


BUDDHADASA
THERAVADA BUDDHISM AND MODERNIST REFORM
IN THAILAND

SILKWORM BOOKS




© 1987, 2003 by Peter A. Jackson

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form and by any
means, without permission in writing from the publisher.

ISBN 974-7551-91-8
This edition first published by Silkworm Books in 2003

Silkworm Books
6 Sukkasem Road, Suthep, Mueang,Chiang Mai 50200, Thailand
E-mail address: info@silkwormbooks.info
Website: htep://www.silkwormbooks.info

Typeset by Silk Type in Garamond 11 pt.
Cover photograph: Buddhadisa at Suan Mokh © by Feature Magazine
Printed in Thailand by O. S. Printing House, Bangkok

35642



CONTENTS

Foreword to the First Edition ... v
Preface vil
Acknowledgements X1
Note on Transliteration and Referencing X1l
Introduction 1

The Social and Theoretical Contexts of Buddhadisa’s Work 17
The Sources of Buddhadasa’s Innovative Views 33

Phasa Khon—Phasa Tham: Buddhadisa’s Method of Scriptural
Interpretation ... 69

Buddhadiasa on Rebirth and Paticcasamuppida 101

Chit Wang and the Abolition of the Monk-Lay Distinction 129

The Practice of Chit Wang 155
Chit Wang and Zen 177
Buddhadiasa on Modernization and Development ... 201

Buddhadasa’s Political Writings ... ... ... ... 235

111



CONTENTS

Conclusion: Buddhadisa Bhikkhu—Theravada Buddhism’s
Conservative Radical ... 259

Epilogue: Buddhadasa Bhikkhu—His Last Days and

His Legacy 275
Appendix: The History and Teachings of Theravada

Buddhism 299
Glossary of Thai and Pali Terms 311
Notes 321
Bibliography of English Language Texts 353
Bibliography of Thai Language Texts ... ... ... 359

Index 371

v



FOREWORD TO THE FIRST EDITION

THE TEST of greatness for any philosophy or religious system is the
success with which it enunciates principles of such universality that
their validity persists through the change and flux of human life
across the ages. The comprehensive reinterpretation of the Thera-
vada Buddhist doctrine to which the Venerable Buddhadisa devoted
more than half a century reaffirms the rich vitality of that canon as a
source of guidance to humankind even two and a half millennia
after the Buddha promulgated his teachings.

Buddhadaisa’s life work was to demonstrate the compatibility of
Theravada tenets with modern scientific rationalism, the
accessibility to ordinary persons of the highest goals of Buddhist
teachings, and the integral relationship within a religious context
between ultimate human salvation and the development of a more
just and equitable socioeconomic order in the world of here and
now. Theravada Buddhism is shown to be the edifying refuge both
of mystics whose sight is fixed on the ultramundane and of
workaday people in the street or field striving for a better condition
of life.

Buddhadisa’s attainments won him high praise and a dedicated
following. Conversely, the originality of his perceptions and the
boldness of his insights have raised questions among those of
traditionalist inclination, while certain of his methods of analysis
and the broad philosophical spectrum from which he bolsters his
arguments have stimulated a variety of comment. Peter Jackson, the



FOREWORD TO THE FIRST EDITION

author of this comprehensive and profound study of Buddhadasa’s
thought, thus approaches his task with what he felicitously describes
as “sympathetic engagement,” giving full credit to the vigour,
humanitarianism, and depth of Buddhadisa’s theses, while bringing
a scholar’s constructive criticism to bear where he teels it warranted.

Dr. Jackson is a philosopher by intellectual bent and disciplined
training. He is also a lucid writer who, while making no facile
concessions to oversimplification, presents the substance of his
analysis with such clarity and logic that it is assimilable by the
interested layman while amply satistying the demands of rigourous
scholarship. His work in making Buddhadasa’s distinguished
reinterpretive contributions more widely available to an
international readership is timely, commendable, and important. |
am most happy to take the opportunity to introduce it to the public
as the latest in the series of publications issued by the Siam Society
under Royal Patronage.

Professor Sanya Dharmasakdi
President of the World Fellowship of Buddhists

Bangkok, 10 May 2531 B.E. (1988)
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

THE FIRST edition of this book, published by the Siam Society in
Bangkok in 1988 under the title Buddhadisa: A Buddhist Thinker
for the Modern World, has been out of print for almost a decade.
However, Buddhadasa Bhikkhu's reinterpretations of Theravada
Buddhist teachings in Thailand remain as intellectually and socially
important at the beginning of the twenty-first century as they were
when the research for this book was begun almost two decades ago.
[t is especially gratifying for an author when his first book can retain
a degree of current relevance even after such a number of years and
[ wish to thank both the Siam Society and Silkworm Books for
giving me the opportunity to emend and expand upon the first
edition.

This book is an edited version my doctoral dissertation,
“Buddhadasa and Doctrinal Modernisation in Contemporary Thai
Buddhism,” completed in the Australian National University's
Department of Philosophy at the beginning of 1986. It is based on
two years of field research conducted in Thailand. The first research
period was from 1982 to-1983, when I was attached to Silpakorn
University at Nakhon Pathom. My second period of research was
undertaken from 1984 to 1985, when as a recipient of a Royal Thai
Government UNESCO Fellowship I was attached to the
Philosophy Department of Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok.

vil



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

The studies detailed here to a large extent reflect the political,
economic, and social situation in Thailand in the first half of the
1980s, when my fieldwork was conducted. While the Cold War
was soon to end and Thailand was about to embark upon its decade-
long economic boom, internationally and in Southeast Asia the first
half of the 1980s was still dominated by the titanic clash between
capitalism and communism, liberal democracy and socialist
autocracy. Debates over globalization, the economic crisis of the
late 1990s, and the security issues posed since 11 September 2001
were challenges of the even more remote future. While a few errors
in the first edition have been corrected and some minor stylistic
matters have been addressed, I have not altered the main body of
the text or attempted to reflect on Buddhadiasa’s position and
relevance in the rapidly changing situation of the new millennium.

This text presents a historical snapshot of Buddhadasa’s ideas and
his intellectual, social, and political influence in the final decade of
his life. It reflects on Buddhadasa’s lifetime of thought, writing,
and teaching at a point in time when he was still a living presence in
the religious, intellectual, and political life of Thailand. Sadly,
Buddhadasa left this world in 1993, some ten years after I met him
at his forest monastery of Suan Mokh in southern Thailand’s
Suratthani Province. However, I have decided to keep the references
to Buddhadasa in the present tense and have not revised the text to
write of him in the past tense. This is because to large numbers of
Buddhadasa’s followers in Thailand indeed he remains a living
presence. Buddhadiasa’s ideas continue to resonate through the
discourses that surround new social trends such as the NGO
movement and the rise of Thailand’s civil society, the on-going
struggles against bureaucratic and political corruption, money
politics and autocratic tendencies, and the intense debates about the
challenges to national autonomy and cultural integrity posed by
globalization.

A new epilogue summarizing the contentious issues surrounding
Buddhadasa’s death in 1993 and reflecting on his relevance to
Thailand in the era of globalization is also included here. This
eptlogue was written in 1994 at the suggestion of several members
of the Publications Commirttee of the Siam Society, and it first

Viil



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

appeared in the society’s Journal. I wish to thank the Siam Society
for permission to include this article here. However, even this “new”
chaprer is now something of an historical document, given that it
was written at the height of the economic boom before the
disastrous crash and the years of national soul-searching that
enveloped Thailand after July 1997. Despite the fact that rapidly
changing socioeconomic and political events have outpaced some of
the issues raised in the epilogue, I hope that readers may nevertheless
find it an interesting and useful document.

[t is arguably better for an author to revisit his older texts by way
of appending a new commentary rather than by attempting to revise
the entirety of those texts in a vain attempt to reflect all the nuances
of changed conditions and new understandings. There is value in
remaining true to the historical moment in which an idea was first
expressed and when a study was initially undertaken in order to
record the way the world once was and the ways we once thought.
Buddhadisa’s greatness emerges from the fact that his ideas were
relevant in his own lifetime and have remained just as relevant after
his passing. | hope that contemporary and ftuture students of
Buddhadasa’s thought may find this 1980s text and its 1990s
epilogue useful in developing their own critical understandings of
“Than Achan’s” continuing contribution to Thailand’s intellectual
life and to Buddhism’s place in the lives of people across the world.

[ would also like to take the opportunity provided by this second
edition to thank Dr. Tony Diller for his tremendous encouragement
and support during my time as a doctoral student at the Australian
National University. [ did not thank Tony sufficiently in the
acknowledgements included in the first edition. Without Tony’s
tuition and professional support this book would never have been
written. [ learnt Thai from Tony, who generously provided daily
one-on-one language tuition over my first summer at ANU. And it
was Tony who first brought Buddhadasa’s books to my attention
when he pointed out the unusual ways that the monk used the Thai
language to communicate his ideas on Buddhist doctrine. It was
also Tony’s sage advice that I relied upon in organizing my first
tentative fieldwork visit to Thailand. Indeed, generations of
Australian students have Tony to thank for opening their eyes and

1X



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

minds to “Amazing Thailand” and with his retirement from the
ANU’s Thai Language Department he will be a much-missed

teacher and colleague.
Since the first edition of this book was published I have come to

know many more wonderful scholars of Thai religion and Thai
history whose ideas, comments, and wisdom I have drawn upon in
my subsequent research. Those who have been especially helpful in
the writing of the epilogue are Craig Reynolds, Grant Olson, Phra
Santikaro Bhikkhu, Louis Gabaude, and Jim Taylor. My debt of
gratitude to these scholars for their collegial support in the never-
finished academic enterprise can be summed up in the following
words of the French thinker, Georges Baraille.

The foundation of one’s thought is the thought of another;
thought is like a brick cemented into a wall. It is a simulacrum of
thought if, in his looking back on himself, the being who thinks
sees a free brick and not the price this semblance of freedom costs
him: he doesn’t see the waste ground and the heaps of detritus to
which a sensitive vanity consigns him with his brick.

The work of the mason, who assembles, is the work that matters
.... A philosophy is never a house; it is a construction site.

—Georges Bataille, “Introduction™ to Theory of Religion

Peter Jackson

Canberra
November 2001
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION AND
REFERENCING

EXCEPT WHERE there is an established convention, such as
where Thai authors have already decided on the spelling of their
names in English, Thai terms are transcribed according to the Thai
Royal Institute system and not in the Pali or Sanskritized forms
sometimes used. Where in quotations from English language sources
other authors have followed different transliteration systems, their
slight variations are retained. What differences do result are few and
minor and easily traceable. In keeping with their traditional
canonical and literary languages, Theravada and Mahayana
Buddhist technical terms are written in their Pali and Sanskrit forms,
respectively. For example, the Pali term nibbana is always used to
refer to the Theravada notion of salvation, while the related Sanskrit
term nirvdna is always used to refer to ultimate salvation as
conceived within Mahayana Buddhism.

These linguistic differences are retained because such cognate
terms often have different nuances in the two traditions, the most
notable example in this work being the differences between the
notion of “voidness” in Theravada Buddhism (Pali: su77a4t4) and in
Mahayana Buddhism (Sanskrit: sunyatd) discussed in chapter 7. 1
do not follow the custom of many authors who give Theravada
technical terms in artificial Sanskrit forms, but where in quotations
and references other authors have used Sanskrit forms for Theravada
terms those forms are kept for accuracy’s sake.’
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION AND REFERENCING

Below is a short list of some of the most common Pali terms used
in this work and their cognatce Sanskrit forms sometimes used as
alternatives.

PALI SANSKRIT
Attd arman
cakkavattin cakravartin
dhamma dbharma
Jhdna dhydna
kamma karma
nibbdina nirvana
sutta sutra
tipitaka tripitaka

In keeping with the analytical focus on Thai Buddhism in this
work, references to and quotations from the 7ipitaka, the canonical
Theravada scriptures, are wherever possible taken from the Thai
version of the canon. Throughout this work all references to the
Tipitaka are to the forty-five-volume Phra Traipidok Phasa Thai
Chabap Luang (wselastignmnineativmans — The official Thai language
edition of the 7Tipitaka) published by the Thai Department of
Religious Affairs in B.E. 2535 (A.D. 1982).7 In referring to this Thai
edition of the Tipitaka, 1 follow the Thai system of citing sections
of the scriptures or suttas by: volume/verse/page.” In a very few
places where it was deemed appropriate, the Pali Text Society’s
English translations of the 7Tipitaka have been referred to instead of
the Thai version.

[ follow the custom of using the first names of Thai nationals as
the formal style of address, although in most cases both given and
family names are provided for clarity's sake. For non-Thais I follow
the Western custom of using surnames as the formal style of address.
For example, the Thai author Sulak Sivaraksa is referred to as Sulak
while the English author Trevor Ling is referred to as Ling.

Because of the varied nature of the Thai and English language
sources referred to and because of the different bibliographical
conventions used for describing works in the two languages I have

X111



NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION AND REFERENCING

had to use special footnoting and bibliographical systems capable of
fully documenting my source materials. Two separate bibliographies
are listed at the end of this book, the first for English language
materials referred to in the text and the second for Thai language
materials. References in the body of the text to Thai language
materials as well as quotations translated from Thai sources are
marked with a bracketed capital T, i.e. (T), indicating that the
relevant bibliographical details are found in the Thai language
bibliography. All Thai language bibliographical details are given in
Thai script as well as being transliterated into Roman script. The
translated titles of Thai works are also given in brackets. Following
the Thai custom, materials in the That language bibliography are
arranged in Thai alphaberical order according to the author's first
name, not according to the author’s surname.

Some Thai authors cited below have written books both in
English and in Thai. For such authors, Thai language works are
listed alphabetically according to their first name.

Many Thais prefer to spell their names in English according to
the Thai spelling rather than according to the actual pronunciation.
Because Thai names often include silent letters when written in Thai
script such English versions often vary significantly from the actual
pronunciation. For example, the monk referred to in this work as
Buddhadasa, which is that monk’s own preferred spelling of his
name in English, is in Thai referred to as Phutthathat, and the monk
Rajavaramuni is referred to in Thai as Ratchaworamuni. Where a
person has already decided on the English spelling of his or her name
I respect that non-phonetic convention in the body of the text and
in footnoting and bibliographical details for his or her English
language works. However, to retain such non-phonetic conventions
when detailing Thai language materials would introduce severe
contradictions and breach the Thai alphabetical ordering of the Thai
language bibliography. Consequently, in the bibliographical details
given for the Thai language works of such authors in the Thai
language bibliography all names are spelt phonetically. Some of the
most common differences in the spelling of Thai names found in
this text are listed below:

X1V
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ENGLISH CONVENTION PHONETIC THAI SPELLING
Buddhadasa Phutthathat
Bodhiraksa Phothirak
Kukrit Pramo;j Khukrit Pramot
Rajavaramuni Ratchaworamuni
Sulak Sivaraksa Sulak Siwarak






INTRODUCTION

SINCE THE early 1970s the thought of the Buddhist monk
Buddhadasa' has become a primary focus of debates about

Theravada Buddhist doctrine in Thailand. Buddhadasa began to
systematically reappraise and reinterpret Theravada Buddhist
teachings in 1932, and some of his sermons and articles were
published in local Buddhist journals in the 1930s and 1940s.
However, it was not until the late 1960s and early 1970s, in
particular during the period of civilian government from 1973 until
1976, that Buddhadisa’s ideas found a broader national audience in
Thailand. This is because it has only been during the last couple of
decades, in response to the rapid socioeconomic development of the
country, that considerable numbers of fellow Thais have come to
share the modernist and reformist views on Buddhism that Buddha-
disa has been propounding for over fifty years.

Buddhadisa has been hailed as a progressive reformer and even a
genius by his supporters and followers. His critics, however, have
labelled him a dangerous heretic whose work subverts both the
teachings of the Buddha and the institution of Buddhism in
Thailand. But whatever the status of such conflicting claims, it is
nevertheless still the case that no serious study of the interpretation
of Buddhist doctrine in contemporary Thailand can omit a
consideration of Buddhadisa’s views without being left deficient and
inadequate. This is true whether one’s interests lie in the area of
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Buddhist doctrine and accounts of salvation and spiritual practice,
or whether one is concerned with issues such as the role of Buddhist
monks and laypeople in modern Thai society, for Buddhadasa’s
reinterpretative work covers all areas of Buddhist doctrine and
practice. Indeed, Buddhadisa’s life work can be regarded as an
actempt to develop a thorough reinterpretation of the entire body of
Theravada doctrine, including both the soteriological and the social
aspects of Buddhist teachings. Not since the Visuddhimagga, written
by Buddhaghosa in Ceylon in the fifth century of the Christian era,
has there been such a comprehensive attempt to systematically
reinterpret the entirety of Theravada doctrine in the light of
contemporary views and expectations.

I believe that both the theoretical and social implications of
Buddhadasa’s work are of equal importance, and that it is necessary
to consider both of these aspects when analysing the complex and
multifaceted phenomenon of his six decades of scholarly activity.
Consequently, I take the starting point of this study to be the toral
phenomenon of Buddhadasa and his reinterpretative work, a
phenomenon which at one and the same time has theoretical and
doctrinal as well as social and political significance in contemporary
Thailand. The goal of this work is, firstly, to systematically describe
the details of Buddhadisa’s doctrinal reinterpretations and,
secondly, to evaluate the import and significance of his views and
theories in modern Thailand.

A major part of this study is devoted to the simple presentation
of Buddhadisa’s views, because no systematic overview of the details
of his various theories and reinterpretations has previously been
published. In order to evaluate Buddhadasa’s theoretical and
sociopolitical importance it is necessary to construct an overview of
his arguments and to isolate the theoretical emphases of his work
from his voluminous writings, which include pamphlets and
theoretical tracts as well as reports of his many talks and sermons.
Buddhadasa himself has not presented a summary or guide to the
total system of his views, which has developed organically over the
decades. Consequently, the various theoretical foci chosen as the
bases of the following chapters represent my own interpretation of

what Buddhadasa has said and argued.
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The theoretical foci of Buddhadasa’s work which I have chosen
as the bases of this analysis are:

(1) Buddhadasa’s theory of scriptural interpretation, called
phasa khon—phasa tham (chapter 3);

(2) his criticisms of traditionally accepted canonical scriptures
and commentaries, especially the Abhidhammapitaka and
the Visuddhimagga (chapter 4);

(3) his reinterpreted theory of salvation based on the notion of
chit wang, “voided mind” or “freed mind” (chapter 5);

(4) the system of practices presented as leading to the attain-
ment of salvation or nibbana by the development of chit
wang (chapter 6);

(5) the influence of Zen and Mahayana Buddhist notions on
his reinterpretations of Theravada doctrine (chapter 7);

(6) the social doctrine that emerges from Buddhadiasa’s system
of thought (chapter 8); and

(7) Buddhadasa’s comments on and criticisms of political
activity and political involvement (chapter 9).

In reinterpreting the totality of Theravada doctrine, Buddhadasa
is fundamentally concerned to shift the focus of Thai Buddhism
from the transcendent to this world, and to incorporate the hopes
and aspirations of contemporary Thai laymen and laywomen into
Buddhism by conferring religious value on action in the social
world. However, to do this Buddhadasa must move the entire
theoretical structure of Buddhism, or to use another structural
metaphor, he must rebuild Buddhist doctrine upon the new
theoretical foundations that he lays. In this study I consider the
entirety of this theoretical reconstruction of Buddhism, plotting the
contours of the new vision of Buddhism revealed in Buddhadasa’s
work, and also revealing the major weaknesses of this new edifice.
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METHOD OF ANALYSIS

While it is important to isolate the theoretical pivots upon which
Buddhadisa constructs his system (these pivots form the bases for
the following chapters as briefly outlined above), a simple study of
the explicit details of Buddhadasa’s thought would not reveal its full
significance. It is important that any account of Buddhadasa’s
system should reveal the underlying and often implicit themes which
provide the framework of his broad and diverse body of thought.
The significance of his theories and ideas can often only be
comprehended when their relation to general underlying themes is
made manifest, themes whose provenance lies outside of Buddhism
in contemporary changes in Thai society.

Two broad themes underlie all of Buddhadasa’s reinterpretations
of Buddhist doctrine. The first theme is Buddhadiasa’s desire for
Buddhist teachings to conform to rational and scientific standards
of argumentation and analysis. This desire is demonstrated force-
fully in his systematic demythologization of Buddhist doctrine and
in his reduction of all supernatural conditions and non-empirical
entities described in the Buddhist scriptures to psychological states.
Buddhadasa reinterprets the traditional cosmology of Theravada
Buddhism, which describes successive rebirths over eons in an elabo-
rately structured cosmos of heavens and hells, as occurring within
the mental scope of human beings alive on earth here and now. The
second and related theme informing Buddhadasa’s work is his wish
for Buddhism to retain its social relevance in contemporary Thai-
land in the face of rapid socioeconomic development and cultural
change. Buddhadaisa believes Buddhism should demonstrate its on-
going relevance to human life and aspirations by providing a moral
and ideological basis for action in the social world which
simultaneously promotes both the progressive development of
society and the individual attainment of spiritual salvation. The
theoretical development of each of these themes, the desire for
rationalism and for contemporary social relevance, requires a radical
departure from traditional Theravada teachings, and in order to
develop and justify his views within the conservative Thai Buddhist



INTRODUCTION

context Buddhadasa has been forced to take an equally radical
approach to the interpretation of doctrine.

The sources of Buddhadisa’s concern with rationalism and the
social relevance of the religion lie outside of Buddhist doctrine in
the realm of contemporary social relations and social change. His
ideas can be regarded as responding to the cultural and religious
challenges presented by socioeconomic development and modern-
ization in Thailand. Consequently, it is impossible to limit this study
to a purely theoretical or philosophical analysis. The methodology
of this analysis of Buddhadasa’s work matches the actual character
of his work by integrating both a social and a philosophical or theo-
retical approach.

A combined social and philosophical study of Buddhadasa’s work
1s also necessary because of the character of Thai Buddhism as a
living religious tradition. Buddhism is arguably the most important
cultural institution in Thai society, and the teachings of the Buddha
and the formal institution of the monkhood or Sangha remain the
basis not only of everyday social relations in Thailand but also of
the Thai political structure and of the related religio-political
institution of the Thai monarchy. In developing a comprehensive
analysis of Buddhism in Thailand it is necessary to recognize that
the religion exists in a dynamic relation with Thai society, and has
political, cultural, and ideological as well as religious significance.

