generation of bhikkhus. 

In Myanmar, seniority in terms of ordination date is crucial, but monks who have demonstrated 

exceptional wisdom and teaching abilities may also be given higher positions within the Sangha. This dual 

basis of ranking ensures that the Sangha is led by those who possess both spiritual maturity and practical 

knowledge of the monastic way of life. 

The role of elders in the Sangha is central to maintaining the discipline and spiritual development of the 

entire monastic community. Senior monks, as mentors and spiritual guides, are responsible for guiding 

junior bhikkhus in their meditation practice and adherence to the monastic code (Vinaya). Guiding 

spiritual practice is one of the primary responsibilities of senior monks. They provide instruction in 

meditation techniques, helping junior monks cultivate mindfulness, concentration, and insight. Elders also 

teach the doctrines of the Buddha, which form the foundation of the monastic life. The elder's guidance 

extends beyond formal teachings to include one-on-one mentorship, where the elder advises junior monks 

on applying the Dhamma to their daily lives, navigating challenges, and cultivating virtues such as 

patience, humility, and compassion. 

Regarding moral conduct, elders ensure that the junior bhikkhus adhere to the monastic rules. The Vinaya 

provides a detailed code of conduct that governs all aspects of monastic life, and the elder must model this 

 
1 Thammata Se Zaung Dwe (A Collection of Ten Texts). Thammata Press, Mandalay, n.d. pp. 12–48. 
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behavior and correct any violations. In the case of misconduct, elders can apply disciplinary measures 

ranging from private counsel to public reprimands, depending on the severity of the offense. This process 

ensures that the Sangha remains pure and unified in its commitment to the Buddhist path. Furthermore, 

elders serve as disciplinarians in ensuring that the junior monks maintain proper relationships with 

laypeople and other monastics. They are responsible for guiding young monks through complex issues of 

monastic etiquette, such as maintaining adequate behavior during alms rounds, interacting with the laity 

respectfully, and living a life of renunciation without attachment to material possessions. 

In Myanmar, respect for elders is a core value deeply embedded in Buddhist and cultural traditions. This 

respect is codified within the monastic system, where junior monks are expected to defy their seniors in 

all matters, both spiritual and personal. The hierarchical structure of the Sangha reinforces this respect, 

with juniors recognizing the authority of seniors, not only because of their age or seniority but also due to 

their spiritual and moral wisdom. Cultural expectations of respect for elders are highly significant in 

Myanmar. In the Buddhist context, elders are viewed as spiritual fathers or teachers, and their guidance is 

essential for the junior monks' success in their spiritual journey. This respect is reflected in various rituals 

and customs, such as bowing, prostration, and addressing elders with appropriate honorifics. These 

practices are not mere formalities but serve to reaffirm the junior monks' commitment to the monastic 

hierarchy and their willingness to learn from the elders. 

Respect also manifests in the way junior bhikkhus approach their elders with humility and a willingness 

to receive guidance. Junior monks are expected to listen attentively to the teachings of senior monks, 

following their advice with sincerity and without question, unless the guidance contradicts the core 

teachings of Buddhism. In return, elders are expected to treat the junior monks with compassion and 

nurturing care, offering spiritual counsel in a manner that promotes personal growth and development 

rather than fostering fear or blind obedience. 

Moreover, the deep respect for elders is not confined to the monastic community but extends to the lay 

population. In Myanmar, where Buddhism is a dominant influence on social life, laypeople highly revere 

elders in the Sangha. They often serve as spiritual and moral exemplars for the wider community, guiding 

people on ethical conduct, meditation, and understanding of the Dhamma. The hierarchical structure of 

the Bhikkhu Sangha in Myanmar, rooted in the Vinaya and deeply embedded in both the monastic code 

and the culture of respect for elders, plays a crucial role in maintaining the purity, discipline, and spiritual 

strength of the monastic community. Senior monks serve as both spiritual guides and disciplinarians, while 

junior monks show reverence for their elders, which fosters a harmonious and structured environment 

conducive to spiritual development. This hierarchy system ensures that the Buddha's teachings are passed 

down from generation to generation, preserving the integrity of the monastic tradition in Myanmar. 

