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embodied in economic and political ideologies is the principal one. The
Buddhists, the Christians, and all religions must be united, learn from one
another, and cooperate, if their message is to be meaningful and liberative for
men and women in the world of constant transformation today.

Seri Phongphit

Thai Institute for Rural Development , Bangkok.
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ON REINTERPRETING THE DHAMMA
: TOWARDS AN ADEQUATE THAI SOCIAL
ETHICS

If Siam stands eternal,
We Thai will al- so live;
But if Siam falls, how can Thai be?
It's all as if Thai name perished. !

The above poem expresses the ultimate concern for the Thai as Thai. As
the ultimate concern, it aspires to articulate the Thai Ideal of nationhood or
national identity. For King Wachirawudth, the author of the poem, the identity
of the Thai nation involved the total unity of three symbols: chat (nation: the
land and the people), sasana (religion: Buddhism), and phra maha kasat
(king). For him this threefold identity was the ultimate reality for which all
true and partiotic Thais must be willing and proud to sacrifice even their lives
in its defense, protection, and support. Defending and supporting this Ideal of
Thainess was conceived of as the only source for lasting peace and honor.
Because of its ultimate claim and power, commanding total allegiance and
devotion from all Thai, the chat-sasana-phra maha kasat trinity takes on a re-
ligious character. It is precisely this kind of "religion” that has served to
constitute the Thai nationhood, to unite the Thai people, and to provide the Thai
people with a sense of destiny. It is this reality that scholars such as Robert
Bellah have called "civil religion.” And it is this reality which is meant here
by "Thai Dhammocracy." And finally, it is this "Thai Dhammocracy" which we
are attempting to retrieve and reconstruct in this article.

First, I shall briefly describe and evaluate a "typical” attempt to deal
with the problem. This is the celebrated seminar on "Buddhism in Contempo-
rary Thai Society"” in Bangkok in August, 1969, under the joint sponsorship
of the Siam Society and the Buddhist Association of Thailand. Second, I seek to
retrieve and reconstruct the fundamental structure and intentionality of the
traditional Thai Buddhist ideal social order, especially the anachak (tempo-
ral) dimension. This is in fact a retrieval of the fundamental intentionality of
the ideal Buddhist kingship, since that was precisely the symbol of the Thai
order throughout her long history. And in performing this task of hermeneu-
tical reconstruction, I shall draw on the insights and accumulated wisdom of
certain selected scholars as well as undertake a fresh reinterpretation of the
sacred texts and religious and political symbols. Then finally, I shall conclude
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the article with a discussion of the significance of kingship in the Thai
traditional ideal social order.

"Buddhism in Contemporary Thai Society': a monas-
tic approach

Moved by a deep concern for the viability of Buddhism in modern
Thailand, two of the staunchest supporters of Thai Buddhism, the Siam Society
and the Buddhist Association of Thailand, jointly sponsored a three-day semi-
nar in August of 1969. Participating in that occasion were official and
unofficial representatives of the king, the government, the Buddhist monastic
order (sangha) , and the general public. A member of the Privy Council, the
Minister of Education, the President of the Buddhist Association, the President
of the Siam Society, high ranking monks, editors, professors, authors, stu-
dents, and foreigners were among those present. It was a grand assembly, well
publicized and well regarded. That the event was of great importance is beyond
doubt. Simply perusing the published volume of its Minutes gives one a sense
of the enormous public attention given to that seminar.?

On a deeper level, the basic intention of this seminar was well formu-
lated by Buddhadasa in this introduction to the published volume. "A seminar"”,
he says, "is rooted in the human fear of the encroaching danger and on his
struggle to escape from it in order to save himself." "But we often do not get
that far in most of our seminars"”, he goes on to complain, "because we tend to
use the occasion for intellectual assault on the other or for exhibiting our own
intellectual arrogance and verbal sharpness, often with an eye to gain
publicity....A true seminar should focus on how to get out of the heap of
suffering. It should involve the real victims, not just the dilettantes as we
usually see. A true seminar should be like a major surgery, getting at the root
cause of all problems which we have called suffering."® In Buddhadasa's view,
that particular seminar did not adequately deal with the heart of the matter, the
Buddha Dhamma, giving more time to things periphery and instrumental. In
order to get at the heart of the matter, he suggests, we must transcend the outer

garb, the literary interpretation, and get down to "the fundamental intention"
of the Lord Buddha's Teaching.

As an example of this radical reinterpretation, Buddhadasa deals with the
five precepts which are required of all Buddhists. Instead of the traditionally
bland recital of (1) do not kill, (2) do not steal, (3) do not commit adultery,
(4) donot tell alie, and (5) do not drink intoxicants, he unites all five precepts
under the theme of non-violence. For Buddhadasa, the five precepts require
their adherents to abstain from doing violence to (1) the life and body of man
or animal and other living things, (2) other people's property, (3) that which
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is dearly loved by others, (4) other people's rights and identities, and (5)
one's own conscience and intellect.