This study, then, attempts to develop a socially informed
evaluation of the totality of Buddhadasa’s reinterpretations of
Buddhist doctrine. It is an analysis of doctrine which considers:

(1) the social context of Buddhadisa’s theoretical work;

(2) the relation of Buddhadisa’s doctrinal reinterpretations to
the history of the theoretical tradition of Theravada Bud-
dhism; and

(3) the views and reactions of Buddhadisa’s audience and
readership; in other words, the social impact of, and
response to, his ideas.

In evaluating Buddhadisa’s work it is also necessary to recognize
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that his doctrinal reinterpretations are part of a non-Western
intellectual tradition. Buddhism is a religious tradition with a
distinctive theoretical history in which notions of argumentation,
methods of reasoning, and the place of reason in human knowledge
differ markedly from the situation in the Western tradition. For
these reasons it is not possible to evaluate Theravada Buddhism
using precisely the same intellectual tools used to critically assess
Western theoretical works. To uncritically apply Western analytical
criteria to Buddhism may lead to the fundamental differences in the
character of Buddhist thought being misperceived as theoretical
weaknesses and logical deficiencies, a result which may unnecessarily
and unjustifiably undervalue or devalue that system of thought.

To insist on applying a strict Western critical analysis to all
theoretical systems, even those developed in non-Western societies,
fails to recognize that significantdy different discursive systems in
fact operate upon different theoretical and epistemological
principles. A strictly logical (Western) analysis of Buddhadisa’s
thought would lead to an unwarranted concentration on the details
and specific intellectual failings of his work. But such a strict logical
analysis would fail to recognize that, when viewed in the context of
the principles and intellectual history of Theravada Buddhist
thought, Buddhadisa’s system cannot but be seen as an important
theoretical development with profound implications.

But just as an unqualified Western-styled critique of Buddhada-
sa's thought is unacceptable, so too a solely contextual or internal
study which abandons or holds in abeyance criteria of discursive
criticism would be an inadequate theoretical approach. To define
Buddhism as a system to which one cannot apply Western notions
of logical argumentation would be to deny the possibility of a
Western student developing an evaluation or judgement of Buddhist
thought which has theoretical significance within the context of
Western discourse and intellectual history.

What is required in analyzing Buddhadisa’s work is a critical
approach to Buddhism which at the same time appreciates the signi-
ficance of Buddhism in its own historical and theoretical context.
This involves maintaining a balance between a critical analysis or
theoretical engagement of Buddhism and a sympathetic under-
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standing and appreciation of the religion in its own terms. A
sympathetic engagement with Buddhism would seek neither to
devalue that theoretical system because of its culturally determined
differences nor to demean it by patronizingly holding criticism in
abeyance and avoiding evaluative comment. A sympathetic under-
standing or engagement with Buddhism implies neither agreement
with its theoretical assumptions nor the development of an apolo-
getic for Buddhist doctrines. Instead, sympathetic engagement
represents a recognition of differences and, if necessary, an acknow-
ledgement of the need to agree to disagree over fundamental values,
but not to either disparage Buddhism or to refrain from further
engagement because of these differences. Such an approach neither
assumes that Buddhist doctrine is a perfectly consistent development
of the religion’s principles, nor does it refrain from making internal
inconsistencies apparent where they in fact exist.

The approach of sympathetic engagement followed in this study
is a two-pronged analysis. Engagement denotes analyzing and
criticizing the details of arguments, the assumptions underpinning
notions, and the particulars of logic and reasoning. On the other
hand, a sympathetic or contextual understanding denotes looking
more at generalities, the context of history, and broad theoretical
principles which inform and pattern the details of doctrine and
teaching. However, these two moments are not separate but occur
in tandem, critical engagement being tempered by sympathetic or
contextual awareness and, similarly, a cutting or critical edge to
sympathetic understanding being maintained by critical
engagement.

More specifically, the sympathetic engagement of Buddhadisa’s
work means that it is evaluated both in terms of strictly Western
criteria and in terms of its own internal Buddhist-derived principles.
However, neither of these approaches dominates the other, the re-
sults of an external criticism always being weighed against a contex-
tual appreciation of the issues at hand. No simple theoretical for-
mula can be given for whether the external Western or internal Bud-
dhist evaluation of Buddhadisa’s doctrinal reinterpretations should
predominate or be the ultimate basis for making some single final
judgement on the overall value and importance of his work. This is
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because any simple judgement is likely to represent the dominance
of one discursive system’s principles over the other, resulting in a
loss of perspective. The method of sympathetic engagement does
not and in fact cannot define any precise theoretical relation be-
tween Buddhism and Western thought. Rather, it is an ethical and
political approach to the study of contemporary Thai Buddhism
which aims towards a balance in theoretical evaluation. Sympathetic
engagement can be likened to a methodology of diplomacy. Sympa-
thetic engagement acknowledges that there are irreducible theoreti-
cal differences and so tensions between Buddhism and Western
thought, but neither retreats into a pure, non-judgmental
observationalism because of these theoretical tensions nor attempts
the impossible task of resolving such tensions by appealing to some
abstract or metaphysical unifying principle between cultures.
Rather, like diplomats skilled in the political arts of international
relations, this method seeks to engage the foreign party and arrive at
a balanced judgement which gives value and weight to both West-
ern and Buddhist analyses of Buddhadasa’s work.

The methodological approach of this study is then complex in
two senses. Firstly, it involves appreciating Buddhadasa’s work both
as a theoretical system and as a social phenomenon. And secondly,
this social-philosophical analysis 1s undertaken in a way that
sympathetically engages Buddhadasa’s work, evaluating it both in
terms of the Buddhist tradition from which it is drawn and the
Western intellectual tradition which has significantly influenced it.

However, before beginning the detailed description and criticism
of Buddhadasa’s reinterpretations in chapter 3, the first two chapters
of this study outline the historical and theoretical back-ground of
Buddhist discourse and the social significance of Bud-dhism in Thai
society. These introductory chapters provide the detail necessary to
arrive at a balanced theoretical and sociopolitical appraisal of
Buddhadasa’s work.

Throughout this study it is assumed that the reader will already
be acquainted with the history and basic principles and doctrines of
Buddhism. For those unfamiliar with the terminology and concepts
of Buddhist thought a brief overview is presented in an appendix.
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The remainder of this introductory section presents a brief bio-

graphical review of Buddhadisa’s life.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION ON BUDDHADASA

Buddhadasa was born on 27 May 1906 at Phumriang tambon
(village) in what is today the amphoe (district) of Chaiya in
Suratthani Province, Southern Thailand.? He was the first son of a
Chinese store owner, Siang Phanit (&es wifin), and his Thai wife,
Khluean (w&eu), and was given the name Ngueam (o). Buddha-
dasa is a2 Pali pen name which he later assumed and by which he
later preferred to be known. Buddhadasa’s father was born in
Thailand, his grandfather coming from Hokkien (Fujian) in China
in the mid—nineteenth century. The Chinese family name was
originally Sae Khwo (Hokkien/Fujian: 142 Taejiw/Chaozhou: 1é),
Phanit being an ofticially conferred Thai surname given in the reign
of King Rama V1. Buddhadasa’s mother was of a Thai family from
the village of Tha Chang. He had a brother, Yikoei (finu), and a
sister, Kimsoi (Axgae).

The Phanit family was reasonably well off, Buddhadasa’s father,
Siang, having established a general store at Phumriang which in the
early years of the twentieth century functioned as a local meeting
place and as the amphoe police station before the district centre was
moved to Chaiya just before the Second World War. Buddhadasa’s
education began when, at the age of eight, he became a temple boy
at Wat Nok (also called Wat Ubon) in Phumriang, where he lived
for three years. However, his formal schooling started in 1914 when
he began attending Phothiphitthayakon School at Wat Photharam
(also called Wat Nai) in Phumriang, where he studied for three years
and completed the primary education grade of Prathom III. He then
moved to Chaiya where his father worked and he began studying at
the Chaiya District School, Saraphi-uthit School. Buddhadasa
completed the high school grade of Mathayom IIT but had to leave
school to run the family business at Phumriang when his father died
in 1922. He then took on the responsibility of supporting the
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education of his younger brother, Yikoei, who was studying at the
prestigious Suan Kulap School in Bangkok. Yikoei subsequently
began studying medicine at Chulalongkorn University but did not
complete his course.

When Yikoei returned from studying in Bangkok in 1926 he took
over the running of the family business. Buddhadasa was then freed
from his family responsibilities and was able to follow the Thai
custom of being ordained into the monkhood at the customary age
of twenty-one. He was ordained into the Mahanikai Order at Wat
Mok (Wat Ubon), Phumriang, on 29 July 1926 by Phrakhru
Sophanaceta-sikaram (Vimalo), who gave him the Pali clerical name
of Indapafifio (Thai: Inthapanyo). Phra Ngueam Indapaiifio then
spent his first phansa or rainy season retreat at Wat Mai (also called
Wat Phum-riang), where he passed his Naktham Tri (III) exam.?

Buddhadisa was a bright and studious child, and as a high school
student in Chaiya he was interested in reading about and discussing
Buddhism. However, there is no indication that he felt any special
inclination towards becoming a monk in his youth. Initially he had
decided to remain in the monkhood only for the three or four
months of the rainy season monastic retreat. However, he quickly
developed a liking for the monk’s life and soon showed promise
both as a scholar and as a teacher; and Buddhadisa never disrobed
after that first ordination. Perhaps the young man’s interest in
remaining a monk was stimulated by the existence at nearby Wat
Photharam, Chaiya, of a temple school for monks, which had been
established in 1925 by monks of the Thammayut Order from Wat
Rachathiwat in Bangkok. In the 1920s educational facilities in
provincial Thailand were extremely poor and for an academically-
minded youth temple schools often provided the only means for
furthering intellectual interests.

Nevertheless, Buddhadisa seems to have quickly developed more
than a purely academic interest in Buddhism. In addition to doing
well in his monastic examinations he also gained a repuration as a
good preacher of the Dhamma, and as having an engaging style of
presentation which was more than simply a recitation of the Pali
scriptures. Buddhadisa also developed a preference for monastic
solitude and because his brother, Yikoei (who now uses the Pali

10
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name Dhammadisa, in Thai: Thammathat), was managing the
family business Buddhadisa received his mother’s blessing and
encourage-ment to remain a monk.

At the instigation of an uncle, Buddhadasa went to Bangkok in
order to further his studies in July 1928, staying at Wat Pathum-
khongkha. However, he did not find the sort of spiritual education
he had expected and met no-one whom he regarded as an able
teacher. Buddhadasa was also dissatisfied with the clerical education
of the time and complained that, “In studying the pariyattidhamma’
in this period we don’t truly study the Tipitaka itself, we study only
the commentaries.”(T)” This together with his disappointment with
laxities in the practice of the vinaya among Mahanikai monks in
Bangkok, made him disinterested in obtaining a theological degree.
After only two months Buddhadasa found his studies oppressive and

boring and returned to Chaiya.

In 1929 one of Buddhadasa’s uncles, Nguan Setthaphakdi, of the
neighboring town of Ban Don, donated 5,000 baht for the establish-
ment of a school of scriptural studies at Wat Phrathat in Chaiya,
and Buddhadiasa was invited to be the instructor. Buddhadasa also
wrote his first book in 1929, a cremation volume for Phrakhru
Sophanacetasikaram, entitled, Kan Tham Than (msviww) or “giving
alms.” When his students passed their Naktham III and Naktham
I1 exams well, Buddhadasa’s family decided that he should not waste
his obvious academic talents teaching novices and advised him to
return to Bangkok and attempt higher study there once again.

The year 1930 found Buddhadasa once more at Wat Pathum-
khongkha in Bangkok, although this time he decided that he could
study more efficiently by doing a significant part of the work by
himself. His individualistic approach, so characteristic in the later
style of his life and in the innovativeness of his ideas, paid oft well
and he topped his class in the Parian Sam Prayok (III) Pali exam-
inations that year. However, his interests ranged far outside the
scriptures and Pali studies and he followed courses in science,
photography, and radio, as well as the traditional lectures on the
exegesis of the Tipitaka.

The years Buddhadasa spent in Bangkok in the early 1930s saw
his ideas about Buddhism and the direction of his life crystallize. It

11
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was a period when a set of diverse influences prodded him to take a
course of action he himself later described as daring. Gradually the
issues of religious reform became Buddhadasa’s predominating
concern and he began to neglect his formal studies, which he came
to see as irrelevant to the crucial problems facing Buddhism. In 1931
he failed his parian si prayok (IV) Pali examination, something he
had expected. After his private reading of the 7ipitaka, Buddhadasa
felt that there were significant differences between the commentaries
upon which his clerical examinations were based and the actual
canonical scriptures. He realized that even if he gave the answers to
questions on doctrine which he regarded as being correct, he would
fail the Pali examinations, because his views differed radically from
the orthodox interpretations taught in Bangkok. As a consequence,
he regarded turther formal education to be pointless. A letter written
to his brother Dhammadaisa towards the end of his second stay in
Bangkok shows how Buddhadasa’s reformist ideas had crystallized.
He wrote that he intended to discontinue his studies, leave Bangkok,
and that he had resolved to

look for a quiet place free from internal and external vexations. . . in
order to examine and research the Dhammic science which I have
been studying. ,

I have had a stroke of good luck . . . in that I have found a friend
who has the same feelings about life . . . we each have the same
intention in the future work. We have agreed that Bangkok certainly
is not the place to find purity; blundering around studying the
scriptures in a way polluted by concern for status. The benefit of this
is that we realize we have been misdirected. We have followed the
world from the minute we were born until the minute we gained this
awareness. After this we will not follow the world, and will farewell
the world in order to search for what is pure by following the path
of the ariyans (saints) who searched until they found [#:bbana).(T)®

In fulfillment of his desire to follow the actual path of the
Buddha, Buddhadasa left Bangkok on 5 April 1932 and returned to

Wat Mai at Phumriang. Other monks were to have accompanied
him but because of family pressures they abandoned the idea, leaving

12
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Buddhadasa to carry on alone. But Dhammadisa and a small party
of his associates strongly supported Buddhadasa, and together they
decided that his spiritual retreat should be undertaken at a long-
abandoned and overgrown monastery, Wat Traphangchik, near
Phumriang. Buddhadisa took up residence there on 12 May 1932
and renamed the monastery area Suan Mokkhaphalaram (sulsine-
wa191u), literally, “The garden to arouse the spirits to attain
liberation”. Today the monastery is usually simply called Suan
Mokh, “The garden of liberation.”

In the following month, June 1932, the democratic revolution
overthrew the absolute monarchy, and Buddhadasa’s comments on
this event reflect how he viewed his religious enterprise: “We take
this event [the revolution] as an omen of changing to a new era, for
rectifying and improving various things as much as we can.”(T)’
The intensity of the twenty-six-year-old monk’s determination can
be gauged from the following vow, written in a notebook on 28

August 1932:

[ commit this life and body as a dedication to the Lord Buddha. I am
a servant of the Buddha, the Buddha is my lord. For this reason I am

named “Buddhadasa” [literally, “servant of the Buddha”].®

For the following two years Buddhadisa lived alone at Suan
Mokh, following the solitary life of a forest monk. In 1935 another
monk, Phra Sasanapachoto, remained with him for the rainy season
retreat and over the next few years the number of monks and novices
residing at Suan Mokh grew to ten. Because of limited space at the
Wat Traphangchik site, in 1943 Suan Mokh was moved to its
present location on almost a hundred acres of hilly land at Wat Than
Nam Lai, several kilometres Southeast of Chaiya.

Dhammadisa was far from inactive during these formative years
and was in constant contact with his brother. Together they
developed a plan for propagating their ideas of the purer, original
Buddhism. They agreed that their work needed to proceed gradual-
ly, starting with a few and only slowly building up numbers. They
also felt it had to be a truly religious work, avoiding fame and
honour. The first stage was for Dhammadaisa to establish a group of

13
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people interested in publishing books on the Dhamma, and the
second stage was for this group to actively promote the Dhamma.
Dhammadasa established the Khana Thammathan (emuesssamu),
“The Society of the Gift of Truth,” and took the Pali motto,
sabbadanam dhammadanam jinati, “The gift of truth excels all other
oifts.”

With the object of “propagating the correct principles of the
Dhamma,” Dhammadasa in 1933 began publishing a magazine,
Phutthasatsana (Buddhism), aiming at national distribution. And in
the first heady years after the democratic revolution his small group
was infused with a strong sense of destiny and of the possibility of
effecting real progress in the character of Buddhism. As Buddhadasa

noted at the time,

We have consequently reached the appropriate time for promoting
the progress of the practice of Dhamma to obtain true fruits of the
blessed religion. And we should do this by trying to find ways or
means to help a large number of individuals understand correctly
and more truly the dhammic principles of the blessed prophet, son

of the Sakyas.(T)'?

Just as the 1932 democratic revolution brought the promise of
devolving political power, so too Buddhadisa saw his and the Khana
Thammathan’s propagatory work as revealing the true core of
Buddhism for all to know.

Since World War II other organizations have been established
with the specific purpose of publishing and distributing Buddha-
dasa’s writings and sermons. In 1953 Dhammadasa formally
incorporated the Khana Thammathan as a foundation, the Tham-
mathan Munnithi. In association with this Chaiya-based organiza-
tion, which has its own library and press, is the Bangkok-based
Thammabucha (s33:ymm—honouring Dhamma) printing house,
which in turn is operated by the Khana Phoeiphrae Withi Kan
Damnoen Chiwit An Prasoet (amsimeuwsitmasniivdinsulsuisis—rthe
group for promoting the method of leading one’s life perfectly).
Another organization dedicated to the publication of Buddhadisa’s
work is the Ongkan Fuenfu Phra Phutthasatsana (asfnmsiunmwszwns
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esnsw—the organization for the revival of Buddhism), which was
established by the late Pun Chongprasoet at Samut Prakan near
Bangkok.

Gradually since 1932 Buddhadaisa’s ideas have become more and
more widely recognized. While not always being in agreement with
them, Buddhadiasa enjoyed the company of two generations of
liberal democratic politicians, indicated by his meetings with Pridi
Banomyong and his sometimes stormy interactions with Kukrit
Pramoj. During the Second World War a politician from Buddha-
dasa’s home province of Suratthani, Wut Suwannarat, came to
know of his ideas and gave some of Buddhadasa’s books to the
democrat and former prime minister, Pridi Banomyong. Pridi
invited Buddhadiasa to Bangkok and when the two met they spoke
from 1 P.M. till 10 P.M. on three consecutive days. While the content
of their conversations is not recorded, the mere length of time the
cabinet minister took off from his duties indicates something of the
importance Pridi placed on the discussion. Pridi was also inspired
to consider arranging for a temple like Suan Mokh to be built in his
home province of Ayutthaya, but his being forced into exile after
the death of King Rama VIII in 1947 meant the plan was never
realized.

At the same time, Buddhadasa was also invited to give a series of
addresses to the Phutthasamakhom (Buddhist Society of Thailand),
the content of his talks and responses setting a pattern for his rela-
tions with the Sangha hierarchy which has by and large continued
to the present day. He entitled one of his addresses, “The Moun-
tainous Methods of Buddhist Dhamma—Things Which Obstruct
People From Obtaining Buddhist Dhamma.”'! It was a criticism of
the practice of Thai Buddhism which in turn drew vehement criti-
cism both from lay and clerical members of the audience. One Phra
Thipprinya accused Buddhadiasa of debasing the Theravada
tradition by his views. Indeed, as Sulak Sivaraksa notes, “The
work of Buddhadisa has never received any encouragement from
ecclesiastical circles.”(T)!?

However, while drawing severe criticism from some, even being

labelled heretical, the Sangha has not been able to ignore Buddha-
dasa, for as Sulak glowingly reports:
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At the present time, his impact is nation-wide. It is largely due to
Buddhadasa that the younger generation in Siam now turn to
Buddhist values and take Buddhism seriously. He has written more
books on Buddhism than any other scholar—past or present—and
his thought continues to become even more profound.’’

Recent years have seen Buddhadasa receive increasing public rec-
ognition, being the first monk to be made an honorary member of
the widely recognized academic body, The Siam Society. During
the 1973-76 period Buddhadisa received nationwide coverage
when he debated the senior Thai politician Kukrit Pramoj on tele-
vision and radio. In 1980 the Mahachulalongkorn Buddhist Uni-
versity'4 conferred on him an Honorary Doctorate of Buddhism,
the first it had presented in its ninety-year existence. This degree
was conferred by none other than the supreme patriarch of the Thai
Sangha. Buddhadasa was also awarded the honorary clerical title of
Phra Ratchawisutthimetht (wseneigniug).

The monastery site at Suan Mokh has grown considerably over
the years and now there are often up to eighty monks and perhaps
some hundreds of laymen and laywomen visiting or staying at the
centre at any one time. A branch monastery of Suan Mokh is located
at Wat Umong near Chiang Mai. Wat Chonprathan Rangsarit at
Pak-kret in Nonthaburi also has close associations with Suan Mokh,
its abbot, Phra Ratchananthamuni or Panyanantha Bhikkhu, being
a former student of Buddhadasa’s.

16



THE SOCIAL AND
THEORETICAL: CONTEXTS
OF BUDDHADASA’S WORK

THE HISTORICAL CONSERVATISM OF THAI BUDDHISM

THE BUDDHIST intellectual tradition in Thailand and the other
Theravada countries differs significantly from the Western
intellectual tradition. For example, in Theravada Buddhism there is
more emphasis on correct practice, or orthopraxy, as the basis of
authoritative presentations of doctrine than on correct belief, or
orthodoxy, which underpins the interpretation of religious doctrine
in Western societies. In some respects this predominating emphasis
on correct practice has led to a relatively free approach to doctrinal
interpretation. For example, in contrast with the intellectual history
of Christianity, the concern with heresy has been relatively
unimportant in Buddhist countries. However, this relative freedom
in the realm of doctrine (always associated with strict conservatism
in religious practice) has not led to the development of a dynamic
intellectual culture in Thailand. On the contrary, Buddhist
intellectual culture in Thailand until the twentieth century can only
be described as conservative and stagnant. At least two factors lie
behind the historical stagnation of Buddhist scholarship in
Thailand. Firstly, the unrestricted operation of reason, or free
rational enquiry into Buddhist doctrine, has not been regarded as a
“profitable” or appropriate intellectual activity. Secondly, Theravada
Buddhism’s historical function as the iegitimating ideology of the
Thai state has been associated with the imposition of political

17



THE SOCIAL AND THEORETICAL CONTEXTS OF BUDDHADASA’S WORK

controls on the religion, which have in turn restricted and inhibited
doctrinal innovation. In this chapter I detail these points, 1.e. the
emphasis on practice in Theravada Buddhism, the devaluation of
reason, and the imposition of political controls on Thai Buddhism,
which together constitute the most important features of the
intellectual and sociopolitical context in which Buddhadasa worked.