 

Impact of Monastic Rules on Bhikkhu-Elder Relationships 

The rules of conduct in the Vinaya emphasize the importance of humility, deference, and respect toward 

elders, making these principles foundational to the relationships between junior bhikkhus and their senior 

counterparts. Respect for elders is not merely a social expectation but a spiritual obligation. According to 

the Vinaya, younger monks must show reverence through both verbal and non-verbal acts, such as 

bowing, addressing elders with honorific titles, and listening attentively to their teachings. These rules 

help reinforce the hierarchy within the Sangha, ensuring that younger bhikkhus recognize the wisdom and 
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authority of their senior monks.1 

This hierarchical respect influences several aspects of the bhikkhu-elder relationship, including 

communication and conflict resolution. Junior monks are generally expected to listen to elders without 

questioning their authority. This can prevent conflicts and misunderstandings, ensuring smooth 

interactions within the Sangha. However, in situations where disagreement arises, the respectful 

atmosphere cultivated by the rules allows for constructive dialogue, with the elder offering counsel in a 

manner that encourages learning rather than conflict. Additionally, these rules create a mentorship 

dynamic, where junior monks actively seek spiritual and practical guidance from their elders, cultivating 

both respect and personal growth. According to the Vinaya, elders in the Sangha are entrusted with the 

responsibility of correcting the behavior of younger bhikkhus. When a junior monk violates the monastic 

code, elders are tasked with applying corrective actions, ranging from gentle advice to more severe 

disciplinary measures.2  

However, disciplining younger bhikkhus can be challenging. The process often involves balancing 

compassion and strictness. While elderly monks must maintain the authority to enforce the Vinaya, they 

also need to be mindful of the younger monk's spiritual and emotional well-being. Excessive or harsh 

discipline can damage the relationship, leading to resentment or alienation. Therefore, the success of these 

disciplinary actions depends on the elder's wisdom, compassion, and ability to communicate effectively. 

Beyond discipline, elders play a pivotal role in the spiritual development of junior bhikkhus. They 

guide meditation, ethical conduct, and understanding of Buddhist teachings. This mentorship ensures that 

younger monks grow spiritually and remain aligned with the teachings of the Buddha. The spiritual bond 

between junior bhikkhus and their elders is essential to monastic life, providing junior monks with the 

foundation they need for their practice. 

Furthermore, elders significantly influence the social development of junior bhikkhus. As role models, 

they show how to live a monastic life with dignity, humility, and compassion. Elders also help junior 

monks navigate the challenges of monastic life, from maintaining proper conduct in the presence of 

laypeople to balancing social duties with spiritual practice. 

Through their leadership and mentorship, elders ensure the continuity of the monastic tradition, 

preserving the teachings of the Buddha for future generations. By maintaining strict discipline and 

providing spiritual guidance, they help the Sangha stay united and focused on its ultimate goal: 

enlightenment. 

 

Challenges and Tensions in Bhikkhu-Elder Relations 

One of the primary challenges in bhikkhu-elder relations in Myanmar is the generational differences in 

the interpretation and application of the monastic rules, or Vinaya. Senior monks, who have been part of 

the Sangha for many years, typically interpret the rules through the lens of tradition, emphasizing strict 

adherence to established practices. These rules are often seen as time-tested and central to preserving the 

purity of monastic life. However, younger bhikkhus, influenced by modern education, secular ideas, 

and globalization, may view the rules more flexibly. They might question the relevance of certain aspects 

of the Vinaya in contemporary society or seek to adapt the rules to fit a rapidly changing world.3 

 
1 Ratnapāla, Nandasena. "Probation: The Heart of Buddhist Discipline." Vidyodaya Journal of Social Science, Colombo, 1987, 
pp. 88–104. 
2 Cariyāpiṭaka-aṭṭhakathā. (CV) Yangon, Myanmar, 1959. pp. 48–66. 
3 Nidānavagga Saṃyutta Pāḷi. Burmese Buddhasāsanā Samiti, Burmese-Script Sixth Council Edition, 1957. pp. 61–92. 
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For example, some junior monks may feel that the rules prohibiting the use of modern technology or 

discouraging engagement with social media are overly restrictive, given the widespread use of these tools 

in society. Additionally, younger monks may interpret the rules of celibacy, detachment, and 

materialism differently, especially as they encounter ideas of personal freedom and individualism in the 

modern world. Such differences in interpretation can lead to tensions between junior bhikkhus and their 

elders, who may view these deviations as signs of disrespect or lack of discipline. 

The influence of political and social changes also complicates these generational divides. As Myanmar 

experiences shifts in its political landscape and increased exposure to global ideas, younger monks may 

feel the urge to engage in political discourse or social activism, which may be viewed with suspicion by 

their more conservative senior counterparts. This clash of ideals can result in friction between the 

generations, challenging the traditional hierarchical structure of the Sangha. 