For Buddhadasa, only this kind of radical reinterpretation i‘s E}deqluate‘ to
combat the great danger athand. He callsthe great danger "matenahs:;m ,which
has taken the upper hand in Thailand only recently. qu him there is only one
sure way to deal with this pressing problem: all Buddhists must kngw exactly
what it means to be a Buddhist. That is the principle of Dhamma, whlc}} may be
simply stated as the dread of doing evil and the courage to do the men'tonous
(kliad baap and kla bun). Finally, Buddhadasa concll:}des that the Thai Peqple,
laymen and monks alike, have fallen victims to this dreadft}l materialism,
leading us astray from caring for that which is truly Dharpmlc. To save our
souls we have to return to the root and to the real intention of the Buddha
Dhamma; nothing else is adequate.

A careful reading of the minutes of this famous seminar reveals the
"monastic" approach and presuppositions of the wh_ole event. By th_atl mean the
approach which presupposes that the continued existence ar_1d lumma.twn of the
Buddhist monasteries, populated by dedicated monks, is esse_ntlal to th‘e
viability of Thai society. To the organizers and the participants in thaf. semi-
nar, the problem at hand was conceived in these terms. As one participant
remarked:

the important fact was that society has changed; if religi.on remained
unchanged, it would be a dead or non-living thing. If Buddhism could not
keep up with society, no young men would volunteer to epte1: t1_1e
monkhood in the future. The new generation would lose faith in 1‘t.
Nowadays it is already difficult to find monks at th.e abbot rank in
provincial temples. The Buddhist Church and the Klngd(){n must co-
operate, otherwise the future would be very dark indeed. an!;hlessness
and paganism would come to take the place of the true religion.®

Furthermore, the monastic approach assumes thatitis the monks' d‘uty Fo teach
the Buddha Dhamma to the people. And in light of the fact that Thai spclety has
greatly changed, the monks must know how to choqse the true Teachmg and to
apply it according to the times and the new requirements of t}}e society. In
short, the monks must know how to interpret the Dhamma to suit th'e ne_ed_s of
the times. As a young monk intellectual puts it, this reinterpretation is jus-
tified because, "the teaching of the Buddha, handed down long ago, must now be
contained in much thicker clothing and is now much more d'ifﬁcult to
penetrate....Therefore, the monks must try to peel off the thif:k clothing so that
the people of the modern society can see the core."” Otherwise both Buddhism
and the kingdom face a real danger.
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conservatism has been often used as a justification for maintaining the status
quo, at the expense of the dynamics of historical and circumstantial reality, in
the fulfillment of human needs. On top of this, or perhaps more accurately
behind it, the sharp dichotomy between "religion" and "politics" has led to the
moralistic condemnation of political power and material concern as inherently
inferior if not entirely evil. At the same time, it has led those who cannot accept
this monastic view to forsake or ignore the monastic realm altogether and turn
instead to embrace uncritically the Western idea of Progress, or "Democracy”,
or even Communism as their new religion. This is the state in which we live

today.

Finally, as a consequence of both institutional conservatism and mis-
leading dichotomy, much time, energy, and resources have been wasted on
secondary issues. In the judgment of the most astute observer among their
ranks, the Venerable Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, that seminar "missed the heart of
the matter”, the central conception of the Buddhist Dhamma, "focusing instead
on the external, the trivial, and the instrumental."”® In short, the typical
monastic approach to the problem of sasanachak ("religion") and anachak
("politics") leaves much to be desired. A new and more viable approach is

sorely needed.

Fundamental intentionality of the Thai tradition

In the following pages, I shall attempt to retrieve or reconstruct the
fundamental intentionality of the Thai tradition. Itisboth an embodiment of a
hermeneutical method in search of the self-understanding and self-discovery
by way of a critical and interpretive analysis of the Thai religious and politi-
cal symbols. And since this paper focuses on the anachak (temporal) dimen-
sion of the Thai Dhamma, it follows that the texts chosen for our purpose be
those which deal primarily with the temporal matters. Therefore, the texts
chosen deal with the idealized past of the Thai people rather than with the
Buddhist Pali Canon. Written by monk and court scholars as well as by literary
kings and princes, these non-canonical yet idealized texts were unmistakably
inspired by-the spirit of Buddhism and borrowed liberally, from both canonical
and post-canonical sources. As far as government and administration were
concerned, these texts had more influence on the kings and rulers than the Pali
Canon. Nonetheless, it cannot be overemphasized that the authority of these
texts rests on their appeal to the Buddha Dhamma, articulating it in modes and
contexts appropriate for the kings and rulers. In this connection, it should be
noted that in post-1932 Thai history, these texts have been almost entirely ig-
nored by the modern power elite and scholars. It is my contention that if the
authentic Thai tradition is to be properly understood, these texts must be taken
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seriously.

Analyzing these texts is precisely the intent of this article. As a first

step, let us note some basic t R :
B dabit r 1c tenets of Buddhism, internalized by all good Thai
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tion (second principle) and thus the disappearance of dukkha (first principle)
whereupon freedom in perfect existence (nibbana) may be attained. This
twofold dimension of nirodha, stopping and realizing, is achievable by the
practice of the fourth and final principle of life, magga.