While Buddhadasa’s reworking of traditional Buddhist teachings
is a theoretically complex phenomenon, I do not regard the most
outstanding feature of his work to lie in any specific theory or
reinterpretation of doctrine, but rather in the fact that he attempted
such a radical and systematic review of Theravada Buddhism at all.
Theoretical innovativeness in doctrinal interpretation has not been
a historical feature of Thai intellectual life. The interpretation of
Buddhist teachings has been a static field, the primary concern of
Buddhist monks being with the conservation and faithtul repro-
duction of holy texts and established commentarial interpretations
from one generation to the next.

The conservatism of Buddhist teachings in Thailand in part
results from historical factors. By the time the Thais formally
adopted Theravada Buddhism, sometime around the twelfth or
thirteenth century of the Christian era, the religion was already
eighteen hundred years old. The scriptures had been determined
and recorded, first in Ceylon; commentaries had been written and
patterns of religious practice and organization had long been
systematized. In a sense, all that was required of the relatively newly
converted Thai Buddhists was to maintain and faithfully to
reproduce the already laid down forms of practice and teaching, and
preservation of the already fixed doctrines became the predominant
concern of the official hierarchy of Buddhist monks in Thailand.

But this simple historical explanation cannot fully account for
the intellectual conservatism of traditional Thai Theravada culture.
Indeed, Buddhism as a whole can in no sense be called an inherently
static intellectual system, for around the same time the Thais were
adopting Theravada Buddhism in Southeast Asia, the schools of
Chan and Zen were foct of religious and intellectual innovation in

Buddhist China and Japan. Buddhism elsewhere and in other

periods has been characterized by innovation and reform, and that
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Buddhadasa’s work represents so radical an outbreak of
reinterpretative activity within the Thai tradition indicates that Thai
Buddhism’s historical conservatism needs further explanation. As
already suggested, the static character of traditional Thai Buddhist
approaches to doctrine has multiple roots, which lie both in the
intellectual tradition of Theravada Buddhism and in the history of
Buddhism’s institutional role in the Thai sociopolitical order.

ORTHOPRAXY-ORTHODOXY

The distinction between the teachings and the practices of Bud-
dhism provides a useful theoretical tool in accounting for the
historical conservatism of studies of Theravada doctrine in Thailand.
[n the history of Theravada Buddhism disagreement over matters of
practice rather than about doctrinal issues has been the main cause
of religious disputes. As Thomas Kirsch observes, when the history
of Theravada Buddhism is reviewed, one finds that

disputes within the Theravada Buddhist tradition have rarely focused
on doctrinal questions. More commonly, disputes have taken place
within the Sangha [monkhood] and have centred on questions of
monastic discipline.’

Kirsch notes that the main differences between the two nika:
(fima) or orders of Buddhism in Thailand, the traditional Mahanikai
(sfima) Order and the reformist Thammayut (s33gm) Order esta-
blished by King Mongkut (Rama IV, 1850-1868), are not based on
conflicting interpretations of doctrine or teaching but on divergent
interpretations of correct clerical practice. The differences between
the nikai concern such matters as the proper format of initiation
into the Sangha, the manner of accepting almsfood, methods of
physically dealing with money, and the manner of wearing the
monk’s robes. The significance of issues of religious discipline and
practice in Thai religious and political history can be gauged from
the fact that King Rama III (1824-1851) did not sponsor Mongkut,
his half brother, to be king after him because he felt Mongkut would
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cause religious dissension. Rama I1I was afraid that Mongkut would
impose his Thammayut Order’s practice of wearing the monk’s
robes so as to cover both shoulders on the Mahanikai monks, who
had traditionally worn their robes so as to cover only one shoulder.

In the context of an analysis of Hinduism, Frits Staal has called a
religious emphasis on correct practice “orthopraxy,”? as opposed to
correct belief or orthodoxy. Staal argues that the orthopractic
emphasis of Hinduism is related to the stress placed on the ritualistic
aspect of the doctrine of karma or the beliet that “only the correct
performance of karman, ‘ritual activity,” will lead to the desired
result (for example, wealth, offspring, heaven, immortality).™
Theravada Buddhism in Thailand also has a distinct emphasis on
orthopraxy and, like Hinduism, has also historically emphasized the
theory of kamma. This has, as in Hinduism, led to a corresponding
concern with “right action” in order to guarantee “right results.”
For example, the Thai academic philosopher, Sunthorn Na-Rangsi,
says:

It is to the credit of Buddhism that the law of kamma has been
worked out in great detail until a specific kzmma can be rationally
related to a specific result.*

At least three factors have influenced Theravada Buddhism’s
emphasis on correct practice. These are the teachings of the
canonical scriptures, the size and importance of the scriptures
dealing with correct clerical practice, and the character of the
Buddhist notion of salvation.

One of the sources of the orthopractic concern with kamma and
“nght action” in Thai Buddhism lies in the Buddhist scriptures.
Sunthorn Na-Rangsi cites the Culakammavibhariga Sutta in the

Ariguttara Nikdya as isolating the following specific actions and their
precise kammic results:

The killing of living beings leads to a short life . . . the persecution

of living beings leads to a sickly life . . . Irascibility, anger or hatred
leads to an ugly figure or a bad complexion . . . Envy leads to
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powerlessness. Non-envy leads to powerfulness . . . Miserliness or
selfishness leads to poverty or pennilessness.’

A second source of Theravada Buddhism’s concern with correct
practice lies in the importance placed on the large amount of
canonical literature dealing with correct clerical practice, the eight
volumes of the Vinayapitaka. Because of the detail in which ascetic
practices are laid down in the Vinayapitaka, the notion of
conformity to the scriptures in Buddhism implies not only correct
belief or understanding of the recorded doctrine, but also the correct
practice of the path to salvation whose description occupies such a
substantial part of the Theravada canon.

Practice also has an important place in the religion because,
according to Buddhist doctrine, #i6bina or salvation depends on an
insight which can be developed only through moral and meditative
practice. Nibbana is only attained as the result of an extraordinary
insight into reality, which does not arise from mere faith or belief
but from sustained mental practice or meditation. In Buddhism
spiritual attainment or holiness is not simply manifested in acts of
piety but is regarded as being generated and produced by ascetic
practices. This equation of spiritual attainment with strict abidance
by the clerical code of conduct blends in the popular, animistically
influenced religion with magical beliefs in the supernatural efficacy
of religious practice per se. Barend Terwiel makes the following
observations of Central Thai farmers’ beliefs:

Many laymen believe that the monks who behave strictly according
to the precepts [i. e. the vinaya] are generating more and stronger
beneficial power than less strict bhikkhus [monks] and such monks
should be supported in preference to those who do not make these

efforts.®

Because Buddhist salvation ultimately depends upon religious
practice rather than belief, and because moral and immoral actions
are regarded as having precise and specific consequences, the
historical focus of the religion has been on correct clerical practice
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rather than on matters of doctrine. While not directly hindering the
development of an analytical or questioning approach to doctrine,
the key teachings of kamma and nibbana have nevertheless con-
tributed to the relative focus on practice in Theravada Buddhist
history. However, the emphasis on practice has not been the only
internal determinant of the historical lack of doctrinal innovation
in Thailand. The secondary and subsidiary place accorded to reason
and rational analysis in Buddhist thought has also hindered the
development of philosophical enquiry.

THE SECONDARY PLACE OF REASON IN BUDDHIST
THOUGHT

Philosophical activity in the Western intellectual tradition has
historically been characterized by the acceptance of the authority of
reason. This has involved, at least in theory, a preparedness to accept
the conclusions of logical analysis and reasoned argumentation,
however personally unpleasant those conclusions may at times be.
Buddhism, however, recognizes suprarational forms of knowledge
as being superior to mere reason, and as a consequence does not
regard rational enquiry as being of ultimate significance. As Robert
Slater notes, in Buddhism,

Intellectual activity is never regarded as a means sufficient in itself
. . . it is always a means to an end, to that Ariyan intuition which is
indispensable to nibbanic fulfilment.’

The intellectual activities of conceptual thought or reasoning are
encompassed within the Buddhist notions of vitakka, “thought
conception, and vicdra, “discursive thinking.” In contrast, spiritual
insight is regarded as developing through meditation, whose various
levels are called jhanas or “absorptions.” The rational and discursive
thought processes of witakka and vicdara are described as charac-
terizing only the lower meditative states and are wholly transcended
in the higher states, where they give way to suprarational wisdom or
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pariad, which in turn leads to the attainment of nibbana. This paniria
or insight into the fundamental conditions of reality (i.e., change,
anicca, and non-self, anatta), which liberates one from suffering,
dukkba, is not of a rational character and cannot be arrived at by
any logical analysis. Because reason alone cannot lead to pa7ifid or
saving insight, Buddhism does not give it the pride of place that it
has traditionally occupied in Western thought, and neither is
intellectual speculation valued as highly as in Western philosophy.

Unrestrained rational enquiry is criticized by the Buddha as being
without spiritual “benefit” in the effort to attain salvation from
suffering. The following statement by the Buddha against giving
consideration to certain philosophical questions posed by some of
his followers, here taken from the Cinta Sutta in the Papata Vagga
of the Samyutta Nikdya, is an often repeated formula found in
several places in the Suttapitaka:

You should not think of matters such as whether the world is eternal
or not eternal, whether the world has an end or does not have an end
... whether beings after having died yet live again or do not live again
... Why should consideration not be given to such matters? Because
such thinking is not beneficial. It is not the beginning [of the
practice] of brahmacariya'® which is undertaken for the sake of
attaining tiredness [of worldly involvement], for the easing of lust,
for extinction, peace, wisdom, enlightenment, for nibbana.(T)’

Buddhism’s emphasis on practice over doctrine and its ranking
of reason below transcendent forms of wisdom does not mean,
however, that the religion is inherently anti-speculative or incapable
of producing an ongoing tradition of intellectual enquiry and
debate. The early centuries of Buddhism saw multiple schisms over
doctrinal issues and the production of a large body of interpretative
literature which often included novel views and presentations of the
original teachings and scriptures. It also does not mean that
Buddhist doctrine is devoid of philosophical interest or of issues
about which there is genuine theoretical debate. Indeed, the major
part of this study is taken up with a philosophical consideration of
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the issues raised by Buddhadisa’s reinterpretations. Rather,
Buddhism is based on a quite different understanding of the place
of reason and of doctrinal debate from that which has characterized
Western scholarship. And in turn, this different appreciation of the
place of reason and reasoning in human knowledge has to an extent
limited the development of an intellectual environment in which
rational enquiry is not subject to extra-rattonal constraints.

Nevertheless, the general internal constraints on reason and
doctrinal debate outlined above have been present in Buddhism
since its inception and yet there have still been periods of significant
intellectual activity and theoretical innovation in the history of the
religion. The high degree of intellectual stagnation of traditional
Thai Buddhism cannot therefore be attributed solely to any inherent
anti-intellectual tendency of religion, although the above constraints
have undoubtedly been important in discouraging the development
of critical approaches to doctrine in all Theravada countries. Rather,
it is necessary to turn to a more concrete consideration of the place
-of Buddhism in Thai society to understand the long uninnovative
centuries of religious and doctrinal conservatism in Thailand. For,
as an integral part of the Thai social order, Buddhism has also been
subject to extra-religious influences which have historically restricted
intellectual speculation on matters of doctrine.

BUDDHISM AS STATE IDEOLOGY IN THAILAND

In addition to its message of salvation, Theravada Buddhism in
Thailand has also had a distinctly this-worldly significance.
Buddhist principles and ideas inform Thai notions of government,
politics, and social interaction, and the religion's ostensibly spiritual
teachings have long been used as justifications for political actions.
The social and political implementation of Buddhist teachings and
the governance of society by a Buddhist monarch are positively sanc-
tioned by the canonical literature. The Aganiria Sutta'® recounts that
because of greed and confusion amongst themselves, the first
humans gathered together and argued for the need to select the best
among them to “be wrathful when indignation is right . . . censure
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that which should be censured and banish him who deserves to be
banished.”!! S. Tambiah describes this sutta as presenting an elective
and contractual theory of kingship whereby a king is elected by a
people and remunerated by the payment of a rice tax.!?

The concept of a Buddhist monarch is further developed and
reinforced by the notion of the cakkavattin, a morally inspired
monarch who, in the Mabaparinibbina Sutta,' is included in a list
of four types of people described as thapariha, those worthy of
having a pilgrimage monument or stupa erected over their ashes.
The other three types of thipariha or “stupa-deserving” individuals
all have a spiritual rather than a worldly character, that is, (1) a
tathdagata, (2) a follower of a tathdgata, and (3) a paccekabuddha.'*
Further, in the Cakkavatti Sutta’> the Buddha instructs the Emperor
Dalhanemi in the cakkavattivatta, the vow of the universal monarch
or cakkavattin, to depend on and honour the Dhamma, to protect
the Dhamma in himself and his people, to provide propcrty and
subsistence to those in need, and to follow the counsel of those
knowledgeable in the Dhamma.

But while sections of the canonical Theravada scriptures explicitly
detail principles of moral governance, it was not until almost two
hundred years after the Buddha’s death that the Buddhist Sangha
first became formally associated with a temporal regime. Under
Asoka, ruler of an extensive North Indian empire from 272 to 232
B.C., Buddhism first acquired the role of a state religion, gaining the
protection and support of a temporal monarch and also becoming
dependent upon and subordinate to that monarch.

Asoka established the precedent whereby a Buddhist monarch
was also charged with the authority to ensure that monks obeyed
the vinaya or clerical code of conduct. The Buddhist king had no
authority regarding doctrine or Dhamma, only over the Sangha’s
“purity,” a term which traditionally connotes strict abidance by the
vinaya. This definition of the monarch’s religious authority as
concerning matters of clerical practice, but not of doctrine, again
reveals the strongly orthopractic character of Theravada Buddhism.
The purity or strictness of practice maintained by members of the
Sangha is the most common measure of the overall “health” or status
of the sdsand or religion. After Asoka the monarch’s control over
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clerical practice came to be considered crucial to the maintenance of
the Dhamma as a doctrine of liberation founded on the living
practice of righteousness among the monks.

Following Asoka later Buddhist monarchs also acquired an
institutionally sanctioned religious authority over the purity of the
Sangha. Strong temporal power centralized in a monarch has
traditionally been regarded as essential to the well-being of the
sdsand. This Asokan model provided the pattern for church-state
relations in the early Thai kingdom of Sukhothai, and the
association of the Buddhist Sangha with the Thai state has been
significant since that time. As Niels Mulder notes:

Throughout history Thai governments have been aware of the impor-
tant integrative function of institutionalized Buddhism and repeated
efforts have been made to control the monks and their practices, and

to bring their organization under the supervision of the state.!®

Somboon Suksamran concurs, stating that Buddhism

has long served as one of the most important sources of political
legitimation for the political rulers; one of the main socialising,
acculturating and unifying forces in Thai society.!”

At the same time, the order of monks has been rendered
politically impotent because its integration into the political
structure was effected in such a way that it had no means to exercise
political influence. The drawing of a sharply defined distinction
between a mundane religious path for the world-involved laity,
lokiyadhamma, and a supramundane path for renunciates, lokuttara-
dhamma, and the consequent radical separation of the role of the
layperson from that of the monk, have provided a religious
justification for proscribing clerical involvement in politics. For
when world-involvement is equated with spiritual pollution, no
monk can become directly involved in politics without irreparably
damaging his clerical authority. In contrast to this traditional
segregation of the lay or mundane from the clerical or supra-
mundane, Buddhadasa was concerned to abolish the distinction
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between the lokiya and lokuttara realms. This doctrinal stance
amounts to a denial of the traditionally accepted apolitical character
of the role of the Buddhist clergy and has drawn severe criticism
from religious and political conservatives in Thailand.

However, Thai Buddhism’s institutional isolation from explicit
political involvement has not only resulted from the theoretical
influence of the above doctrine but has also been enforced by direct
control and supervision of clerical affairs by the Thai state. The
history of church-state relations in Thailand amounts to a series of
actions by the state—whether monarchy, military dictatorship, or
civilian governments—to use the Sangha’s authority to promote the
policies and security of the government of the day, while at the same
time depriving the monkhood of the capacity to interfere in the
running of the state. One of the first acts of King Rama I (r. 1782
—1801), founder of the present Chakri dynasty of Bangkok, was to
reorganize and revivify Buddhism after the devastation of the earlier
Thai kingdom of Ayutthaya by the Burmese. Political acumen as
well as Buddhist piety can be read into the following account by a
Thai prince of the activities of Rama I in rebuilding social order
after the strife and chaos following the downfall of Ayutthaya in

1767:

It is natural that the king’s systematic mind would have promoted
first a code of morality by which a standardisation of the conduct of
the clergy could be established. He then set out with energy to see
that his lay subjects as well as members of monastic orders behaved
as good Buddhists. His effort in this direction is evidenced by the
innumerable decrees governing the conduct of monks and laity."®

The twentieth century has seen two major shifts in the character
of the use of Buddhism to legitimate the activities of the That state.
The first shift was effected in the early decades of this century by
King Vajiravudh or Rama VI (1910-1921), who emphasized that
Buddhism not only underpinned the monarchy but also the entire
nation. By stressing Thai nationalism and the importance of
Buddhism to the security and welfare of the nation, Rama VT also
laid the groundwork for the religion to become the ideological
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foundation of the civilian government which came to power in
1932. That is, when political power shifted from the monarch to
politicians, and subsequently to the military, the legitimatory role
of Buddhism also shifted and expanded. Since 1932, institutional
Buddhism has become the ideological bulwark of the modern Thai
state, just as it had previously been, and continues to be, the bulwark
of the institution of monarchy. Thai political leaders since 1932
have placed just as much importance on maintaining and control-
ling the Buddhist Sangha as did earlier absolute monarchs. There is
therefore a significant degree of continuity between the traditional
Thai monarchy and the modern Thai state in terms of the use of
Buddhist symbolism in the public legitimation of power. Rama VT’s
royalist-cum-nationalist slogan of chat-satsana-phra mahakasat (-
e -wazamnie3—Nation-Religion-Monarch), derived from the
jingoistic British maxim of “God, King, and Country,” has been
touted as much by military rulers as it was by former absolute
monarchs in their efforts to promote national unity and shore up
their regimes.

A second shift in Sangha-state relations occurred after World War
II, beginning with the regime of Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat
(1957-1963), when the predominating concern of government
became the promotion of national development. In political terms,
Sarit’s concern with development firstly translated into an emphasis
on national unity and the integration of peripheral or marginal
groups (for example, hill tribes) into the main body of Thai society.
The second related emphasis of Sarit’s development program was a
concerted campaign to counter communism, which was interpreted
as causing social divisions and so obstructing the goal of national
development.

In 1962, Sarit passed a new Sangha act which effectively
centralized power in the hands of those monks associated with or
supported by his regime. Somboon Suksamran catches the political
tenor of the changes introduced by the new act when he notes the
major directives to the restructured Sangha administration were

First, to follow the policies of the government; second to oversee and
prevent the communist infiltration of the Sangha and monasteries;
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third, to preventany attempt to use the monasteries for the propagation
of communism."

In the context of the Cold War and the civil wars in neighbouring
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, and in order to mobilize popular
sentiment, successive Thai military regimes and military leaders have
maintained that communism secks the destruction of all religions,
including Buddhism. And because Buddhism is regarded as the
foundation of both the nation and the monarchy, communism has
consequently been attacked as a threat to the foundations of
Thailand’s national integrity and to its most hallowed institu-
tions. In Thailand, Buddhism has been officially defined as
anticommunist and communism as anti-Buddhist. As the economist

Puey Ungphakorn observed in 1969,

According to a government slogan, broadcast on the radio, a person
without religion must be a communist or a terrorist. Some school
teachers also repeat this theory to their pupils.’

"The continuing ideological significance of institutional Bud-
dhism to Thailand’s political and military leaders is shown by the
fact that each major change in government policy this century has
been accompanied by efforts to reform and reorganize the monk-
hood and to redefine its function in Thati society.

In this context, where Buddhism fulfils an important politico-
ideological role, the Thai state exerts considerable control over both
the organization and education of Sangha members. The main-
tenance of traditional interpretations of doctrine is seen by most of
those in positions of influence and political authority in Thailand as
part and parcel of preserving Buddhism as the ideological founda-
tion of the nation. Consequently, the intellectual atmosphere within
the Sangha, especially at the senior levels, is highly restrictive and
not conducive to free intellectual enquiry or debate. While the
emphasis on practice rather than doctrine and the relative
devaluation of free intellectual enquiry in the Buddhist tradition
have historically contributed to the intellectual conservatism of Thai
Buddhism, the most concrete determinant of this conservatism has
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undoubtedly been the power and control of the Thai state over
Sangha affairs. In recent centuries, and especially in the twentieth
century, institutional Buddhism in Thailand has had no
independent existence apart from the Thai state, which both
supports and controls it. Maintenance of the traditional religious
symbols and legitimation of the existing temporal order rather than
doctrinal innovation or investigative scholarship have as a resule
been the predominating concerns of most monks.

State control over the Sangha, together with the community of
interests between senior Sangha officials and the Thai monarchy
and political elite, lead to strong pressures to maintain conservative
views of the religion and of the social role of the Sangha. This is
because the traditional character of Buddhist teaching, especially on
social matters, provides justifications for the existing social order in
which the senior clergy and political leaders symbiotically share in
power.

Thai Buddhism has not been completely resistant to change in
recent times. However, the innovations instituted have paralleled
the changing political requirements and character of the state, and
change has been restricted within fixed limits defined by the gov-
ernment of the day and overseen by the Department of Religious
Affairs. King Mongkut’s reforms not only aligned Buddhism more
closely with Western ideas, but his reform order also provided the
basis for much greater centralized control over the Sangha in
succeeding decades. In recent years, conservative military govern-
ments have encouraged the use of Buddhism as a catalyst for the
socioeconomic development of the countryside. However, the form
of Buddhism propagated in this political and economic activity has
been strictly controlled by ensuring that the monks involved under-
take government-developed training programs. Buddhadisa’s un-
conventionality lay in the fact that he was prepared to innovate and
reinterpret Buddhist teachings outside the limits implicitly and
explicitly laid down by the government.