Younger bhikkhus face significant pressure to conform to the expectations of their elders, particularly in 

a rapidly modernizing society. The expectations to adhere to the Vinaya and uphold traditional values can 

often conflict with the changing realities of the world around them. Junior monks are expected to obey 

their elders completely, practice strict discipline, and live a life of detachment. Yet, they also face external 

societal pressures to be more involved in contemporary issues. 

In particular, junior bhikkhus may struggle with the tension between respecting and obeying their elders 

and their personal beliefs or desires. Some may feel torn between upholding traditional monastic practices 

and integrating aspects of modern life, such as pursuing education, engaging with technology, or seeking 

more freedom of thought. The societal expectations of respect for elders in Myanmar, which are deeply 

rooted in Buddhist culture, create additional difficulty. Junior monks may feel a sense of duty to honor 

their elders but may also experience frustration or confusion about reconciling traditional monastic values 

with their own emerging worldview. 

For example, the pressure to conform to strict monastic codes can lead to feelings of isolation, especially 

for younger monks who are more academically inclined or interested in pursuing personal interests outside 

the traditional confines of the Sangha. The weight of these expectations can create internal conflicts, 

leading to emotional distress or a sense of spiritual inadequacy for those unable to comply with traditional 

norms fully.1 

Internal conflicts and disputes often arise when junior bhikkhus question the authority or methods of their 

elders. This can occur in cases where a junior monk feels that the elder's guidance is overly harsh, 

outdated,2 or inconsistent with their understanding of the Dhamma. These tensions might also manifest in 

disagreements over the interpretation of monastic rules, as well as the role of the Sangha in the broader 

political or social context of Myanmar. For instance, a junior monk might disagree with the methods used 

by an elder to discipline a fellow bhikkhu, especially if the discipline is seen as excessively harsh or 

punitive. Similarly, the younger monk might question the elder's decisions regarding the political 

involvement of the Sangha, particularly if the elder advocates for complete detachment from political 

affairs. In contrast, the junior monk believes in the importance of the Sangha engaging with societal issues. 

When such tensions arise, the Vinaya provides a framework for resolving disputes, though these methods 

often emphasize maintaining harmony and avoiding open conflict. In practice, however, younger monks 

may choose to express their grievances less directly, leading to passive resistance or withdrawal from 

certain practices. In more extreme cases, these unresolved tensions can lead to splintering or division  

 
1 Anguttaranikāya Pāḷi and Aṭṭhakathā. Yangon: Sāsanā Council Press, 1998. pp. 112–145. 
2 Jātaka Pāḷi and Aṭṭhakathā. Mandalay: Tipiṭaka Press, 1995. pp. 203–250 
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within the Sangha, weakening its unity and stability. 

The process of conflict resolution often depends on the wisdom and diplomacy of the elders. Ideally, elders 

should approach conflicts with compassion and understanding, acknowledging the concerns of younger 

monks while reinforcing the importance of the monastic rules. However, when disputes are not addressed 

appropriately, they can escalate, undermining the trust and mutual respect that should ideally characterize 

bhikkhu-elder relationships. 

 

Role of Bhikkhu-Elder Relationships in Maintaining Monastic Discipline 

In the monastic community, elders serve as critical role models for younger bhikkhus, demonstrating the 

ideal conduct required for maintaining the integrity of the Vinaya (monastic code). As highly respected 

figures in the Sangha, elders are entrusted with upholding the principles of the Vinaya, including 

discipline, humility, detachment, and ethical behavior. They guide junior monks through teachings and 

formal instructions and embody these values in their daily actions, offering a living example of the 

discipline and spiritual commitment that the Vinaya calls for.1 

Elders demonstrate how to navigate the challenges of monastic life, from adhering to strict codes of 

conduct to maintaining equanimity in the face of personal difficulties or external pressures. Their actions 

speak volumes about balancing spiritual growth with moral responsibility, showing junior bhikkhus 

how to live harmoniously within the Sangha and society at large. By modeling these behaviors, elders help 

reinforce the rules of the Vinaya, ensuring that younger monks understand not only the letter of the law 

but also its deeper spiritual significance. 

Furthermore, the elder's wisdom in interpreting the Vinaya provides a living continuity of Buddhist 

teachings, passing down the traditions and practices that have been carefully preserved for centuries. The 

trust and respect that juniors place in their elders play a key role in maintaining the moral and ethical 

integrity of the Sangha, as these relationships ensure that the Vinaya is respected and upheld by every 

generation of monks. The relationship between junior bhikkhus and their elders is fundamental for the 

future survival and sustainability of the Sangha. A strong bond of trust, mentorship, and respect between 

the generations ensures that the monastic community remains unified, focused, and spiritually strong. 