(4) Magga refers to the Middle Way or the Eightfold Path, the
principle whose actualization results in the fulfillment of the first three
principles. Discerned in meditation, the Middle Way is the way between two
extremes; between, for example, devotion to sensual pleasures and devotion to
ascetic self-mortification. As the elaboration of the Middle Way, the Eightfold
Path consists of the following: right understanding, right thinking, right
speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right attention, and right
concentration.

By emphasizing the rightness of these eight life activities, Buddhism
recognizes that they may be done imperfectly or even be distorted. Such an
imperfection or distortion is what is meant by the bap ("sin") in the Thai
language. Imperfection or distortion of the truth or purity of life leads to
suffering and evil in Buddhism. In the world of everyday life, this implies the
perfectability or progress from the phenomenal and conditioned existence
toward the state of perfect freedom. In this connection, Buddhism provides a
fourfold principle, called brahma-vihara or the four sublime states, which has
come to be taken by the Thai people as both descriptive and prescriptive of the
Buddhist ideal of human life.

Remembered by heart by most Thai, including those who are non-Bud-
dhists, this principle of four sublime states includes: (a) metta ("loving
kindness"), (b) karuna ("compassion"), (¢) mudita ("celebration"), and
(d) upekkha("equanimity”). Metta or "loving kindness" means the promo-
tion of the welfare and well-being of all, friends and enemies alike — goodwill
toward all and vengeance toward none. It is in the same category as agape in
the Christian theology. Karuna or "compassion” means taking care not to in-
flict any harm, unhappiness, or suffering on others and helping to abolish or
alleviate cruelty and sorrow of fellow human beings. Mudita or "celebration"
in Buddhism means gladness in other's success and achievement, subduing per-
sonal envy and jealousy, but producing joyfullness and merriment in stead. And
finally, upekkha or "equanimity” aims at promoting a sense of detachment or
neutrality particularly in the face of tragedy or sorrow. It encourages an
appreciation of things for what they are, so that resentment or approval is not
expanded into a distortion of reality or unjust practice.

This is a brief account of the common core of Dhamma which has for
many centuries constituted the basic content of moral and ethical instruction
in the Thai social order. Before the establishment of modern schools around the
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turn of the century, the Buddhist temples (wat) were
for this instruction. Today the public as well as the private school systems are
charged with the responsibility, generally without any meaningful cooperation
from the Buddhist monks. However, for the village folk, who comprise the
overwhelming majority of the Thai people, the wat and the monks continue to
be their primary source of moral and spiritual guidance. In terms of schol-
arship, these matters have been, by and large, under the influence of the
conservative monastic approach. As such, it is doctrinally oriented. Never-
theless, it has served the Thai order well, providing the order with doctrinal
and psychological security, particularly on the personal level. But in light of
the present crisis of the Thai order, it is highly doubtful that this monastic
approach to Dhamma will be adequate. Foritisalon gjump from these doctrinal
statements and their monastic instruction to a Buddhist understanding of
government and politics. When the Thai kings enjoyed "absolute" power, this

approach to Dhamma was more or less adequate, for according to tradition, the
kings had to undergo many other elaborate and involved processes of training
and education in addition to this monastic Buddhist education. But when the Thaj
constitution drastically changed in 193 2, areinterpretation of Dhamma as the

vision of the new Thai order is called for. Let us begin with the question: What
is Dhamma?

primarily responsible

(b) The meaning of Dhamma. - Dhamma or Tham in Thai is, in the
judgment of a historian of religions, "one of the richest categoriesin all history
of religions, Thai or otherwise."? According to the Pali-English Dictionary,
Dhamma refers to "that which the Buddha preached... the order of the universe,
immanent, eternal, uncreated, not as interpreted by him only, much less in-
vented or decreed by him, but intelligible to the mind of his range."!! More spe-
cifically, Dhamma in the earliest Buddhist traditions refers primarily to the
sacred reality which the Buddha discovered at the point of his Enlightenment.
For him and his followers, that sacred experience is the ultim

the Dhamma, the Truth which serves as the source of order i
salvation from it.12

ate discovery of
n the world and

Particularly in the Thai context, Buddhadasa's discussion of the mean-
ing of Dhamma is typical. For the learned monk-scholar, there are two levels
of meanings of Dhamma, the literal and the interpretive. Literally, Dhamma
means "to stay by itself or support itself, that is, to exist... Dhamma means
everything without exception, from the finest speck of dust... up to things most
valuable, and things abstract, such as spirit, thought, feelings, action or
kamma, and the result of kamma, the highest of which is the attainment of
Nirvana."? Interpretively, Dhamma means for Buddhadasa certain things in
certain contexts. In this regard, he distinguishes four meanings of Dhamma.,
The first refers to Dhamma as the Cosmic Order and its laws. Dhamma in this
sense, the Bhikkhu points out, corresponds to Form or Forma in Latin. The
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