But despite the politically controlled atmosphere within the
Sangha, which is resistant to reform in most aspects of the religion,
it is nevertheless the case that the overriding orthopractic concern of
the Sangha hierarchy to maintain strict, centralized control over cor-
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rect clerical practice means that there is in fact no centrally enforced
control on interpretations of doctrine. There is, for example, no cen-
tral body in the Sangha which vets Buddhist publications in
Thailand. Any monk or layperson is free to publish whatever inter-
pretation of the scriptures and doctrines he or she wishes without
first needing to obtain any ecclesiastical imprimatur. Because
taithfulness to Buddhist tradition is in the main defined in terms of
strict abidance by traditional practices, rather than in terms of
adherence to a given orthodoxy, no specific institutional constraints
exist on Buddhist writings or discussion. The only directly enforced
intellectual control in Thailand is the general censorship of what
the political authorities regard as politically inflammatory, commu-
nist, libellous, or immoral literature. While Buddhadasa’s reinter-
pretations of doctrine have been severely criticized by many reli-
eiously and politically conservative individuals, both monks and
laypeople, he has never been criticized by the Sangha hierarchy. This
1s because, given that his work is neither illegal nor subject to secu-
lar censorship or restrictions, and that he strictly abides by clerical
practices, there are no institutional means that can be used to criti-
cize Buddhadasa.

There are no formal or institutional barriers to doctrinal reform
or theoretical innovation in Thai Buddhism. However, the com-
bined power of the Thai state and senior Sangha hierarchy, whose
interests coincide in seeking to maintain the dominance of
doctrinally conservative views, and who together control both
clerical education and lay religious education in Thailand, has
resulted in the actual historical conservatism of Thai Buddhism.

Buddhadaisa’s work is not only important because of his emphasis
on the rational analysis of Buddhist doctrine. His views also conflict
with the form of Buddhism used to legitimate the present social
order in Thailand. This gives his work, even the seemingly abstract
and theoretical sections, a direct political and social relevance in
modern Thailand.

Buddhadisa’s doctrinal innovativeness thus broke with the long
conservative tradition in Thai Buddhism which even today remains
the dominating influence on the contemporary practice and
understanding of the religion. In seeking to appreciate the
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significance of Buddhadisa’s reinterpretations in the context of
contemporary Thai Buddhism, it is therefore necessary to consider
how and why he made this theoretical break. When by far the
majority of monks in Thailand continue either to support or to
acquiesce in the conservative religious and political status quo, what
motivated Buddhadisa to set himself at odds with the generally
accepted order of things? This issue is the focus of the discussion
and analysis in the next chapter, in which some important
theoretical and social aspects of Buddhadasa’s work are also

outlined.
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THE SOURCES OF BUDDHADASA’S
INNOVATIVE VIEWS

IN CONTRAST to the historical conservatism of Thai Buddhism,
Buddhadisa’s work represents a distinctly analytical and
philosophical development. For example, Buddhadasa took the all
but unprecedented step of criticizing the traditional interpretation
of the Buddhist theory of causation or paticcasamuppida, and he
questioned the reality of such generally assumed facts as rebirth.
Underpinning these reinterpretations is a novel method of
approaching the Theravada scriptures, a method whose objective is
the demythologization of Buddhist doctrine. Buddhadasa’s work is
characterized by the systematic reduction of metaphysical aspects of
Buddhist teaching, such as notions of rebirth in heaven or hell, to
psychological conditions.

The systematic demythologization of Buddhist doctrine is
paralleled by Buddhadisa’s pervasive concern to give religious value
to action in the material world. His reinterpretations of the religion’s
teachings are characterized by a shift of the theoretical focus of
Buddhist doctrine from the transcendent to this world here and
now. Buddhadasa effects this shift by redefining the notion of
Buddhist salvation as being a condition of life in this world, and
then using this new definition to develop a more explicitly social
thrust to Buddhist doctrine.

Traditionally Buddhism has taught that in the face of the
transience of the things of the world, anicca, human beings should
cultivate detachment and strive for the transcendent salvation of
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nibbana. However, Buddhadisa proposes that suffering is not always
solely attributable to an individual’s kammic inheritance but, on
the contrary, is often caused by factors in the external world.
Whereas Buddhism has traditionally taught that an individual’s
dukkha or suffering is a self-caused condition which is relieved
through individual spiritual practice, Buddhadasa maintains that the
suffering caused by socioeconomic exploitation and political
oppression has an external source and can be ended only by
spiritually guided action in the social world. That is, for
Buddhadasa, liberation from suffering involves not only overcoming
one’s own ignorance and craving through spiritual insight, but also
overcoming oppressive or dukkha-causing conditions in the external
world. The focus of action to attain the religious goal of ending
suffering is therefore expanded to include not only the self-directed
moral and meditative practices of the individual who sufters, but
also welfare-directed activity in the social context in which he or she
suffers. In brief, for Buddhadasa, activity in the material world has
become an integral component of the religious goal of Buddhism.

The inclusion of the social world and social action within
Buddhadasa’s interpretation of nibbiana can be interpreted as his
recognition of the potential benefits afforded humanity by modern
technology and scientific knowledge. Buddhadasa accepts the results
of science and tries to bring scientific knowledge within the scope of
his reinterpreted version of Buddhism. He does this firstly by
claiming that his view of Buddhism is in accord with the findings of
science, and secondly by criticizing the animist and Brahmanical
aspects of Thai Buddhism as being inconsistent with his scientific
and rationalist interpretation of the scriptures.

In traditional Buddhist teaching and practice, in which there is a
sharp distinction between the mundane and supramundane realms,
world-involvement has been associated with the lay form of the
religion. However, Buddhadasa wishes to integrate a positive
valuation of action in the material world with strict doctrinal
Buddhism, that is, with what has traditionally been regarded as the
lokuttara or world-renouncing form of the religion appropriate only
tor monks. He rejects the traditional lay or lokiya form of Buddhism
‘not only because of the inconsistencies of its animist and Brahma-
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nical features with his rationalist outlook, but also because he
transfers the traditional world-involved or lokiya role to the doctrinal
or lokuttara level. That is, Buddhadasa seeks to integrate the
lokuttara concern with salvation with the lokiya emphasis on world-
involvement.

Buddhadasa was a strong supporter of the modernist intellectual
environment in Thailand and he found his most receptive audience
among the Western-educated Thai intellectual elite. Buddhadasa’s
intellectual modernism, a result of the influence of scientific and
rationalist forms of knowledge on his thought, is further demon-
strated by his emphasis on the authority of reason in interpreting
the Buddhist scriptures over the authority of specific texts and
revered commentators. Buddhadisa’s rationalism takes the form of
a systematic doctrinalism, which involves reinterpreting doctrines
by developing the logical relations between fundamental concepts
such as gnattd and nibbina. This contrasts with the traditional
slavish mouthing of the conclusions of commentaries or historically
accepted authorities.

Because of the importance of the social world to his inter-
pretation of Buddhism, Buddhadisa also broke the traditional
silence of Thai monks on political matters to express opinions on
politics and social change in his country. But while his work has
political significance, Buddhadisa cannot be categorized as being
aligned with any existing political group or faction, whether of the
“right” or the “left.” While oftering Buddhist-based arguments
providing qualified support for socioeconomic development and
criticizing capitalist exploitation and oppression of the poor, he
was at the same time critical of Marxism and all materialist
philosophies, including what he regards as the sensualism of
unfettered consumerism. He was thus critical of both the political
East and West.

However, Buddhadisa’s radical reinterpretative efforts are not
without their difficulties. His arguments are often vague and the
sources of his views are rarely acknowledged and at times appear to
be deliberately hidden. But over and above these academic details,
important aspects of his thought, including his social philosophy,
are flawed by fundamental contradictions. These contradictions are
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in fact forced on Buddhadisa because of the practical conflicts
arising from his decision to radically reform Buddhist teaching and
practice while remaining within the conservative Thai Sangha. But
even given these difficulties, Buddhadasa’s work remains important
as the starting point and catalyst of a growing critical and modernist
movement within Thai Buddhism which marks a real eftlorescence
of Buddhist intellectual activity.

But given the unquestioning acceptance of doctrine which has
historically characterized Thai Buddhism, it is necessary to under-
stand the sources of Buddhadasa’s innovativeness when analyzing
the total phenomenon of his work. In this chapter I investigate what
has altered in the traditional mix of Buddhism’s internal theoretical
constraints and external political limitations which permitted
Buddhadaisa to develop his radical views. In particular, I analyze the
cultural, social, and political changes which have impinged on the
religion in the past century. Buddhadisa’s work is far from being a
random irruption of reason and critical analysis in an otherwise
stagnant tradition. His work was influenced by significant changes
in Thai society and in Thai Buddhists’ perceptions of themselves
and their place in the world. '

PRECEDENTS FOR BUDDHADASA’S DOCTRINAL
REINTERPRETATION

Buddhadisa did not regard his reinterpretations of Theravada doc-
trine as innovations but rather as reforms based on the fundamental
principles of the religion. He stated that his goal was to “revive the
practice of Dhamma so that it is correct, as at the beginning [of
Buddhism] or directly according to what is true.”(T)' Religious
reform is often characterized by innovation and change founded
upon continuity with the past. Such a pattern of innovation based
upon declared faithfulness to the past is necessary for any reformer
working within a religion in which authority is traditionally invested
In certain teachings, scriptures, or recorded insights. Reform is then
expressed in terms of a return to the purity of the tradition’s origi-
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nal sources, which Buddhadasa took to be the teaching of salvation
as passed down in the recorded words of the Buddha in the
Theravada canon. In Buddhadisa’s work both the moments of
conservatism and continuity and of innovation and change are
equally important, and for each innovation he makes in reinter-
preting Buddhism he takes an equally pronounced step back to re-
fer to what he regards as the pure, original, and authoritative form
of the religion.

Buddhadisa based his effort to recover and re-express the
fundamental truths of the religion on a return to the Buddha’s

original teachings in the Suttapitaka and to the ascetic practices of
the Buddha. On this latter point Buddhadasa remarked that

The Lord Buddha himself did not have an umbrella, shoes, mosquito
nets and lots of additional kinds of things . . . We call this [ascetic
practice] the system of reviving or promoting the practice of the

Dhamma.(T)?

However, Buddhadasa’s innovative work also has a number of
historical precedents in the Buddhist reforms instituted in the
nineteenth century by King Mongkut of Thailand and by the
Anagarika Dhammapala in Ceylon. Mongkut sought to remove
inconsistencies between monastic practices and the clerical code of
conduct or vinaya, and between a doctrinal interpretation of
Buddhism and popular views. When King Rama [ restructured the
Thai Sangha in the first years of the Chakri dynasty he referred to
the established traditions of the earlier Thai kingdom of Ayutthaya
as his model. Mongkut, however, went back even further into
history to find a pristine source for his reforms in the Pali scriptures,

and as John Butt notes

Because the ideas he derived from these sources sometimes clashed
with practices and beliefs which over the years had come to be

accepted as orthodox by most Thai, Mongkut was frequently
accused of supporting radically innovative changes in Buddhist faith

and life.’
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Popular Thai religion is a combination of many influences, with
animistic and Brahmanical beliefs blending with Buddhist doctrines.
However, the existence of non-Buddhist spirit worship, magical
rites, and the honouring of Hindu deities has not traditionally been
seen as conflicting with the canonical message of the religion.
Rather, such features have been regarded as part of the overall
heritage of Thai Buddhism. But Mongkut rejected many of the
animist “accretions” to the canonical message of Buddhism, arguing
that animism is inconsistent with the doctrines expressed in the
Buddhist scriptures. Mongkut’s studies of the Pali canon during the
twenty-seven years he spent as a monk before disrobing and
ascending the Thai throne led him to see discrepancies between the
scriptures and the actual practices of Thai monks. As Thomas Kirsch
notes,

He [Mongkut] was so anguished about this discrepancy he vowed
that he would disrobe if he did not receive some sign that the
monastic line of succession back to the Buddha had not been broken

in Thailand.?

Mongkut subsequently met a Mon monk whom he came to
regard as upholding a tradition which continued the original
Theravada practices. Mongkut then established a new, stricter order
of monks, the Thammayut, “Those adhering to the doctrine or
Dhamma,” in accord with the Mon tradition. The Thammayut
Order remains today as the second officially recognized sect of the
Thai Sangha. The other sect is the Mahanikai Order (literally, “the
great order”), which Mongkut characterized as “those adhering to
long-standing habit” and with which the overwhelming majority of
Thai monks, including Buddhadasa, still remain associated.

Buddhadasa’s reinterpretations closely parallel aspects of King
Mongkut's reforms. Mongkut had an intimate knowledge of
Western ideas and the scientific views of his day, obtained from
discussions with Christian missionaries dating from his early days as
a monk in the 1830s. Kirsch comments that Mongkut’s emphasis
on reinstituting monkly conduct in strict accordance with the vinaya
went hand in hand with certain ideological commitments:

38



THE SOURCES OF BUDDHADASA'S INNOVATIVE VIEWS

For one thing, Mongkut rejected a great many traditional beliefs and
practices as superstitious interpolations into Buddhism. He
rejected the cosmogony and cosmology represented in the 7yai-
phum,Plarguing that cosmology had to accord with the scientific views
that he had learned in his contact with Westerners . . . Mongkut’s
monastic reform involved then, not only an effort to upgrade monastic
practice and to make it more orthodox, but also included an attempt,
in Western terms, to demythologize the world.®

Buddhadasa also followed the principle instituted by Mongkut
of following the Pali scriptures as closely as possible while avoiding
interpretations of doctrine that contradict scientific knowledge or
rationalist views.

For many Thais, including Buddhadisa, nationalism has become
an integral component of the reclamation and review of Buddhism,
and 1n this context he appears to have been influenced by the
reformist work of the Anagarika Dhammapala. Born Donald David
Hevavitarana, this Ceylonese Buddhist later assumed the title of
anagdrika, denoting a wandering ascetic, and took the Pali name of
Dhammapala (“protector of the Dhamma™). With the assistance of
the Theosophical Movement, the Anagarika established the
Mahabodhi Society in Colombo in the final decades of the
nineteenth century with the goal of propagating Buddhism.
However, his emphasis was as much social as religious and he
became a symbol of a resurgent Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism and
of a way to reclaim traditional cultural values which had been
oppressed by colonialism while yet supporting socioeconomic
modernization.

Balkrishna Gokhale describes Dhammapala as combating

.. . the notion that Buddhism was a mere other-worldly philosophy
calling upon man to turn his back on the world and all its affairs. He
maintained that Buddhism was meant as much for the layman
(updsaka) as the monk and in the context of the modern age the
dbarma of the updsaka needs reassertion and reinterpretation as

much as the revival of monastic learning. Buddhism of the layman

addresses itself to both material prosperity and spiritual growth.’
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The Anagarika aimed for the fusion of modern technology and
commercial enterprise with Buddhist values and cited with consider-
able admiration the achievements of Japan, which he saw as
exemplifying the beneficial results of such a fusion. The similarities
between the Anagarika’s and Buddhadisa’s views are striking. Each
of the above points—interest in a this-worldly religion, concern for
laypeople, a desire for the integration of scientific and religious
approaches, and admiration of Japan—are paralleled in Buddha-
dasa’s work. The commonality of the social contexts in which
Buddhadasa and the Anagarika worked provides a partial
explanation of the closeness of their views. However, the fact that
Buddhadasa was in contact with the Mahabodhi Society and its
publications in the 1930s through his brother Dhammadasa also
suggests that his views received some direct influence from the early
Buddhist reform and nationalist movements in Ceylon.

There are precedents for aspects of Buddhadasa’s work in the
recent history of Buddhism. However, while he was in part
influenced by King Mongkut's reforms, and the Anagarika’s
Buddhist nationalism, Buddhadasa’s reinterpretations go far beyond
those of Mongkut and the Anagarika. Indeed, the stark contrast
between the novelty of Buddhadasa’s views and the long history of
institutionalized conservatism of the tradition within which he
worked suggests that the sources of his innovativeness are more likely
to be found outside of Buddhism than within it. In particular, I
suggest that the most important sources of Buddhadasa’s reappraisal
of Buddhism can be traced to Western cultural, economic, and
political influences in Thailand.

WESTERN INFLUENCES ON THE STUDY OF BUDDHISM

The earliest Western intellectual engagements with Buddhism were
the critical denunciations of the “pagan” beliefs and practices of the
Buddhists by the early Christian missionaries. However, the
European denigration of Buddhism and of Asian civilizations in the
colonial period was much more than simply a religious pheno-
menon. In the face of the political, economic, and assumed cultural
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superiority of European civilization, all cultural and intellectual
achievements were judged against the norm of Europe, in com-
parison with which Asian cultures were found to be severely lacking.
This imputed backwardness of Asia was not only the view of
Europeans but was also implicitly accepted by many of the Asians
educated under colonial European education systems. However, this
acceptance of Asia’s intellectual and cultural inferiority was ques-
tioned by the nationalist and anticolonial movements established in
the first decades of the twentieth century. For the members of the
Asian nationalist movements, a renewed appreciation of indigenous
language, religion, and culture went hand in hand with political
attacks on the colonial powers. The twentieth century has con-
sequently seen a resurgent interest among Asian Buddhists in the
teaching and practice of Buddhism.

Even though Thailand was never colonized, Thai culture,
education, and economic development have nevertheless been
heavily influenced by Europe, and more recently by America. As a
result, there are many parallels between the situation in Thailand
and the colonized countries of Southeast Asia. As was the case
among Buddhists in Ceylon and Burma, there has been a resurgent
interest in Buddhism among those Thai Buddhists who are
concerned to promote the value and significance of Buddhist
thought and culture as symbols of Thai national identity and
Integrity.

[ronically, however, the resurgent interest in Buddhism has in
many ways been spurred by the scholarly activities of the colonizing
Europeans, from whom Thai, Burmese, and Ceylonese Buddhists
have otherwise wished to distance themselves. Until Europeans
began studying Buddhist thought systematically in the nineteenth
century, doctrinal Buddhism—that is, the critical study of the
scriptures of the Buddhist canon—had fallen into decline. Because
of the long-established British domination of Ceylon, that country
provided the most accessible source of the canonical scriptures, and
it was the Ceylonese monks who first offered important source
information on the Pali Tipitaka to Europeans. Indeed, with the
Pali researches undertaken by scholars such as Thomas Williams

Rhys Davids and Herman Oldenburg, and with the establishment
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of the Pali Text Society in the late nineteenth century, Ceylon
became the focus for a revivified scholarly study of Theravada
Buddhist doctrine. The pattern and character of those European
studies have subsequently had a profound influence on Pali studies
in all the Theravada countries, including Thailand.

The early European study of Theravada Buddhism had a pro-
nounced doctrinal emphasis on the theoretical principles of the religion.
This in turn led to a rejection of popular folk Buddhism in Ceylon as
an irrational, demonological accretion. As Heinz Bechert notes,

To be sure, the Indologists could not overlook the fact that monastic
practice did not correspond to the precepts of the vinaya, that is, of
canon law, and that the cult of the gods and the exorcism of demons
had an important place in the religion of the Sinhalese . . . And yet
representatives of this approach tried rather precipitously to explain
away such observations or simply ignored them. Whatever could not
be derived from Buddhist tradition was an “adulteration” of the

religion, a Hindu influence or simply popular superstition.®

[t was this sanitized doctrinal interpretation of Buddhism which
was then taken up by the English-educated Sinhalese nationalists as
a symbol of their cultural and national independence from Europe.
This is because the educated Sinhalese elites rejected the popular
form of their own religion as inconsistent with canonical principles,
precisely the same reason given by the colonial scholars. And when
Thai Buddhists subsequently looked to the example of Sinhalese
Buddhist nationalism as a model for a modernist Buddhist move-
ment in their own country, it was this same essentially European
constructed, or deconstructed, form of Buddhism which was ironi-
cally held up as symbolizing “Thai-ness” and Thai independence
from the West. Contemporary doctrinal Buddhism in Thailand,
best exemplified by the work of Buddhadasa, has thus been recon-
structed and reinterpreted around the rationalist assumptions of the
first European Indologists and Buddhologists, and strictly speaking

1s more a symbol of cultural fusion between East and West than of
any inherent “Asianness.”
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In reasserting Buddhism’s intellectual significance, some mod-
ernist and nationalist interpreters of Buddhism in Thailand, such as
Buddhadasa, have assumed the very principles of rationality, logical
consistency, and scientific methodology which were previously used
to denigrate Buddhism. There has been a tremendous intellectual
effort by Buddhists to disprove the earlier criticisms of Western
scholars that Buddhism is a superstitious and inconsistent religion
by attempting to demonstrate that their religion is in fact rational,
logical, and scientific.

The desire to demonstrate the intellectual significance of
Buddhism by comparing it with Western ideas is most clearly shown
in the attempts to prove the scientific character of the religion. As
previously noted, science also had importance for Buddhadisa in
providing a means of alleviating or ending suffering, the Buddhist
religious goal, at the material level. Demonstrating a harmony
between Buddhism and science therefore is not only significant for
Buddhadisa in terms of imputing intellectual stature to Buddhism,
but is also important in ensuring that there are no contradictions or
barriers to integrating the material benefits of modern science and
technology into a revised interpretation of Buddhist salvation.

Buddhadisa has said that Buddhism and science

are alike in that scientific principles can stand proof—one may
provide the proof himself for others to see, or be willing to letanyone
scrutinise, test, or cross-question as he wishes, and it bears up until
no further testing can be done and he must believe.”

The argument that the spiritual truths of Buddhism are open to
experiential verification in a way that is assumed to be similar to the
method of validating scientific results is a claim commonly made by

Buddhists. For example, the Sri Lankan Buddhist thinker K. N.
Jayatilleke says:

[ find that early Buddhism [i.e. Theravada] emphasises the impot-

tance of the scientific outlook in dealing with the problems of
morality and religion. Its specific “dogmas” are said to be capable of
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verification and its general account of the nature of man and the
universe is one that accords with the findings of science rather than

being at variance with them.!®

And Robert Spencer, an English convert to Buddhism, adds:

There can be no question that Buddhism is the one system, excepting
perhaps science itself, which achieves an objective and detached view

towards the nature and destiny of man."!

Nevertheless, while there is an enthusiasm for science and the
scientific method among some contemporary Buddhist thinkers,
this does not mean that there is a clear appreciation of the epistemo-
logical issues and debates about the scientific method. For example,
while Buddhadasa claimed that there is a congruence between the
Buddhist approach to gaining spiritual insight and the verificationist
methodology of science, he did not appear to be aware of the
competing falsificationist view on the workings of science, for he
did not attempt to demonstrate a relationship berween Buddhist
thought and falsificationism. In Buddhadasa’s works, science is
presented as a static, abstract ideal rather than as the fuzzy-edged
activity recent studies have shown it to be. The idealized view of
science found in many recent Buddhist works suggests that the
actual relattion between science and Buddhism is not the real issue.
Rather, modernist Buddhist scholars appear to be attempting to
construct a justification or apologetic for Buddhist teachings which
appeals to science because of its assumed authority.