When junior monks look to their elders as spiritual guides and models of ideal conduct, they are more 

likely to maintain the discipline required for personal and collective growth.2 

These relationships are also crucial in adapting the Sangha to the challenges of modern society. As 

younger bhikkhus encounter new ideas and worldviews, the guidance of elders helps them stay grounded 

in the core values of Buddhism while navigating the complexities of modern life. The ability of elders to 

engage with the younger generation, offering both spiritual wisdom and practical advice, ensures that 

the monastic community remains relevant and effective in fulfilling its role in both religious and social 

spheres. Strong elder-bhikkhu relationships ensure that the continuity of the Sangha is maintained. By 

upholding the Vinaya and nurturing the next generation of monks, elders play an essential role in 

preserving the integrity and future sustainability of the Buddhist monastic tradition in Myanmar. 

 

Discussion 

This article the profound impact of the Vinaya and bhikkhu-elder relationships on maintaining monastic 

discipline and the integrity of the Sangha in Myanmar. It reveals that the hierarchical structure of the 

 
1 Dhammasaṅgaṇī Pāḷi and Aṭṭhakathā. Mandalay: Abhidhamma Foundation Press, 1992. pp. 45–84. 
2 Sīlakkhandhavagga Pāḷi and Aṭṭhakathā. Yangon: Dhamma Publications, 2010. pp. 91–138. 
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Sangha, with senior monks acting as role models and mentors, plays a central role in ensuring the 

transmission of the Buddhist teachings and practices. The strict adherence to the Vinaya, emphasized 

through elder-bhikkhu relationships, ensures that the monastic community remains disciplined and 

spiritually focused, preserving the purity of Buddhist monastic life. 

The article highlights the challenges of generational differences, where younger monks, influenced by 

modernization, education, and global ideas, may interpret or apply the monastic rules more flexibly than 

their elders. This generational divide creates tensions, particularly in areas such as disciplinary actions, 

personal freedom, and engagement with contemporary issues. Despite these tensions, the article 

underscores the importance of strong mentor-mentee relationships,1 which help resolve conflicts and 

ensure the transmission of the core principles of the Vinaya. Furthermore, the article discusses how elders 

serve as spiritual guides, ensuring the spiritual development of junior monks while upholding the 

monastic code. Ultimately, the article emphasizes that the sustainability of the Sangha depends on these 

relationships, as they foster unity, discipline, and spiritual growth in the face of a rapidly changing world. 

The role of elders in guiding younger bhikkhus remains crucial for the future continuity of the Buddhist 

monastic tradition in Myanmar. 

 

Conclusion 

This article has examined the critical role that monastic rules (Vinaya) play in shaping the relationships 

between bhikkhus (monks) and elders within Myanmar's Buddhist monastic community. The hierarchy 

established by the Vinaya underscores the importance of respect, discipline, and mutual guidance in the 

relationship between junior and senior monks. Elders serve as spiritual guides, role models, and mentors, 

imparting wisdom and ensuring that the teachings of the Buddha are passed down faithfully. The 

relationship between junior bhikkhus and their elders is central to maintaining both spiritual discipline 

and the moral integrity of the Sangha, enabling the community to remain unified and focused on its path 

to enlightenment. Despite the strong foundation of the Vinaya, the article also acknowledges the 

challenges faced by younger monks in navigating the changing realities of modern life. Generational 

differences, influenced by modernization, education, and political changes, may lead to tensions in how 

the rules are interpreted and applied. However, these tensions also provide an opportunity for reflection, 

dialogue, and adaptation, ensuring that the Sangha remains relevant in the contemporary world. The 

ongoing relevance of monastic rules in Myanmar remains critical for fostering healthy relationships and 

upholding the integrity of the Sangha. Respecting the monastic code helps preserve traditional practices 

and ensures that the relationships between bhikkhus and elders remain rooted in mutual trust and spiritual 

guidance. In a rapidly modernizing society, this respect helps maintain the dignity and unity of the Sangha. 

For future research, areas such as how the role of elders may evolve in response to societal changes or 

the influence of globalized culture on monastic discipline could provide valuable insights. Additionally, 

exploring the dynamics of intergenerational dialogue within the Sangha could offer a deeper 

understanding of how monastic communities can navigate the tensions between tradition and modernity. 
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