That Buddhists are not prepared to accept fully scientific rationalism
is shown by a careful reading of the Kalama Sutta, the part of the canon
most often referred to as providing a scientific basis for Buddhism.
Many Buddhists, like Bhikkhu Ananda quoted below, regard the
Kalama Sutta'? as a Buddhist charter for free scientific enquiry:

In the Kalama Sutta we are asked not to believe in anything merely
because the Buddha happened to preach it. . . The true Buddhist is
a free thinker, a seeker of the truth, who seeks to disarm the one
enemy—Ignorance. Heis selt-dependent. . . In his quest for supreme
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wisdom, the Buddhist will be guided by reason and knowledge rather

than sentiment and emotion.!3

In the Kalama Sutta the Buddha advises the Kalama people that
the assumed authority of report, tradition, hearsay, or of a
renowned teacher or text should not be accepted uncritically
when considering the claims of competing or dubious doctrines.
But while criticizing unthinking faith in traditional views and
authorities, the Buddha is also critical of unrestrained rational
investigations of different religious doctrines. He criticizes
rational activity which does not arrive at the most beneficial or
the most ethical result but instead accepts conclusions arrived at
by purely logical analysis. In the Kdlima Sutta the Buddha also
admonishes the Kilama people to

not be led by mere logic . . . by inference . . . by considering
appearances . . . by agreement with a considered approved theory
... by seeming possibilities.(T)'

The Buddha says that the deciding criterion when judging
competing views should be whether a doctrine is dosa (morally
corrupt) or adosa (free of moral corruption). That is, far from being
what some Buddhists, selectively reading the Kalama Sutta, have said
is a Buddhist scriptural license for free intellectual enquiry, this surta
in fact presents a highly pragmatic approach to rational activity
which gives ethical considerations primacy over logical or rational
debate. According to the principle presented in the suzta, a logically
“valid” theory would have to be rejected as “unprofitable” if it is not
adosa or does not promote virtue and moral attainment, and thereby
the attainment of nibbana.

Buddhadasa reads the Kalima Sutta as warning not to believe
blindly in either the Tipitaka, a teacher, what is reported or
rumoured, what has been reasoned out, or what has been arrived at

by logic. He says

Although we may have read, listened and heard, we should not
simply accept what is offered in these ways unless we have first
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thought it over, considered it carefully, fathomed it out, examined

it, and seen clearly that it really is so."

What distinguishes any scientific method from the Buddha’s
pronouncements in the Kalima Sutta is that, according to the latter,
one is to be as wary of the results of reason and logic as of rumour
and report. Buddhadasa acknowledged this when he said that
“seeing clearly” means to apprehend truth or reality “without
needing to use reason, without needing to speculate, without
needing to make assumptions.”'® That is, despite claims for the
scientific character of Buddhism, the Kalima Sutta in fact calls for
the development of direct spiritual insight into reality, not for a
scientific or empirical method of enquiry. Nevertheless, while the
Kalama Sutta does not in fact contain a call for the implementation
of the scientific method in Buddhism, Buddhadasa and other
Buddhist thinkers still consider the authority accorded science as
rubbing off onto a Buddhism which has been shown to be
“scientific.” Buddhadasa claimed:

Thus is there not a clear indication of how Buddhism goes by nature
with science, which the modern world everywhere honours? And the
most important point is: When Buddhism alone is one with the
world's science, then which religion is fit to be the religion of the

world besides Buddhism?!”

But while claims of the “scientific” character of Buddhism are
strictly speaking invalid, it is nevertheless the case that there is a
fundamental congruence between Buddhadasa’s doctrinal
Buddhism and Western rationalism. As already noted, Buddhadisa
emphasized the doctrinal aspect of Buddhism and rejected the
traditional popular or lay aspects of the religion in an attempt to
Integrate a positive valuation of action in the social world with core
Buddhist doctrines. Popular Buddhism in Thailand is associated
with beliefs in the power of supernatural beings which can inter-
vene in human life, whether for good or for bad. In contrast,
doctrinal Buddhism has always been dominated by notions of
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immutable impersonal law, the law of kamma, and the overarching
cosmic-moral order of righteousness or Dhamma. In Buddhism the
cosmos is a consistently and thoroughly ordered system in which
both suttering and salvation result from the systematic operation of
such principles as kamma and Dhamma. In Theravada Buddhism
nibbdna results from systematically applying these universal prin-
ciples in spiritual practice. In positing the existence of immutable
universal laws, the doctrinal Buddhism which Buddhadisa teaches,
like Western rationalism, also emphasizes the consistent application
of general principles.

As already noted, popular Buddhist beliefs are often in contra-
diction with doctrine. For example, belief in the transferability of
religious merit or good kamma between individuals, that there is
personal continuity after death, and that #ibbdna can be attained as
a result of an enormous accumulation of merit rather than through
liberative insight, cannot be justified by Buddhist doctrine but are
nonetheless widely adhered to. The contradictions of popular beliefs
with doctrine have long been recognized and have been accepted as
the unavoidable corruption of the Buddha'’s teachings by world-
involved laypeople who are unable to grasp the subtleties of the
transcendent doctrine. It is generally held that it is better that
laypeople grasp things in their own inadequate way, and so act
morally, than that they be left out of Buddhism entirely because of
their spiritual turpitude.

Because knowledge has traditionally been judged in relation to
its spiritual “benefit,” rather than against any strict notion of ratio-
nality or logical consistency, such inconsistent views have been
accepted where they are regarded as morally beneficial for those who
hold them. However, Buddhadasa rejected this epistemological
duality and maintained that Buddhism should be doctrinally
consistent throughout. This doctrinalism, which seeks to consis-
tently apply the universal principles of Buddhist teaching through-
out all aspects of the religion, is a rational potential which has been
latent in Buddhism since its inception. However, this rational po-
tential has not been fully developed because of the mitigaring influ-
ence of the two-tiered mundane-supramundane structure of Bud-
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dhist practice and teaching, and because strict logical consistency
has traditionally been regarded as having only secondary importance
behind the moral benefit of beliefs held.

While European-derived rationalism has had a significant influ-
ence on contemporary Buddhist thought, the rejection of logically
contradictory popular beliefs has in fact revealed and brought to the
fore in Buddhadisa’s work a latent rationalism which has lain in the
core of Buddhism. The rationalist implications of doctrinal Bud-
dhism are only now being fully realized because, like the early Euro-
pean Buddhist scholars, Buddhadaisa rejects the distinction between
an imperfect lay and a doctrinal clerical form of Buddhism because
of his implicit acceptance of Western notions of rationalism and
scientific reasoning. Buddhadasa’s rationalism is therefore a com-
pound phenomenon, combining elements of both borrowed Euro-
pean and indigenous Buddhist rationalist methodologies.

It must be noted that there is a further source of Buddhadisa’s
strict doctrinalist approach to Buddhism. Because his interpretations
of Buddhism are so innovative and because some of his specific views
are without direct precedents in either the canonical scriptures or in
commentaries, Buddhadasa must argue for his views and provide
justifications for his interpretations. Because his reinterpretations
therefore depend upon logical argumentation and demonstration,
Buddhadiasa places much more emphasis upon reason than more
traditional interpreters of Buddhist doctrine who can rely upon
given and accepted sources.

THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIOECONOMIC CHANGE
IN THAILAND ON BUDDHADASA’S THOUGHT

In addition to the intellectual impact of the West, social changes
specific to Thailand also had a significant impact on Buddhadisa’s
thought. The relations between social and economic change and
Buddhadaisa’s reinterpretations of Buddhist doctrine are complex.
But in general Buddhadasa’s views can be seen as responses to the
religious and moral dilemmas facing the modernist, educated
sections of the Thai elite, who make up Buddhadasa’s main audience
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in Thailand and of which Buddhadisa was himself by birth a
member. However, to detail these social and intellectual relations it
is first necessary to describe the dynamic socioeconomic situation in
modern Thailand.

While modernization is affecting the lives of all Thais, it is
nevertheless only a relatively small urban elite of military and
government bureaucrats, influential businessmen, teachers, students,
writers, and artists who have any significant decision-making power in
the process of modernization. Buddhadasa’s main audience and
supporters are found amongst Buddhists who are directly concerned
with the issues of Thailand’s modernization and of the country’s socio-
economic development. Nearly all Buddhadasa’s supporters are
members of the numerically small, urban-based Thai elite who
dominate the country politically, economically, and culturally.,
Furthermore, Buddhadisa’s supporters are drawn from only certain
sections of the elite, and it is important to note that, while small in
absolute terms, the groups controlling Thailand’s political, economic,
educational and cultural life are still highly heterogeneous. The Thai
elite 1s split vertically into a hierarchy based on relative power and is
also split laterally at each level of that hierarchy by conflicting
ideological allegiances and political perceptions.

Writing in 1962, David Wilson divided the Thai elite into three
hierarchical tiers'® which make up a pyramid of power and
influence. He locates a small group of ten to fifteen people—military
commanders, civilian political leaders, and some aristocratic
figures—at the top of this pyramid. These are the people who are
potentially capable of dominating the elite and thereby the rest of
the country because of their ability to manipulate key political
forces. The second tier of the Thai elite isolated by Wilson is made
up of about one thousand senior figures—high-ranking armed
forces officers, special grade civil servants, some parliamentary
leaders, and a few powerful businessmen. The third level, at the base
of the pyramid, are, in the words of Daniel Wit, writing in 1908,

The educated, interested and reasonably articulate thousands of

persons resident in Bangkok and a few provincial towns who,
whether within or without the public bureaucracy, are the Thai
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equivalent of the middle classes . . . composed of high school and
university graduates and their equivalent, most are middle-level
bureaucrats with lesser numbers of professional and white collar
personnel, writers and journalistsand businessmen. They areattuned
to the political currents and are even willing to be critical, but few are

anxtous for revolutionary changes.'19

[n addition to divisions arising from personal allegiances to one
or other powerful military, bureaucratic, or political patron, there
are ideological and political divisions within the elite between tradi-
tionalist and progressive groups. The same complex of issues
focusing on national development, nationalism, Buddhism, and
appropriate national political forms dominates the intellectual
debate of both the traditionalist and progressive sections of the elite,
but both sections systematically disagree on the best approach to
deal with each issue. In briet, the traditionalist sections of the Thai
elite support strong links with Western countries and reliance upon
Western models of development based upon significant foreign
investment together with an opening of the economy to high levels
of foreign business penetration. The progressives, while not dis-
agreeing with the capitalist model of socioeconomic development,
are more critical of the deleterious cultural and economic effects of
unrestricted reliance upon the West. In contrast, they tend to
support the idea of a Thai-based model of development which refers
to Buddhist rather than to capitalist paradigms. This emphasis on a
Buddhist-based economic framework for development is reflected
in such books as Setthasat Choeng Phut (Buddhist economics)(T),
a translation of and commentary upon E. F. Schumacher’s Small is
Beautiful, and in articles such as Wisit Wangwinyu’s “Than
Phutthathat kap setthasat chao phut” (Buddhadasa and Buddhist
economics)(1).%!

The traditionalists’ economic and technological reliance upon the
West 1s associated with a vehement opposition to communism; the
firing of a strong Thai nationalism among the populace to resist
communist ideological infiltration; maintaining political and mili-
tary links with the West, particularly the U.S.A.; and a preference
for a strong, military-backed if not military-led government in
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Bangkok. The progressives, on the other hand, seek to develop and
strengthen Thai national identity as a cultural barrier to Western
and Japanese as well as communist incursions into Thai sociocul-
tural traditions. The progressives seek an independent rather than a
derivative Thai cultural identity and support democratic political
institutions as a vehicle for social justice within the country.

The progressives among the Thai elite are by and large liberals
and democrats who have a strong commitment to establishing
Thailand’s political, economic, and cultural independence within
the modern global order. A significant proportion of these progres-
sives can be identified as the Thai intelligentsia, consisting of
university and college teachers, students, writers, artists, some labour
leaders, some outspoken monks such as Buddhadisa, and lower-
ranking but educated government officials committed to national
development. Another large group of the progressive section of the
Thai elite are members of what Ben Anderson calls the “new
bourgeois strata,” which have grown rapidly as a result of substantial
post-World War II American and Japanese investment in Thailand.
Anderson says that this “new bourgeoisie” is “rather small and frail
to be sure, but in significant respects it is outside of and partially
antagonistic to the old feudal-bureaucratic class.”*

The new bourgeoisie consists of administrative, executive, and
managerial workers, professionals and technicians, and service and
recreation workers, most of whom have received some level of
tertiary education. While strictly speaking neither radical nor leftist,
this new bourgeoisie stands in some degree of opposition to the
traditional military, bureaucratic, and aristocratic Thai elite whose
established interests are often seen as hindering their social mobility
and advancement.

Apart from a couple of brief interludes, such as the 1973-1976
period of civilian government, the traditionalists have dominated
Thai politics since the 1932 revolution. More often than not the
progressive members of the Thai elite have been in a defensive rather
than offensive position. In terms of Wilson’s conception of the Thai
elite as a three-tiered pyramidal structure, the top rung and most of
the positions of the middle rung are dominated by traditionalists
and their supporters. Most progressives are isolated from any real
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exercise of power, being in the third and lowest rung of the elite
hierarchy, with only a very few managing to establish themselves
in influential middle-level management or decision-making
positions.

The Buddhist Sangha has inevitably become involved in the
conflicts between the traditionalist and progressive sections of the
Thai elite. As already outlined, institutional Buddhism has been
moulded by successive governments in order to provide a religious
legitimation of their policies. The progressive elements of the Thai
elite are consequently as dissatisfied with the conservative Sangha
hierarchy as they are with the various regimes which have mani-
pulated the official representatives of Buddhism. Because of the
association of the Sangha with the dominant conservative, militarist,
and monarchist sections of the elite, any significant reinterpretation
or reform of Buddhism which broke or weakened the traditional
politico-religious relations could not but have political implications.
And indeed, the various criticisms of Buddhadisa’s reinterpretations
of doctrine discussed in the following chapters have as much basis
in political disputes between the traditionalist and progressive
sections of the Thai elite as in disputes over strictly doctrinal matters.

Furthermore, a significant determinant of the high degree of
support for Buddhadasa’s reinterpretative work from progressive
sections of the elite derives from his dissociation from the conser-
vative Sangha hierarchy. Progressive Thai Buddhists also support
Buddhadasa because of his commitment to a Buddhist-based notion
of development which is founded upon a critique of the traditional
interpretations of religion sponsored by both the official Sangha
hierarchy and the majority of the traditionalist sections of the elite.
Seri Phongphit, an academic philosopher, chacterized Buddhadasa’s

popularity among progressive intellectuals as follows:

His [Buddhadasa’s] line of thought has an influence on a large
number of Thai intellectuals, thinkers and writers and he seems to
be accepted and admired by intellectuals more than by other groups,
especially since 14 October 1973!3l when his thought—as presented
by himself and by others—has become increasingly clearly con-
cerned with social and political affairs.(T)? .
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For progressive Thais, Buddhadiasa’s reforms also had great
sociocultural significance, for he was regarded as aiding efforts to
define Thai national identity in terms other than the jingoistic ideal
propounded by the Thai military and monarchy. The progressives
seek a new Thai Buddhist identity which both defines their cultural
uniqueness and their place in the world. This desire was expressed
by Phra Pracha Pasannathammo, a follower of Buddhadasa, who in
a paper entitled “Than Phutthathat Kap Patiwat Watthanatham”
or “Buddhadasa and the cultural revolution,”(T)? gives one chapter
section the heading, Ekkalak khong Thai lae sakonniyom baep phut
or ~ T'hai Identity and Buddhist Internationalism.”(T)? Phra Pracha
explains the cultural importance attached to Buddhadasa’s work
when he says

He [Buddhadisa) enjoins us to see the value of a “Thai-ness” which
is not simply a return to the former nationalism of self-infatuation
that we are, or are of, a nation which is better than and superior to
other nations. And it is different from the superficial nationalism of
Rama VI [King Vajiravudh] and the mad nationalism currentin the
time of Field Marshal Phibunsongkhram.?” And it is also different
from the contemporary official propaganda [about Thai national
identity] which is only the dregs of “Thai-ness” and which does not
lead to an understanding of the core [of being Thai] itself.

The fact that contemporary Thais have been separated from
their “Thainess,” that they feel alienated and have lost a sense of pride
in their own country, is because the social leaders of the past one
hundred years have not used their intellect to seriously question the
true character of our identity. Because they have been blindly
following the tails of the farang [Westerners] Indian-tile. .. Buddha-
disa is an important person who points out the true core of being
Thai that we should protect, that we should be proud of and should
support and nurture. At the same time, he does not refrain from
criticizing our weak points . . . But what is even more important is
that he is a person who can progress from “Thai-ness” through
Buddhism to also be a universalist. I regard this as finding the most

appropriate type of identity.(T)**
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Thai Buddhism’s institutional role in legitimating the tradi-
tionalist military-monarchist elite has created disenchantment with
official Buddhism among the rising middle and intellectual classes,
who are outside of the system of Sangha-monarchy-military-
bureaucracy alliances. The rising classes are seeking an alternative
definition and approach to Buddhism which can be used both to
oppose the traditional religio-social order which limits their chances
for advancement and simultaneously to promote their own interests
and view of the world. In this situation of conflict Buddhadasa’s
modernist critical reforms have been taken up as an important
component of the alternative Buddhist ideology sought by the Thai
middle classes or new bourgeoisie.

In this context, it is significant that Buddhadasa’s family back-
ground and educational experience reveal him to be a member of
the section of Thai society which constitutes his largest audience,
the lower rung of the educated elite. Buddhadasa was born in 1906
into a commercial family whose members valued education and
soctal advancement through the traditionally recognized channels
of the monkhood and the government service. For example,
Buddhadasa’s younger brother, Dhammadasa, was educated at
Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok. Chulalongkorn Universicy
1s the most prestigious tertiary institution in the country and was
established in the first decades of the twentieth century to provide
Thais with the training necessary to occupy posts in the expanding
government bureaucracy of the newly modernizing country.

Dhammadasa appears to have had a major influence on
Buddhadisa and to have taken as keen an interest in Buddhism as
his older brother. Dhammadasa was particularly impressed by the
propagation of Buddhism in the West by Japanese and Ceylonese
Buddhists. In letters written to Buddhadasa while he was a student
at Chulalongkorn University Dhammadasa appears somewhat
amazed by these Buddhist missionary efforts:

Our Buddhism must certainly have something good, enough to be
able to boast to the farangs about it.(T)?

Foreigners who used to hold to other religions have become
interested in Buddhism, and devote their time and energy to
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propagating it and making it widespread. Why then don’t we Thai,
who are true Buddhists, think to do as the foreigners?(T')3°

When he returned to manage the family business in Phumriang
near Chaiya in 1929, Dhammadisa continued his interest in
Buddhism by setting up a small lending library on Buddhism at the
family store. He also started a Buddhist discussion group called the
Khana Sonthanatham (amzaunwisssn), The Dhamma Discussion
Group, which in later years developed into the Thammathan
Munnithi (s338muyaiis), the Dhammadana Foundation.

Buddhadasa’s intellectual direction was also influenced by
political and religious events during his stay in Bangkok at the
beginning of the 1930s, when he attempted to obtain an
ecclesiastical degree. At the time Buddhadasa was in Bangkok one
Narin Phasit arranged for his daughters to become samaneri or
novice nuns. Narin wished to promote the Dhamma, which he
regarded as having decayed because the Sangha no longer had the
full complement of both monks and nuns as in the Buddha’s time,
the official order of Theravada nuns having fallen into decay before
the Thais adopted Buddhism. Narin also established a monastery
called Wat Nariwong for nuns in his attempt to revive the tradition
of female ordination. Narin contacted the Khana Sonthanatham
seeking support for his initiatives, because under Dhammadasa’s
leadership and frequent letter writing to newspapers and journals
his discussion group had become widely known as being interested
in reforming Buddhism. Dhammadaisa at first supported Narin and
informed him of Buddhadasa’s own reformist interests. However,
Buddhadasa disagreed with Narin, apparently not because of
doctrinal differences but because he felt the way Narin had gone
about his project of reestablishing the Theravada order of nuns
amounted to an attack on the sanctity of the Sangha.

Narin and his ideas were generally criticized and his project was
finally abandoned because of the vehemence of opposition both
from within and outside the Sangha. Yet despite his opposition to
the project, Buddhadasa appears to have been deeply aftected by
the Narin episode. He became concerned that people like Narin
could so easily criticize the Sangha and was led to consider what
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deficiencies there were in the Thai monkhood that left it open to
attack. The problem of the degeneration of the Sangha occupied
Buddhadisa more and more and he began a deeper personal study
of the scriptures in an attempt to glean the Buddha’s actual
intentions and teachings, and to judge the modern Sangha against
them.

While issues such as modernization no doubt occupied Buddha-
dasa’s mind at this time, and became more pronounced in his
writings with the passage of the years, in and of themselves these
were not the original motivating forces behind his reformist efforts.
Rather, from his position inside the Sangha, he appears to have been
more concerned with preventing the attacks of such modernist,
educated laypersons as Narin. In coming to regard Narin’s and
other’s criticisms of the Thai Sangha as valid and as flowing from a
degeneration of the monkhood, Buddhadasa also accepted the
modernist intellectual values and rationalism which underlay those
criticisms. However, like any true conservative, he did not see the
solution to the degeneration of Thai Buddhism as lying in a one-
sided accommodation of the Sangha to modernist views. Instead
Buddhadasa sought to purify Buddhism by returning to the original
teachings and instructions of the Buddha. He thought that because
the Sangha had so degenerated as to become the object of attacks
from the lay populace, the original teachings must have been lost or
at least suffered misinterpretation. In Buddhadasa’s view, criticisms
that the Sangha was out of line with contemporary society, and even
a retarding and negative social influence, were not to be met by
simply modernizing the monkhood. With faith in the universality
of the Buddha’s message of salvation, Buddhadisa thought that once
the original form of Buddhism was refound and expressed anew the
religion’s universal and thus current relevance would once again
become transparently clear.

Over and above these formative intellectual influences, it is also
important to note that Buddhadasa received encouragement from
his family when it became clear that he wished to use his obvious
intellectual talents in the religious domain. Because of his family
background Buddhadasa would have had a keen personal awareness of
the aspirations of the upwardly mobile but non-aristocratic educated
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Thais of his generation. This is shown by his strong identification
with the bureaucrats and junior army officers who overthrew the
Thai absolute monarchy in 1932 in order to establish a popular
government under a reconstituted constitutional monarchy.
Buddhadasa saw a close relationship between the political revolution
of 1932 and his own mission to reform Buddhist teachings and
practice, which began in the same year:

In the country there was a revolution, a reform concerning the
governance of the land. For we temple-dwellers, we religious, there
was the intention to revolutionize or reform activities relating to
religion. We wanted the revival, promotion, study and practice of
religion, to improve it to the extent that it could be called a

reform.(T)>!

The strong support for Buddhadasa’s views from members of
the new Thai bourgeoisie was due to the reflection in his work
of the social, political, and religious issues which preoccupy the
educated Thai middle class. In his various reforms of doctrine
and teaching Buddhadisa not only addressed what he saw as the
need to change Thai Buddhism but also at the same time the
new bourgeoisie’s perceived need for religious reform. In
particular, Buddhadiasa’s work directly addresses some diftficult
religious and ideological dilemmas facing the lay Thai Buddhist
intelligentsia.

The life of the modern Thai urban dweller, pervasively influenced
by the “revolution of rising expectations,” the ethic of progress, and
the spoils of modernity, is radically different from the traditional
ways of living for which Buddhism has historically provided the
integrative value system. As a consequence there is a growing
questioning of the relevance of Buddhism to the new Thai society
now in the process of developing. More and more Thais, especially
educated urban dwellers, are questioning the appropriateness of
Buddhist practices and doctrines which developed from and were
directed towards an altogether different social order. Siddhi Butr-
Indr echoes the feelings of many educated Thai Buddhists when he

says:
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Unless the spiritual principles of religion can be translated in terms
of social ideals, values and interests or can influence worldly aftairs,

they will not survive as far as society as a whole is concerned.??

Social modernization has raised two broad sets of issues for
traditional Buddhism. At the social or institutional level the
question is whether a religion which has historically legitimized the
socioeconomic and political structures of traditional Thai society
can be reinterpreted and used to provide ideological support for and
legitimation of fundamental social change. And secondly, at the level
of personal ethics, Buddhists supportive of modernization must deal
with the fact that Buddhist teachings have traditionally defined
material values as being in opposition to the religious ideal of
transcendent enlightenment or nibbdna. As George Rupp observes,
for a religious system to remain viable in a modernizing twentieth-
century society it cannot avoid the issue of the religious significance
of “man’s increasing capacity to shape his personal and corporate
life within the sphere of phenomenal existence.”” This ethical
problem can be summarized as whether, in attaining salvation from
suffering, the emphasis of religion should be on adjusting one’s
desires to the reality of a hostile world or whether it should be on
changing the world to fit in with one’s desires. Underlying the
doctrinal reforms of Buddhadasa can be seen a desire to establish
the pursuit of material well-being as a religious value in its own right
while yet not denying or devaluing the traditional spiritual verities.
Buddhadasa thus tackled the contemporary religious dilemma of the
need to resolve the conflict between upholding traditional Buddhist
teachings and practices and risk seeing Buddhism become
increasingly socially irrelevant, and accepting the benefits of
modernization and risking the materialization of the religion and
the loss of its spiritual values.

Many intellectual Buddhists wish Buddhism to act as the
ideological foundation of a religious and moral approach to
socioeconomic development, as a unique Thai alternative to both
capitalism and communism. As a key focus of Thai national and
cultural identity, Buddhism is regarded as having the potential of
providing a cultural and institutional link between Thailand’s rich
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cultural past and the hope for a more prosperous and independent
future. In this context the twin demands being placed upon
Buddhism by progressive intellectuals are, firstly, that it support
economic development and modernization and, secondly, that it direct
a primary emphasis to the concerns of this world, here and now.

But while these broad issues of the relevance and place of
Buddhism in modern Thailand underlie the concerns of educated
Buddhists for the future of their religion, most contemporary
religious analyses and debates are couched in much more specific
terms, in terms of the perceived failure of institutional Buddhism or
the Thai Sangha to meet the needs of Thai men and women in the
twentieth century. It is the Sangha, the traditional monastic
organiszation of Buddhism in Thailand, which is the focus of
criticisms which arise from the disillusionment of the progressive
sections of the Thai educated elite with the intellectual, political,
and ritualistic conservatism of officially sponsored institutional
Buddhism. As Donald Swearer notes,

The generally low educational level of the average monk and
monastic preoccupation with ritual and ceremony led to widespread

alienation of the intelligentsia from institutional Buddhism.3*

Pun Chongprasoet, the late founder of a lay Buddhist revivalist
movement, The Sublime Life Mission® and long-time supporter of
Buddhadasa, concurs with Swearer’s view:

These days the majority of those who have been ordained are devoid
of knowledge about either the world or Dhamma. This is because
they are too lazy to study and seek out knowledge, and because their
only aim is looking for money. Consequently they are incapable of
correctly answering questions about the Dhamma. What those who
have been ordained propagate has in the main become mere ignorant

nonsense.(T)3¢

The Sangha is the focus of criticism because in Theravada

Buddhism religious authority in marters of doctrinal interpretation
has traditionally been centralized in the hierarchy of monks.
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Historically the Buddhist layperson has not been regarded as having
significant religious standing, and as a result lay frustrations deriving
from the perceived irrelevance of the religion in the face of modern
expectations tend to be directed towards the traditional holders of
spiritual authority, the monks.

However, there is a countervailing factor in Thai Buddhism
which might be considered to provide a way to resolve these lay
frustrations. This is the fact that Buddhism has traditionally had
two distinct levels of ethics and religious expectations—one for the
world-involved layperson and one for the renunciate aspiring to
spiritual perfection. Buddhist lay ethics and practices, lokiya-
dhamma, have always been more worldly, encompassing economic,
political and social concerns which in general are well suited,
perhaps with some minor adjustments, for guiding activities related
to modernization and socioeconomic development. Siddhi Butr-
Indr summarizes the attributes of the ideal Buddhist layperson,
which are presented in the suztas, as being one who

seeks wealth by lawful and non-violent means, in so doing gets ease
and enjoyment for himself, shares it with others and does merito-
rious deeds, utilises it without greed and craving, and is guiltless of
offence, heedful of danger and alive to his highest value.?’

Given that the roles of monk and layperson are institutionally
compartmentalized and the lokiyadhamma has traditionally
sanctioned active world-involvement, the reasons for lay Thai
intellectuals’ disenchantment with Buddhism and their criticisms
of the Sangha are not immediately apparent. The source of the
dissatisfaction in fact lies in the changes which have occurred in
their view of the world and in their religious aspirations, changes
which have been taking place apace with modernization. The
relatively small stratum of educated Thais is the social group whose
values and outlook have come to differ most radically from the
traditional Thai conceptions of life and religion. Contemporary
tertiary educated Thais consider themselves part of the international
intellectual community and, as has already been noted, accept the
Western-derived criteria of theoretical criticism and argumentation
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and the methodological principles of science which underpin the
technology being used for modernization. And more importantly,
like the British-educated Sinhalese elite in Ceylon, they also judge
traditional and popular lay Buddhism by these same Western-
derived rationalist and scientific standards, often rejecting or
criticizing it as being superstitious and unsubstantiated by the
scriptures. For example, Pun Chongprasoet often spoke of
modernist religious reforms as being like “operating to remove the
cancer of superstition from Buddhism,”(T)? a cancer he defined as
including, among other things, belief in magic, spirit houses, magic
bracelets and amulets, trances and spirit possession and conversing
with celestial beings.

The divergence between popular Buddhism and the doctrinal
religion ascribed to by many educated Thai Buddhists has been
apparent for some time. In 1947 one Araya Nikonthai*® made the
following observations in a newspaper article entitled Phutthasatsana
champen samrap khon thai rue (Is Buddhism necessary for Thais?”),
a plea for modernization in Thai Buddhism:

If we had persisted in following the ways of our ancestors how could
we have got the constitution?*” The differences between the religious
beliefs of our ancestors and of people today are thus so great that we
cansay thereisa Buddhism for the people of the pastand a Buddhism

for contemporary people.(T)*

John Van Esterik notes that in desiring to reform Buddhism in

accordance with their modernist views, progressive Thai intellectuals
cut across the traditional institutional divisions of Thai Buddhism,

appropriating to themselves not only such formerly clerical aspects
as meditation but even the monarch’s traditional role as upholder of

the religion:

The reformation of Buddhism by laity is a modern movement.
Educated and elite laity have taken up the role normally bestowed
upon the king, to purify the religion and, at the same time to make

it relevant to present day society, as they perceive it. Instead of
restoring the monkhood, which many of them denigrate, they seek
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“salvation” in a religious involvement that will purify each and every

individual in the state.%?

Being lay yet adhering to a traditionally clerical, monastic form
of Buddhism means that progressive Thai intellectuals face more
moral and ideological tensions than do the monks, the general
populace or the power elite of the aristocracy, military, and large
business interests. These tensions are manifested in their
disenchantment with the traditional religion. In contrast to the
religious conservatism of most other sections of Thai society, those
Thais who bring the critical insights of their Western-styled
education to bear on the problems of contemporary Thai society
and religion must deal with the full force of the ideological conflict
generated by placing modernist material demands and expectations
for social development on a system of religious doctrine which grew
from a pre-modern social order and which sought an altogether
other-worldly goal. For example, there is a pronounced tension
between the ultimate religious goal of nibbina, now appropriated
by many lay Buddhist intellectuals as their private religious ideal,
and the traditional Theravada interpretation of #:6bdna as a puritfied
mental state attainable only by years if not lifetimes of intense moral
and meditative effort undertaken in seclusion away from everyday
social interaction. This is only one of a number of fundamental
tensions which result from educated laymen’s and laywomen’s
rejection of the traditionally defined lay system of Buddhist belief
and practice and their consequent attempts to hold to the clerical
system of religious practice and doctrine, which has been exclusively
monastic for over two millennia.

However, the traditional separation of lay Buddhism from the
clerical form of the religion means that educated lay Buddhists
face a practical dilemma in addition to the theoretical problem of
developing a doctrinally pure religion by removing what are seen as
non-Buddhist accretions. Underlying this practical dilemma is the
historical restriction of Dhamma or religious studies to the leisured
scholar monks. But more fundamental is the problem that, accord-
ing to the clerical tradition now inclined towards by the educated
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laity, a world-involved layperson is regarded as lacking the religious
authority necessary to develop acceptable reinterpretations of
Buddhism. While desiring to reform or purify Buddhism, the criti-
cal lay Buddhist lacks the religious status needed Lo authorize any
significant reinterpretations. Only the clergy possess such authority
but, as already noted, the Sangha is by and large conservative, with
few monks feeling any responsibility to adjust either the interpreta-
tion of the Dhamma or their own practice of the vinaya to suit the
modernist predilections of a critical intellectual minority .

The continuing acceptance of this traditional centralization of
religious authority in the hands of members of the Sangha is
reflected in the fact that not even the most radical lay Thai
Buddhists have suggested that they appropriate full religious
authority to themselves. Among all the calls for doctrinal
purification and reforms of the Sangha there are no calls for a
Protestant-like reformation of Thai Buddhism. This reticence of the
laity to seek to obtain complete religious authority for themselves is
a consequence of the long-standing political support for the
orthopractic character of Buddhism, where the greatest religious
status is ascribed to those who most strictly follow the ascetic codes
of the vinaya, i.e. the renunciate monks. This officially recognized
and sanctioned tradition of orthopraxy, which denies full religious
authority to the laity, is not challenged by even the most radical of
Buddhists. This is because the appropriation of the ftull religious
authority of the clergy by the laity would undermine the traditional
role of the monk and thus the institution of the Sangha. And such
action is seen, even by the most critical layperson, as a threat to
Thai Buddhism itself. This reluctance to do anything which
might be seen as undermining the Sangha, such as an explicit lay
assumption of religious authority, follows from the Sangha being
included as an inalienable part of one of the most central of all
Buddhist articles of belief. This is the Buddha’s pronouncement that
all those who seek salvation from suffering should maintain faith,
saddba, in the three unimpeachable jewels, tiratana, of the Buddha,
the Dhamma, and the Sangha.®® It is out of the question for a
doctrinally strict lay Buddhist to breach such a central canonically
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recorded doctrine by arrogating to him- or herself the spiritual
authority invested in the Sangha and vouchsafed by the Buddha’s
own recorded words.

What the critical Buddhist layperson, caught at the crossroads of
a clerical ideology and worldly involvement, would therefore seem
to require is a monk, preferably with a reputation for both scholar-
ship and practical insight, to develop a new outlook upon Buddhism
on their behalf. For, as outlined above, educated lay Buddhists face
doctrinal and practical dilemmas which they as laypersons cannot
resolve. I suggest that a key to understanding the significance of
many of Buddhadasa’s doctrinal reinterpretations lies in realizing
that both his teachings and his personal history, as a renunciate
monk, meet the pressing social and religious needs of that group of
educated Thai Buddhists who desire a religion which is consistent
with their modernist view of the world and with their roles as agents
of their country’s socioeconomic development. In interpreting
Buddhadiasa’s work I will often return to this argument, that the
central aspects of his reinterpretations of Buddhism, whatever their
doctrinal authority or spiritual validity, can also be seen as fulfilling
the needs of modernist Thais looking for a Buddhism consonant
with their social aspirations for a modernized, developed Thailand.

As already noted, Buddhadasa is by birth and rearing a member
of the social group which now constitutes his largest audience.
While sections of Buddhadasa’s work can be seen as straightforward
attempts to demythologize or rationalize Buddhist teachings, other
sections of his work are explicitly concerned with the social and
political role of Buddhism in modern Thailand. This social aspect
of Buddhadisa’s work clearly shows that he shares the concerns of
his lay audience and that he does feel responsible to develop a
modernist interpretation of the religion which is relevant and
directed to resolving the dilemmas faced by lay Buddhists.
Buddhadasa thus sympathizes with his lay supporters and is
explicitly concerned to deal with their difficulties in his work.
Consequently, it must be acknowledged that Buddhadisa’s work is
not only a response to modernist and rationalist intellectual trends
but also to the religious dilemmas faced by the rising new bourgeois
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stratum of Thai society, of which Buddhadisa himself can be
regarded as a member.

It is not only Buddhadasa’s ideas which are important to his
lay audience. Buddhadasa’s way of life is also important in authoriz-
ing and giving legitimacy to his radical views in the face of a gener-
ally antagonistic and conservative religious establishment. Buddha-
dasa’s strict ascetic life gives authority to his views, something of
vital importance to the insecure new bourgeoisie which is seeking to
find a recognized place for itself and its views in modern Thailand.

Religious authority in Theravada Buddhism is more than an
institutionally recognized right to speak on and interpret matters of
doctrine. Because of the orthopractic character of the religion and
the absence of centralized censorial controls on interpretations of
the Buddha’s teachings, whether by laypeople or by monks, there is
in effect a universal right to speak on matters of doctrine within
certain legally and traditionally defined bounds. Religious authority
within Thai Buddhism denotes the right to be listened to and to be
regarded as a person whose views should be treated with due gravity
and respect. Essentially, religious authority in Thailand is equivalent
to the institutionally recognized standing of a person within the
official hierarchy of the Buddhist Sangha rather than the standing
of his analyses or arguments. The religious authority of monks is
defined by two factors, strict adherence to the ascetic code of
conduct and intellectual acumen or knowledge of the scriptures.

Unlike most monks, Buddhadasa fulfilled both of the traditional
authority-conferring criteria. Buddhadasa’s double-sourced religious
authority lies, firstly, in his being a renowned and capable scholar
who is well-versed in the Buddhist scriptures and, secondly, in his
conservative ascetic approach to Buddhist practice. In 1932, at the
age of twenty-six, he proclaimed that the only way to reach the truth
of Buddhism was to literally follow the Buddha’s path of renouncing
the world for the forest. Buddhadasa decided to repenetrate to the
heart of the Buddha’s realization by discarding the diversions of the
Sangha hierarchy and its associated ritualism and returning to the
ascetic roots of the religion. For several years he lived as a solitary
recluse in an abandoned monastery in the jungle of Southern
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Thailand, a fact that for many Thai Buddhists endows him with a
greater religious authority than that of purely scholarly monks, who
are not regarded as having so strong a practical insight into the truths
of Buddhism. After this solitary phase during which Buddhadisa
began to formulate his reinterpretations of doctrine, he also began
to promote and publish his views and today is recognized as a
learned teacher of Buddhist doctrine. As a monk, Buddhadasa is
therefore in a strongly authoritative position and he has used this to
develop a wide-ranging reinterpretation of Buddhist doctrine which
parallels the ideological concerns of the progressive lay Buddhists.

Buddhadasa’s popularity amongst modernist lay Thai Buddhists can
be regarded as resulting from his resolution of certain intellectual and
practical religious problems facing that group, both in the authority of
his person, which is founded upon both practice and scholarship, and
in the innovative character of his teachings. However, it is his reformist
views rather than the precise details of his ascetic practice that draw the
most praise and which are the object ot this study. In the words of one
lay supporter,

Buddhadasa has been called a reformer . . . a reformer is someone
astute in returning to the ancient teachers and in returning to the
original teachings. Such a person is an opponent of teachings which
have been so embellished as to lose the way, interpreting the original
teachings so that they are in line with the changing society and with
the new generation. A reformer communicates the culture and basic
institutions of old by steadfastly keeping to their core and to
saccadhamma,** interpreting appropriately for the situations which
actually arise in the new society.(T)%3

SUMMARY

The sources of Buddhadasa’s reformist work and of his break with
the doctrinal conservatism which has historically characterized Thai
Buddhism are complex. External political, economic, and cultural
influences from the West have triggered the development of
Buddhist reform movements. These reform movements have acted
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as bases for reinterpreting doctrines and views, an activity which
Buddhadasa has justified and authorized by a declared return to the
original wisdom and insight of the Buddha. Western-derived
criticisms of popular animist beliefs have also freed a latent
rationalism lying within doctrinal Buddhism itself, whose develop-
ment and application has provided an indigenous source of inno-
vation and reform. Furthermore, social conflicts and changes in the
structure of Thai society resulting from modernization have given
immediate sociological and political relevance to what otherwise
may simply be taken as abstract theoretical issues of religious
doctrine. The nascent Thai middle classes, like the entrenched
conservative establishment, regard Buddhism as a vital institutional
source of social and religious legitimacy. However, given that the
social advancement of the new bourgeoisie is dependent upon socio-
economic development and change, rather than upon maintenance
of the status quo, they wish to see a new interpretation of Buddhist
doctrine and practice which supports their interests. The "new
Buddhism” they desire is precisely the rationalist, doctrinal, and
world-involved doctrine of Buddhadasa.

Buddhadasa’s work thus exists at a juncture of trends: of Buddhist
reform movements, of the rationalization of the religion due to the
impact of Western notions, and of the need of Buddhadasa’s own
social stratum of the educated Buddhist elite for an alternative
Buddhist ideology to promote their interests within the Thai social
order. All three forces are manifest in and overdetermine Buddha-
disa’s work, the details of his reinterpretations having sources in
both theoretical and social influences. In developing a complete
understanding of Buddhadasa’s work it is consequently necessary to
consider all of these factors.
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PHASA KHON-PHASA THAM:
BUDDHADASA’S METHOD OF
SCRIPTURAL INTERPRETATION

THE THEORETICAL pivot of Buddhadasa’s reinterpretation of
Theravada doctrine is the notion of chit wang, “voided-mind” or
“freed-mind”, which is analyzed in detail in chapters 5 and 6. Chiz
wang denotes a mind which is free from moral impurities and is in a
state of peace and equanimity, the foundation of nibbina. For
Buddhadaisa, chit wang is the key to understanding the religious goal
of Buddhism and is the basis of the practice to attain that goal both
in individual life and in social life. But while Buddhadasa’s
interpretation of chit wang is based upon notions found in the
canonical literature, in particular the notion of susiiata or
“voidness,” it has not historically received much attention in
Theravada Buddhism. Su7isiata or chit wang has in general been a
secondary concept used to explain more central notions such as
anattd, non-self, and anicca, impermanence. Because of the
peripheral character of the notions of sufifiata and chit wang in the
traditional readings of the Tipitaka in Thailand, Buddhadasa cannot
justify his emphasis on them by referring to either the Thai tradition
of scriptural interpretation or to the later commentary literature
used to support that tradition. In placing chit wang at the centre of
his presentation of Theravada doctrine, Buddhadasa has in fact
drawn heavily on Mahayana and Zen Buddhist teachings. Indeed,
in order to support his interpretation of Theravada Buddhist
doctrine, Buddhadisa has had to break radically with the doctrinal
analyses and readings of the scriptures historically taught by the Thai
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Sangha. This break with the Thai interpretative tradition has three
main components.

Firstly, Buddhadasa developed an alternative hermeneutic or
interpretative approach to the canonical scriptures which allowed
him to argue that significantly more sections of the Tipitaka provide
support for his views than superficial readings appear to provide.
He calls this interpretative theory phasa khon—phasa tham, “everyday
language-Dhamma language,” and the theory of phasa khon—phasa
tham is the focus of this chapter. Secondly, Buddhadasa reads the
Theravada scriptures selectively, rejecting as irrelevant to his
reinterpretative enterprise the entire final section of the Tipitaka,
the Abhidhammapitaka. In brief, he rejects the Abhidhammapitaka
because it is not written in the Buddha’s words. Buddhadisa accords
the greatest authority to the Buddha’s recorded discourses in the
Suttapitaka because he regards those sermons and conversations as
embodying the Buddha’s original insights. Buddhadasa’s rejection
of the Abhidhammapitaka is detailed in chapter 4 below. Buddha-
dasa also rejects the exegesis of the scriptures contained in
Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga, which has been the most important
commentary on the Pali canon since the fifth century of the
Christian era. In criticizing Buddhaghosa’s system of exegesis,
Buddhadisa opens the way for his altogether different interpretation
of the scriptures based on the hermeneutic theory of phasa khon—
phasa tham. In addition Buddhadisa reads selectively those sections
of the canonical literature that he does retain. For example, in
reading the Suttapitaka he concentrates on the Digha, Majjhima,
Aniguttara, and Samyurta Nikdyas, which contain the greatest
number of direct quotes from the Buddha. On the other hand, he
all but ignores the Khuddaka Nikaya of the Suttapitaka, a section of
the scriptures which contains a larger proportion of the popular,
“superstitious’ Buddhist teachings that he rejects.

But in addition to his theory of scriptural interpretation and his
critique of the canonical scriptures and commentaries, there is a
third important component to Buddhadasa’s reinterpretative
enterprise, namely, his reliance upon rational argumentation. That
is, instead of seeking to justify his views solely in terms of scriptural
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precedents, a methodological approach he nevertheless follows in
places, Buddhadaisa also argues for his central theory of chit wang
from first principles. Buddhadasa’s views must stand on the strength
of arguments presented to support them because he is unable to rely
on traditional sources of authority such as the commentaries, which
present an interpretation of Buddhism that he rejects.

But even though the radical nature of his views forces Buddhadisa
to rely more heavily upon rational analysis in presenting his views,
he is still severely constrained by institutional factors. He must at all
times be seen to be maintaining religious tradition and must avoid
being regarded as harming the social or official role of Buddhism in
Thailand. Buddhadisa thus cannot afford to be seen as radical or
innovative but must present his views as being founded upon
genuine Buddhist principles. But this very need to demonstrate his
faithfulness to Buddhist principles, as opposed to conforming to
established interpretations of the doctrine, introduces a far greater
emphasis on rational argument into Buddhadisa’s work than has
traditionally characterized doctrinal studies of Buddhism in
Thailand.

The fact that Buddhadisa ultimately does break from traditional
notions and interpretations of doctrine is shown by his preparedness
to accept into Theravada Buddhism non-Theravada notions that he
regards as having religious value. Because he argues for his views in
terms of what he sees as the principles of Buddhism and because he
places his primary allegiance in those principles rather than in any
specific text, commentary, or traditionally accepted view, Buddha-
disa is free to draw on ideas which he regards as being theoretically
compatible with his interpretation of Buddhist doctrine.

THE THEORY OF PHASA KHON-PHASA THAM

Buddhadisa distinguishes two hermeneutic levels of the Buddha’s
words in the Suztapitaka, calling these two levels phasa khon (nmneu)
or everyday language and phasa tham (amnnssn) or Dhamma
language.' He gives the following definitions:
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Everyday language is worldly language, the language of people who
do not know Dhamma. Dhamma language is the language spoken
by people who have gained a deep insight into the truth, Dhamma.”

Buddhadisa says phasa khon, or everyday language, “has as its
foundation a meaning dependent upon matter (it does not funda-
mentally rest upon Dhamma) and consequently speaks only about
material things.”(T)? On the other hand, phasa tham, or Dhamma
language, “has to do with the mental world, with the intangible
nonphysical world.”

While Buddhadasa speaks of two kinds of language, in fact the
distinguishing point between phasa khon and phasa tham is that they
represent two different types of knowledge which underlay the
original composition of the scriptures and which inform the reading
of those scriptures today. According to Buddhadisa, the Buddha’s
recorded statements in the scriptures fall into two general categories,
depending upon whether the Buddha himself was speaking in a
mundane or literal way about everyday things, that is, phasa khon,
or whether his words were 1n fact expressing transcendent insights
and so were founded on supramundane or spiritual knowledge, in
which case they are phasa tham or Dhamma language. The phasa
khon—phasa tham theory is then concerned with the recognition of
which sections of the scriptures are expressions of everyday language
and which express spiritual insights in Dhamma language. To be
able to recognize this distinction, Buddhadasa maintains, requires a
degree of spiritual insight on the part of the reader, lacking which
all the Buddha’s statements will mistakenly be read with a mundane
awareness simply as phasa khon. This is because language itself, being
a feature of the rational or discursive functioning of the mind, is
incapable of adequately expressing transcendent knowledge. Such
knowledge is only symbolically or metaphorically alluded to in
language and is incapable of being explicated within the rational
domain. But if the reader does not recognize when language is being
used to allude to that which cannot in fact be linguistically
expressed, he or she will mistakenly concentrate on the literal or

phasa khon sense of the terms, and will misread the author’s original
intent.
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Buddhadasa claims that it is possible to read some suttas or
sections of the scriptures in two ways with two different meanings,
depending on the mode of knowing which informs the reader’s act
of interpreting. Should the reader’s awareness be based solely on
sense-based experience of tangible things, then the suzzz will be read
as expressing the meanings of phasa khon or everyday language. But
it the reader is spiritually aware and knowledgeable of the intangible
realm then the same suzza, if it was in fact composed as an expression
of transcendent knowledge, may be read as expressing the meaning
of phasa tham, Dhamma language. The same linguistic expression
may thus be taken as referring to the abstract and supramundane.
Thus the two types of language in Buddhadasa’s theory do not refer
to any objectively discernible quality of the grammar, syntax, or
vocabulary of the scriptures. Rather, the theory is concerned with
detailing the types of interpretative frameworks a reader may apply
to religious texts, with the intention of permitting the original
spiritual or mundane character of sutzas to be recognized.

A phasa khon interpretation of a term is then simply its conven-
tional or literal meaning while the same term’s psasa tham rendering
is its spiritual or symbolic sense. Buddhadasa uses this distinction to
argue that many of the traditional readings and interpretations of
the Buddhist scriptures in Thailand remain at the literal or phasa
khon level. He also argues that these traditional interpretations are
wrong, or at least inaccurate, insofar as they do not take into account
the transcendent phasa tham sense of terms or passages. In general,
Buddhadasa is opposed to literal or phasa khon interpretations of
the scriptures, arguing that the true import of the Buddha’s words is
only found when their metaphorical or phasa tham significance is
appreciated. He does not claim that every expression in the

scriptures has both a phasa khon and a phasa tham reading. It is not
the case that the entire body of the recorded words of the Buddha

can be read as a consistent system solely at the literal level of phasa
khon or at the metaphorical level of phasa tham. There is only an

overlap, and thus possible confusion over interpretation, at certain
points. He maintains that both hermeneutic levels need to be

considered in order to accurately understand the Buddha's
teachings, “not just either one of them alone.”™
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In his work Buddhadisa places more emphasis on the notion of
phasa tham, and those sections of the Suttapitaka that he regards as
being expressed in Dhamma language, than on phasa khon and those
sections of the scriptures which can be read literally. This 1s because
it is his reinterpretations of doctrine in terms of phasa tham which
differ from the traditional views of Buddhist teachings and which
therefore need to be discussed and justified. The parts of the
scriptures which he regards as being written in phasa khon are not of
great interest to Buddhadisa because they are the sections where, by
and large, he agrees with the traditional literal reading of the texts.

THE NOTIONS OF SPIRITUAL DEPTH AND CONTEMPORARY
RELEVANCE IN BUDDHADASA’S WORK

Buddhadasa’s notion of Dhamma language as an appreciation of
the underlying spiritual sense of a term or statement, is closely re-
lated to his concern to inject new relevance into Buddhism. He has
said that he hopes his reinterpretations will enable Thai Buddhism
to “effect results that will satisfy today’s students.”(T)® By “student”
Buddhadasa here means educated Thais with a modernist and pro-
gressive outlook. Buddhadisa regards his phasa tham interpretations
as not only revealing the hidden truth of Buddhist teachings but
also as simultaneously demonstrating the contemporary relevance
of those teachings to “today’s students.” That is, he regards return-
ing to the original truth of the religion as equivalent to establishing
the importance of the saving message of Buddhism in the modern
world. This equation of truth or spiritual depth with contemporary
relevance is seen by some of Buddhadasa’s critics as opportunistic,
as seeking to justify a modernist Buddhist social ideology by what is
presented as a return to the original truth of the religion. Such claims
are not without some substance given the apparent preparedness of
some of Buddhadasa’s lay followers to support his modernist inter-
pretations for pragmatic reasons rather than because his views are
perceived as necessarily manifesting spiritual truth. For example, a
biographer of Buddhadisa gives the following quote as indicative of
the views of those who support Buddhadisa’s work:
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If the religious ofticialdom does not effect a revolutionary renewal in
Buddhism so that it becomes appropriate and relevant to the
expectations of Thais of today’s civilization then the disintegration
of Buddhism will become more clearly manifest every day . . . As for
the state of mind of Thais with strong nationalist feelings, at this time
they have already begun to be widely alert in religious matters. That
is, they would be glad to accept every kind of religion or ideology so
long as that religion or ideology helps promote the development of
cooperation . . . for suppressing the power of other lands in our
economic and political affairs.(T)

But whether Buddhadasa’s views are regarded as representing the
original teachings of the Buddha, or as simply being a conveniently
adjusted interpretation presented under the guise of conforming to
Buddhism’s original insights, depends on what is regarded as the
true core of the religion. Buddhadasa’s conservative critics take the
historically and institutionally sanctioned interpretations of doctrine
as the most reliable guidelines to the Buddha’s message. As a
consequence, the fact that Buddhadasa’s views are in general at odds
with the traditional presentations of the doctrine is regarded by these
authors as discrediting his work.

However, Buddhadisa believes that religious truth lies in faith-
fulness to doctrinal principles rather than to historical tradition as
embodied in the institution of the Sangha, which he regards as of-
ten maintaining erroneous and inconsistent interpretations of Bud-
dhist teachings. Buddhadasa assumes Buddhism to be a universal
religion, in the sense that its message of salvation from suftering is
universally true and relevant to all people in all times and in all
places. He then regards the criticisms of modernist Thais that Bud-
dhism in Thailand is no longer relecvant to contemporary life as in-
dicating that the true meaning of the Buddha’s message has been
obscured. Buddhadasa claims that the source of the obfuscation of
the Buddha’s universally relevant message of salvation lies in the
influence of Brahmanical and animist beliefs, which have become
associated with institutional Buddhism and which have disrorted
the original pristine character of the religion. Buddhadasa believes
that when these accretions are removed and the doctrine is once
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again revealed in its original purity the contemporary relevance of
Buddhism’s universal message will become clear and the problem
identified by intellectual critics will be resolved. At the same time,
Buddhism will have been cleansed of the irrational and supernatural
elements which many educated Thais find unacceprable.
Buddhadisa’s rationalist approach to interpreting Buddhist
doctrine, justified by his interpretative theory of phasa tham, simul-
taneously brings Buddhism into conformity with a particular view
of modern scientific rationality and with a doctrinal view of the
religion that seeks to make the teachings of Buddhism wholly
consistent with its basic theoretical principles.

Buddhadasa’s return to religious principles can be seen as a
genuinely motivated attempt to “purify” Buddhism and to reveal its
universal message of salvation. But at the same time, his related
interest in establishing Buddhism as a scientific and rational religion,
if considered in isolation, can also be regarded as a pragmatic
attempt to instil relevance into the religion by responding to
changing public opinions and social trends. However, Buddhadisa’s
work is not a “pure’ phenomenon, whether purely a response to
Buddhist principles or purely a pragmatic or political development.
His work is a compound phenomenon which can only be expected
to manifest its diverse sources. Consequently, neither Buddhadasa’s
claims that he is returning to the truth of Buddhism, nor the
counterclaims of his critics that his theory of phasa tham is merely a
cover for pragmatic adjustments of doctrine to meet contemporary
expectations, can be ignored.

DOCTRINAL REINTERPRETATIONS BASED ON
PHASA THAM READINGS OF THE BUDDHIST SCRIPTURES

In the Pali scriptures the Buddha and his disciples often refer to
celestial beings and to demons and the various levels of heavens and
hells inhabited by these beings. Traditionally other worlds and
superhuman and subhuman beings have been regarded as real in
Buddhism, respectively representing the heights and depths a

human may either rise or sink to in subsequent lives as a result of
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the consequences of their good or bad deeds. Celestial beings or
devatd, heavens and hells, are all taken as real by Buddhaghosa in his
interpretative text, the Visuddhimagga. Speaking of the supernatural
powers attained by concentration meditation and the attainment
of jhanas or trance states, Buddhaghosa says that with the super-
normal power of clairaudience one may hear “right up to the
Brahma world,” that is, the heavenly domain inhabited by the god
Brahma and his retinue. Elsewhere he says that because of a strong
desire for heavenly bliss one may, by the effect of the kamma created
by such a desire, be reborn in the Brahma world.? Buddhaghosa
supports his interpretation with quotes from the Buddha’s scriptural
pronouncements on the benefits of attaining jhdnas:

Where do they [meditators] reappear after developing the first
jhana limitedly? They reappear in the company of the deities of

Brahma’s retinue.!©

However, Buddhadiasa does not interpret such references to the
“deities of Brahma’s retinue” as being actual celestial beings. He says
such a view is a limited phasa khon reading and instead defines devata
(Thai: thewada) in phasa tham as, “A person free of suftering, who is
beautiful, lives in ease and is glorious.”(T)'! He adds:

If in this human world there are some people who need not work, be
anxious, or bear heavy burdens but who can continually relax, play,
and be at ease, then, according to the above definition, they can be
called thewada. Moreover, if they do not obtain this status of ease for
a few hours they may burn with worries and unease like beings in hell.
When they work at tiring duties they are human. But in the hours
they are sensually satisfied they are thewada.(T)"?

As for the nature of the abodes of these thewada and hellish
beings, Buddhadasa says that

Heaven is in one’s breast, hell is in one’s mind, #ibbdna exists in the

human mind. Hence what is meant by the term “world” exists in the
human mind.(T)"
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Talking specifically of the various grades of hell described in the
Pali canon, Buddhadisa maintains that their interpretation as
“woeful states” of mind, apdya, “coincides in meaning and purpose
with what the Buddha taught,”!* while the belief that they represent
actual realms of being “should be recognised as superstition.”!

There is a common pattern across all Buddhadasa’s phasa tham
reinterpretations which reveals an implicit criterion underlying the
use of the theory. Notions which in the Visuddhimagga and popular
interpretations of the scriptures refer to actual supramundane or
submundane realms and beings are reduced to psychological states
or conditions. That is, in Buddhadisa’s phasa tham readings the
traditional Buddhist cosmology is collapsed and brought within the
range of the life and mind of the individual. Heaven or sugati in
phasa tham is not a realm of happy rebirth but the state of mind of a
happy person. Similarly, a thewada is anyone who is “in heaven,” in
the popular sense of someone alive here on earth who is overjoyed
or pleasantly satisfied.

‘Taken as a whole Buddhadasa’s phasa tham reinterpretations
represent a systematic demythologization of the Buddhist scriptures
whereby cosmological realms become psychological states and
deities and demons are interpreted as individuals experiencing those
states. Whenever a concept or term is traditionally interpreted in a
way which is at odds with a modernist or scientific world view then
that term or concept is demythologized and subjected to a phasa
tham reinterpretation. Buddhadasa eschews metaphysical
interpretations of the doctrine and attempts to bring all the
significant notions of Buddhist thought within the experiential
ambit of the human mind.

However, this demythologization appears to be at odds with
sections of the scriptures which unequivocally refer to supernatural
states and beings. The commonness of the Buddha’s unqualified
scriptural references to heavens, hells, deities, and demons gives the
strong impression that he himself believed in the metaphysical rather
than simply psychological reality of such realms and beings. For
example, it is difficult to interpret the following passages from the
Puggala and Cittanayi Suttas as referring to anything other than an
actual hell and an actual heaven:
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If at this time the person [who has a mind turbid with £ilesz] should
die they would go to naraka [hell] because of their turbid mind . . .
All beings inevitably go to dugati [hell] because of that mental
turbidity.(T)!¢

[f at this time this person [who has a mind bright and clear of
kilesal should die they would go to sugasi [heaven] because of their
clear mind. .. All beings inevitably go to sugati because of that mental

clarity.(T)!/

However, Buddhadasa’s demythologization of the Theravada
scriptures does obtain some support from the fact that the authority
of the traditional system of scriptural exegesis taken from the
Visuddhimagga, in which heaven and hell are regarded as real, is
based solely on tradition. There is no literature supporting the
interpretative position taken in the Visuddhimagga because
historically it has never been questioned in Thailand. Because
heaven and hell have been generally accepted as referring to actual
supernatural conditions there has been no need to justify the literal
reading of these and similar terms in the scriptures. This means that
the interpretative system presented by the Visuddhimagga and
related commentaries is only as strong as the regard and reverence
in which that text and its interpretative tradition has customarily
been held. Should the regard for the traditional interpretative
tradition falter, then, in the absence of any canonical justification
for reading the scriptures literally, the interpretations hallowed by
that tradition would be substantially weakened. Buddhadasa 1s
therefore able to argue that his radical reinterpretations are
consistent with the Buddha’s teachings.

The superficiality of the criticisms of the phasa tham theory made
by Buddhadasa’s opponents demonstrates the lack of a theoretical
basis for the traditionally accepted exegetical system. Those
criticisms which are not directed at the political implications of
Buddhadisa’s theory amount to statements of faith and ad
hominems. In countering Buddhadasa, Anan Senakhan says,

There really is a hell. It denotes every kind of being which must be
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born in the realm of suffering called hell . . . beings having wholesome

kamma are born in heaven.(T)!®

He accuses Buddhadaisa of, “explaining [the doctrine] like a mentally
backward person.”(T)"

In the absence of reasoned arguments for accepting the traditional
Theravada exegetical system, any competing system of interpreta-
tion need not have so strong a theoretical foundation as might be
expected. This point is brought out clearly by a follower of
Buddhadasa in a book on interpreting religious symbolism, that is,

phasa tham:

Since there exists no simple set of rules for the deciphering of
religious allegories, each individual is more or less at liberty to
propose whichever interpretation strikes him as the most reasonable.
Whether he then manages to convince others that his view is correct
depends on how well he can put his case and defend it against the

attacks of critics.?¢

Yet it must be noted that Buddhadasa does not in fact completely
deny the cosmological reality of heaven and hell:

True enough, the heaven and hell of everyday language are realms
outside—though don’t ask me where—and they are attained after
death. But the heaven and hell of Dhamma language are to be found
in the mind and may be attained anytime depending on one’s mental

makeup.(T)?*!

To be precise, Buddhadasa does not deny the traditional
supernatural interpretations of doctrine but rather renders them
irrelevant for the purpose which he takes to be the goal of Buddhism.
That is, they are irrelevant to the attainment of n:bbdna in this life.
For, as Buddhadisa so often insists, “nibbdna must be something
we can have in this life.”(T)?* He maintains that

Buddhism exists in order to allow everyone to live in the world
victoriously; we needn’t flee the world.(T)?’
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As for that which is called Dhamma or sasana (religion), it exists
in order to be the refuge of the people of the world. I don’t want good

people to abandon the world but I want people to live in the world
beneticially and without suffering.(T)**

Buddhadisa defines Buddhism as a religious system which is
concerned only with this life and, while not denying the existence
of an afterlife in heaven or hell, he places them outside the focus of
concern of the religion. This means that from a phasa tham
standpoint all the references to an afterlife in the Buddhist scriptures
must be interpreted as symbols of some condition or process in this
lite. Buddhadasa maintains, “The Dhamma of the Lord Buddha
does not talk about the period after death in the coffin as something
important.”(T)%> He justifies his disinterest in the afterlife by saying
that, “If we rectify and correct this life then without doubt the next
life will be rectified accordingly.”(T)?

From a purely theoretical perspective the denial of the
significance yet non-denial of the reality of supernatural phenomena
might seem an unnecessary complication. However, we should look
to the ideological significance of phasa tham when seeking to
understand the emphasis Buddhadasa places on it. One ot the
functions of Buddhadasa’s reinterpreted system of Buddhism is to
endow the material world and human activities in this world with
religiously sanctioned value. This sanctification of the mundane is
achieved by integrating mundane activities and aspirations into the
effort to attain spiritual salvation. This shift, to view the material
world as a positive domain of human activity and aspirations, is
radically opposed to the traditional clerical view of the world as a
retarding and almost inherently evil influence. The traditional
scriptural view of life in the world, as a householder, is made clear in

the following quote from the Digha Nikdya:

Full of hindrances is the household life, a path for the dust of passion.
Free as the air is the life of him who has renounced all worldly things.
How difficult it is for the man who lives at home to live the holy life

(brabmacariya) in all its fullness, in all its purity, in all its bright

perfection.?’
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The attitude among many monks in Thailand today is little
different. The biographer of the famous ascetic monk Achan Man
(died 1947) recounts that at an early point in his life the sage

came to realise that the life of the householder is the conglomeration
of all kinds of suffering, being like an immense thicketed forest where
lurk all kinds of dangers, whereas the chaste life (brahmacariya),
supported by the efforts of renunciation, would serve to carry him
through that dangerous land.*

The denial and opposition implicit in the theory of phasa tham is
not directed solely at supernatural and other “unscientific” views,
but also against the world-negating outlook inherent in the tradi-
tional lokuttara standpoint. This indicates that the deeper function
of Buddhadisa’s theory, over and above the demythologization of
the Buddhist scriptures, is the establishment of the social world as a
domain with religious importance. 1t is because science values the
material world, as the source and object of human knowledge and
as the domain for the finding of human well-being, that Buddhadisa
so values it and uses phasa tham as a method to effect a rationalist
demythologization of Buddhism. The proposition that there are two
levels at which the Buddhist scriptures can be understood is thus
fundamental to Buddhadisa’s attempt to make activity in the
material world a positive part of the religious effort to end suffering,
and this contributes to the significance of Buddhadasa’s thought
and to his popularity among progressive Buddhists.

SOURCES OF THE THEORY OF
PHASA KHON-PHASA THAM
Given the importance of the phasa khon—phasa tham theory to
Buddhadisa’s work, it is important to know what standing or
validity the theory has in the Theravada tradition which he seeks to
reform. In fact, the theory of phasa khon—phasa tham has a precedent
in well-established principles laid down for interpreting the

Theravada scriptures. Buddhadasa observes that “The Buddha laid

82



PHASA KHON-PHASA THAM

down a principle for testing: examine and measure against the sustas
and compare with the vinaya.”® This interpretative principle is
based on advice given by the Buddha on his deathbed on how to
deal with statements on the doctrine which are dubious or disputed.

In the Mahaparinibbina Sutta the Buddha says

Then you should study well those [disputed] paragraphs and
words, and investigate whether they occur in the sutta, and
compare them with the vinaya. If having investigated the sutta
and compared with the vinaya they can neither [be found] in the
sutta nor [be found to be] comparable with the [teachings in the]
vinaya, then you should reach agreement on these points that
they are certainly not the words of the Bhagava [the Buddha],
and that the bhikkhu in question [who made the disputed
statement] has incorrectly remembered [the Buddha’s teaching].
You should discard those statements completely.(T)*°

The principle of interpretation laid down here is that disputed or
dubious statements on the doctrine should be compared with the
recorded words of the Buddha, the sutta, and with the ethical
principles recorded in the vinaya, to gauge whether they are accurate
and in accord with Buddhist ethical principles.

The Buddha gave this strict and literalist interpretative method
at a time when Buddhism was an oral tradition. Before the Buddhist
canon was written down several centuries after the Buddha’s death,
monks were primarily concerned to remember faithfully the Tatha-
gata’s precise words. The Buddha’s statement in the Maha-
parinibbana Sutta is thus meant as an injunction to monks to adhere
closely to the actual teachings of the Buddha which they had
committed to memory.

However, once the Buddhist scriptures were written down the
interpretative principle laid down in the Mahdparinibbina Sutta was
considerably revised. One of the most important methodological
texts of the literary period of traditional Theravada Buddhism is the
Netti-Pakarana. George Bond maintains that the following merhod
is presented in the Netti-Pakarana®' as leading to the “right
construing” of the Buddha’s words: “These terms and phrasing [in
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question] must be placed beside the sutta, compared with the vinaya
and patterned after the essential nature of Dhamma.”?* The
principle that interpretations of the doctrine should “be patterned
after the essential nature of the Dhamma” is more general than that
put forward by the Buddha, proposing that a view or opinion should
be theoretically consistent with the doctrinal basics of the religion,
rather than being a literal restatement of the Buddha’s words, as
required by the Mahbdaparinibbina Sutta.

The Netti-Pakarana develops the canonical interpretative prin-
ciple into a form more appropriate to a literary tradition in which
the demands of simple memorization have been lifted and detailed
textual analysis can be undertaken. The principle that scriptural
interpretations should be patterned after the Dhamma amounts to
a recognition that in a literary tradition faithfulness to the Buddha’s
teaching no longer necessitates a strictly literal adherence to his
actual words but may also be based upon views which follow the
spirit of the Buddha’s teachings. This more liberal principle of
interpretation is then very close to Buddhadisa’s method of
Interpreting the scriptures.

Bond proposes that the interpretative method put forward in the
Netti-Pakarana

not only requires the interpreter to elicit from a text the semantic
essence of the Dhamma [phrasing], but also to indicate how a text
points to the goal of the Dhamma [i.e. nibbina).>’

That 1s, the Netti-Pakarana teaches that the scriptures can be
interpreted at two levels: at the level of understanding the literal
meaning of statements and terms, and at the level of understanding
how those terms and statements point towards or are suggestive of
nibbana. These two levels closely parallel Buddhadasa’s distinction
between phasa khon, as the literal sense of a term, and phasa tham, as
the transcendent insight alluded to by what otherwise can be read as
a quite ordinary expression. And just as Buddhadasa proposes that
those lacking spiritual insight may read the scriptures in terms of
phasa khon while missing their higher or phasa tham import, so too
Bond says that
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the Nezti implies that every authentic text implicitly points to the
attha [sense or meaning] of the Buddha’s teachings, but unless an

interpreter is aware of the guidelines this indication of the goal could
be overlooked or misunderstood.?

Thus, the basic similarity between the method of the Nezt:-
Pakarapa and Buddhadasa’s interpretative theory is, as Bond puts
it, the proposition that “the interpreter must not only understand
the words of the Buddha’s teaching but must also grasp how they
point to the aim of the Dhamma.”%

Buddhadisa aims to present the doctrines of Buddhism in a way
that clearly reveals their relevance to contemporary life. In attempt-
ing to fulfil this aim by using the interpretative licence conferred by
his notion of phasa tham or Dhamma language, Buddhadaisa is in
fact re-expressing the interpretative principle which the author of
the Netti-Pakarana implored all interpreters of the Buddha’s words
to adhere to: namely, to go beyond the immediate sense or
presentation of a term to appreciate its underlying spiritual import.

In addition to the methodology of the Netti-Pakarana, there is
an even older precedent for the phasa khon—phasa tham distinction
in the tradition that the Buddha varied the level of his instruction
according to the ability of his audience to understand the spiritual
truths revealed. This tradition supports Buddhadisa’s claim that
different sections of the suttas were given by the Buddha in different
ways, whether as phasa khon or as phasa tham. The view that there
are two levels to the Buddha’s discourses is related to the traditional
division between the two paths to salvation taught by the Buddha;
that is, the division between the lokiya path for the layperson, which
promotes well-being but does not end the process of rebirth, and
the lokuttara path for the renunciate, which leads directly to the
cessation of rebirth and to liberation from suffering. The view that
the Buddha spoke in different ways depending on the level of
spiritual development of his audience is also related to the Buddha’s
pragmatic approach to knowledge, where that which is beneficial is
given priority over that which is strictly true.

Using this theory some passages in the scriptures have been
interpreted as referring to the lokiya path where, say, “right view” or
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sammaditthi does not mean direct insight into religious truth but
rather an outlook with spiritually or morally beneficial results. On
the other hand, other passages in the scriptures have been taken as
referring more directly to the lokuttara path and sammddigth: has
then been interpreted as meaning spiritual insight or wisdom.
Buddhadasa expresses a similar view in the following passage:

At the basic level, right view (sammadditthi) is understanding which
is correct in the respect that it effects beneficial development of this
world in every way the worldlings want.!*®! Right view of the middle
level is understanding which is correct insofar as it effects beneticial
development in worlds higher than those that worldlings wish for,
and which are called the “other world;” the world beyond or the next
world®”l and which are better than or different from this world. As
for the high level of right view, that denotes understanding which is
correct in the respect that it effects crossing over or transcendence of
each and every world in all ways, which is called the attainment of

nivvdna or lokuttara and which is interpreted as being beyond the
world.(T)?8

The tradition that there are two levels of the Buddha’s discourses
has been systematically expressed in the Abhidhammapitaka as the
Buddhist theory of two truths, sammatisacca and paramatthasacca.
Sammatisacca or conventional truth denotes the everyday level of
knowledge, while paramatthasacca denotes a form of knowledge
based directly on underlying truth or reality. In the Abbidhamma-
pitaka these two modes of knowing are also related to two modes of
expounding the Dhamma. Sammatisacca or conventional truth is
related to puggaliadhitthana, exposition of the doctrine in terms of
persons or by personification, and paramatthasacca or absolute truth
is related to dhammadbitthina, exposition in terms of elements or
concepts. Exposition of Buddhist doctrine in terms of elements,
dhammadhitthana, denotes the consistent presentation of the
teachings in terms of the doctrine of anatti or non-self, Interpreting
everything as being composed of naturally occurring elements or
aggregates, khandhas, combining and functioning in accord with
natural laws or Dhamma. To be wholly consistent with the doctrine
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of anattd one must completely eschew speaking of individuals (Pali:
puggala) or persons. Instead, one must speak only of khandhas acting
in accord with natural laws.

A consistent account of Buddhist teaching which eschews
reference to people who suffer or attain liberation, talking only of
aggregates of form, consciousness, volition, etc., is called dhamma-
dhitthina, where Dhamma has the special sense of an element or
constitutive aggregate, khandha. Dhammddhitthina thus denotes a
true or faithful exposition of the doctrine based upon spiritual
insight into Dhamma. Like Buddhadasa’s notion of phasa tham,
dhammddhitthdna denotes a spiritually informed exposition of
Buddhist doctrine which is based upon insight into the truth of
anattd and is in accord with absolute truth, paramatthasacca.

On the other hand, puggalddhitthana is regarded as an inferior
and inadequate exposition of the doctrine because it continues to
refer to people and individuals as if they in fact have an essential
selt. Puggalidhitthana accounts of Buddhist teaching are, like phasa
khon, based on everyday awareness or conventional knowledge,
sammatisacca, which is devoid of spiritual insight. While expositions
of the doctrine in terms of puggalidhitthiana may have value in
encouraging moral practice among those who lack the spiritual
insight to appreciate the core doctrines, such expositions in terms of
conventional concepts and terms are, strictly speaking, false. And
while such false but morally and spiritually beneficial accounts of
the doctrine are sanctioned in the instructional texts of the
Suttapitaka, the authors of the Abhidhammapitaka presented the
doctrine in a way wholly consistent with the principle of anatta.
That is, the Abhidhammapitaka represents an attempt to present
Buddhist teachings solely in terms of dhammadhitthina

Buddhadasa has related his notions of phasa khon and phasa tham
to puggalidhitthana and dhammadhitthina, respectively. He equates
the Thai word for person, khon (found in the term phasa khon,
“everyday language”), with the Pali loan word bukkhon or puggala
denoting “individual”, which is found in the term puggalidhit-
thana. That is, Buddhadasa regards his neologism, phasa knon, as a
Thai version of the Pali term puggalidhitthina. Buddhadisa says
that phasa khon “is called speaking in the way of puggaladhitthina,
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for those who cannot work out deep things.”(T)?? Buddhadasa also
equates dhammaddhitthana with the absolute truth or paramattha-
sacca which underpins his phasa tham interpretations of the

scriptures:

This [paramatthasacca) is held to be truly speaking in the way of
dbammadhitthana, and to reach to the end point of those matters [of
doctrine] which ordinary people still cannot see.(T)40

The word tham (found in phasa tham) is the Thai equivalent of the
Pali term Dhamma, and Buddhadisa appears to regard his term
phasa tham as a contemporary Thai rendering of the Pali term
dhammddpitthdna.

While Buddhadasa presents phasa khon and phasa tham as being
related to the notions of puggalidhitthiana and dhammadbitthina,
respectively, there is, however, an important difference between the
two sets of terms. Traditionally the Suttapitaka as a whole has been
called vohdradesand, “the teaching [presented in terms] of
conventional speech,” because it is composed predominantly of
conversations or vohdra expressed in conventional speech. That is,
the entire Suttapitaka has traditionally been categorized as puggala-
dnitthdna. On the other hand, the Abhidhammapitaka has been
called paramatthadesana, “the teaching (presented in terms) of
ultimate truth,” because its doctrinal tracts are in the main expressed
in terms of the constitutive elements of existence. That is, the
Abhidhammapitaka is traditionally regarded as an exposition in
terms of dhammaddbitthina. The theory of phasa khon—phasa tham,
however, breaks with this convention. Buddhadiasa maintains that
many of the Buddha’s statements in the Suztapitaka should be read
as paramatthadesand, i.e., as phasa tham. He says that to regard all
the discourses recorded in the Swuztapitaka simply as conventional
speech or vondradesand and to interpret them as puggalidhitthiana
or phasa khon is to miss their real spiritual significance. That is,
Buddhadisa transfers the notion of dhammadhitthana from its
traditional referent of the Abhidhammapitaka o the discourses and
discussions of the Suttapitaka, which have historically been regarded
as being presented solely in terms of puggalidbitthana. Thus, while
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being derived from the notion of dbammadbitthina, Buddhadasa’s
notion of phasa tham has a different referent from its parent notion.
Similarly, while the notion of phasa khon is derived from that of
puggalddhitthana, Buddhadisa’s term also has a different referent.
Instead of being a generic term for the direct speech recorded in the

Suttapitaka, phasa khon denotes an inadequate and uninformed
reading of the Buddha’s words.

DIFFICULTIES WITH THE THEORY OF
PHASA KHON-PHASA THAM

There is a difficulty, however, in the derivation of the notions of
prasa khon and phasa tham. For while Buddhadasa wishes to use
these notions to develop his reinterpretation of the doctrine
contained in the Suttapitaka, the two terms’ respective parental
notions of sammatisacca and paramatthasacca and of puggali-
dphitthana and dhammddhitthina are not found in the Sustapitaka
but first appear in the later Abhidhammapitaka,*' whose authority
Buddhadasa by and large rejects. In fact, the distinction between
absolute and relative truth defined above is only explicitly developed
in the later commentaries, which Buddhadisa considers even less
authoritative than the Abhidhammapitaka. Buddhadisa’s views on
the canonicity and authority of the Theravada scriptures and
commentaries are discussed in detail in chapter 4. However, it is
important to note here that Buddhadasa rejects the authority of the
literature which he himself has stated is the source of the crucial
hermeneutic theory of phasa khon—phasa tham. He rejects the
Abhidhamma literature in order to cleanse Buddhism of the
superstitious, cosmological views commonly associated with it in
Thailand and in order to avoid what he regards as the Abhidhamma-
pitaka’s excessive analytical detail. The motivation behind setting
up the phasa khon—phasa tham theory 1s similarly to develop a
method of interpreting the key scriptures of the Suttapitaka in a
way that is scientific and non-superstitious. However, these two
prongs of Buddhadasa’s reinterpretation of Theravada doctrine—
the rejection of the Abhidhamma and the positing of the theory of
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phasa tham—are in fact in conflict, with the rejection of the
Abhidhamma undermining the scriptural basis of his hermeneutic
theory.

Nevertheless, as discussed above, the notions of puggalidhirthiana
and dhammadhitthiaina found in the Abhidhamma literature are not
the only sources of the theory of phasa khon—phasa tham. Both the
interpretative method put forward in the Netti-Pakarapa and the
generally recognized tradition that the Buddha varied his discourses
to suit the level of understanding of his audience also provide a firm
basis for Buddhadasa’s theory within the Theravada tradition.
Nevertheless, it is still the case that Buddhadasa explicitly cites
puggalddhitthana and dhammadpitthiana as the respective sources of
his notions of phasa khon and phasa tham, and it is also the case that
he rejects the authority of the Abhidhamma, which is the canonical
source of those notions. While Buddhadisa does not discuss his
justifications of the phasa khon—phasa tham theory and his rejection
of the Abhidhamma in the same texts, this does not lessen the logical
contradiction, a contradiction which he neither acknowledges nor
deals with.

However, another Thai scholar monk also interested in develop-
ing modernist and relevant interpretations of Buddhist theory, Phra
Rajavaramuni, has provided a possible resolution of the above
contradiction in his reference work on Theravada doctrine, Phuttha-
tham (wnoosa)(T).*? While Rajavaramuni is not explicitly concerned
with Buddhadiasa’s work or with the theory of phasa khon—phasa
tham,*? large sections of his book Phutthatham are directed to an
analysis and justification of interpretations of the scriptures which
correspond closely to Buddhadasa’s own views. Even though
Buddhadisa and Rajavaramunt have worked independently, they
share common views about the need to reinterpret and represent
Theravada teachings in a way that demonstrates their relevance to
modern life. These common views have in several places indepen-
dently led the two scholar monks to similar interpretative positions.
Like Buddhadisa, Rajavaramuni places the greatest emphasis on the
Buddha’s own recorded words in the Suttapitaka as the source of
doctrinal authority. Wherever possible he attempts to trace the
origins of his interpretations of doctrine back to statements in the
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Suttapitaka rather than justifying his views by referring to later
commentaries on the scriptures.

In Phutthatham Rajavaramuni provides a detailed discussion of
the origins of the sammatisacca-paramatthasacca(T) distinction,**
which is one precedent of the phasa khon—phasa tham theory.
Rajavaramuni observes that the immediate source of this distinction
is a comment made by a nun or bhikkhuni named Vajira® in the
Vajira Sutta, who is quoted as condemning the conventional
approach to understanding reality which is ignorant of the truth of
anattd or non-self:

This is Mara [delusion]! How can you have this clinging-informed
thought that it [a human being] is an entity? Inasmuch as it is only
a pile of sarikhara [compounded things] no entity atall can be found.
Just as when the necessary components are assembled together it is
said that there is a “cart,” so when all the £bandha are present it is
[conventionally] assumed that there is an entity.(T)%

Rajavaramuni adds that the sammati-paramattha distinction
developed in the Abhidhammapitaka is in fact founded on the
Buddha’s advice to “recognize the use of language as a medium of
meaning without being attached to the [conventional] assumptions
as a slave of language.”(T)*” He supports this view by citing pas-
sages such as the following from the Potthapida Sutta, where the
Buddha says, “these are worldly appellations, worldly expressions,
worldly usages and worldly designations that the Tathagata uses in
speaking but is not attached to.”(T)*® Here Rajavaramuni is saying
that the conceptual distinction of sammatisacca and paramatthasacca,
which underpins both Buddhadasa’s phasa khon—phasa tham theory
and the interpretative distinction of puggaladhitthina and dhamma-
dhitthana, has its actual source in the Buddha’s own recorded
words found in the Suttapitaka. That is, Rajavaramuni’s account
circumvents the difficulty caused by Buddhadasa’s denial of the
Abhidhammapitaka and related commentaries by tracing the sources
of the distinction back to the Suttapitaka, whose authority Buddha-
dasa does recognize. However, Buddhadasa himself does not detail
this source of his notions in the Suttapitaka and so it still remains
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the case that within the body of his own writings there remains a
contradiction between his assertion of the theory of phasa
khon—phasa tham and his denial of the authority of that theory’s
immediate scriptural source in the Abhidhammapitaka.

In addition to the theoretical difficulties associated with the scrip-
tural sources of the phasa tham theory, there are also pracrical difti-
culties in applying Buddhadisa’s theory of scriptural interpretation.
Firstly, Buddhadisa provides no explicit principle to indicate which
parts of the Suttapitaka should be read in terms of either phasa khon
or phasa tham. His theory is consequently particularly susceptible to
attack, for without a clearly expressed criterion of how the two types
of interpretation should be applied, disputes over the respective
phasa khon or phasa tham character of particular suttas cannot easily
be resolved. And secondly, Buddhadisa does not provide a theoreti-
cal criterion for judging the accuracy of any particular interpreta-
tion of a surta which he claims is the true phasa tham rendering of
that sutta. This means that it is difficult for Buddhadisa to prove
that in reinterpreting the Pali scriptures he is not simply following
his own whim or twisting the original text to suit his own purposes,
as has been claimed by some of his critics. This is not to say that
Buddhadasa’s interpretations are in fact wrong or twisted, but that
he provides no criterion which might allow others to decide inde-
pendently the accuracy of his renderings of the scriptures. That is,
he does not provide a theoretical criterion which would allow an
independent observer to determine from an analysis of the text or
scriptures in question whether that text should be read as phasa tham
and, if it is to be read as phasa tham, whether the Dhamma language
interpretation Buddhadisa gives to that text is in fact correct.

But while Buddhadiasa does not present any explicit criteria for
applying his interpretative theory, a close reading of his works does
reveal the operation of some implicit criteria. One of these criteria
is sociological, in that Buddhadisa bases judgements of the
inaccuracy of traditional readings of the scriptures and of the
accuracy of his phasa tham readings on the social and religious
consequences of those respective interpretations. This criterion is
related to Buddhadasa’s ecumenical interests for, as discussed in
chapter 9, harmony between religions is a major plank of
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Buddhadasa’s proposal for a better world, seeing as he traces social
problems to weaknesses in or conflicts between religions. He thereby
regards ending social problems which hinder improvements in
human well-being as fundamentally a religious matter, saying that

The true objective of the founders of all religions with regard to the
completion or perfection of what is most useful and needful for
humanity is notbeing achieved, because the followers of the respective
religions interpret the language of Dhamma wrongly, having preserved
wrong interpretations and preached wrongly to such an extent that
the world has been facing turmoil and problems created by the

conflicts among religions.*’

Thus for Buddhadasa the key to religious harmony is that each
religion’s doctrines should be interpreted correctly according to
phasa tham, and because of what he sees as historical accretions to
and misinterpretations of original religious teachings he warns that
“We should be extremely careful with [religious] interpretations of
a rigidly traditional nature.”® To promote mutual understanding
and agreement about the correct rendering of each religion’s
doctrines Buddhadasa calls for “enlightened flexibility as regarding
interpreting.””! Concretely this “enlightened flexibility” means that

We should maintain that if an interpretation of any word in any
religion leads to disharmony and does not positively further the
welfare of the many, then such an interpretation is to be regarded as

wrong; that is, against the will of God, or as the working of Satan or
Mara.>?

Here Buddhadasa is restating the Buddha’s epistemological
criterion of “moral benefit” discussed in chapter 1. That is, he
proposes that the criterion for judging the accuracy of a phasa tham
interpretation is ethical. A term or sutta should be subjected to a
phasa tham reinterpretation if its traditional interpretation does not
produce social and religious harmony. And a phasa tham rendering
is correct if it then permits or promotes universal weltare and
interreligious harmony.
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This sociological criterion for the application of phasa tham in-
terpretations demonstrates that Buddhadasa’s theory is not based
solely in Theravada doctrine although, as has already been discussed,
it is closely related to the tradition of Theravada thought. Rather,
Buddhadaisa’s hermeneutic theory incorporates his perception of the
social role and importance of Buddhism in Thailand, for the socio-
logical criterion for applying phasa tham interpretations of the scrip-
tures is based upon his judgements about the social impact of par-
ticular interpretations of religious texts and doctrines. The socio-
logical criterion for the application of phasa tham interpretations
does not deal with the character of the texts in dispute, but is based
on extra-textual judgements of the beneficial or deleterious impact
of scriptural interpretations. For Buddhadasa phasa tham interpre-
tations are valid and true if and because they promote moral and
religious well-being and ultimately assist in the attainment of
nibbdna or salvation from suffering. As already noted, this criterion
is in accord with the practical or ethical epistemological emphasis of
Theravada Buddhism, where a theory is judged as “true” if it has
practical benefit in assisting the attainment of salvation, not because
that point or theory is true per se.

This practical and ethical epistemological criterion is, however,
founded upon implicit theoretical principles. It is based firstly on
the assumption that nibbdna is an actual and true condition.
Furthermore, the ethical criterion of truth assumes that any activity
which promotes the attainment of nibbina must of necessity be
guided by knowledge which either reflects that ultimate truth or
participates in it to such an extent that it is capable of ultimately
eftecting its realization. That is, only action based upon principles
which are in fact in accord with the ultimate truth of #nibbdna are in
practice capable of leading to the understanding of that truth.
Because the ethical goal of Buddhist spiritual practice is a state of
wisdom or absolute knowledge, epistemology and practice are
thereby interrelated. For this reason Buddhadisa’s practical or
sociological criterion for applying his phasa tham theory must be
regarded as in fact being based upon sound Buddhist epistemologi-
cal criteria. However, he himselt has not explicitly detailed these
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matters and has, as a consequence, left his interpretative theory
somewhat in a state of theoretical confusion.

CRITICISMS OF THE PHASA THAM THEORY

The confusions associated with Buddhadasa’s presentation of the
theory of phasa khon—phasa tham make it particularly susceptible to
attack, and indeed there are vehement critics of Buddhadisa’s two-
language theory. However, the attacks of these critics in general
reveal either a misunderstanding of what the theory actually
proposes or the criticism is more political than theoretical, which
perhaps is to be expected given the practical and social emphasis of
the phasa tham theory. In general it is the political and social
implications of Buddhadasa’s views on the language of the Buddhist
scriptures which are criticized, not the views themselves nor the
means by which he arrives at them. The polemical character of many
of the criticisms raised against the phasa khon—phasa tham distinction
in fact demonstrates that in fundamentally reforming Buddhist
teachings in Thailand, Buddhadisa provides not just an intellectual
but an ideological challenge to traditional and conservative Thai
Buddhists, who respond with political and ideological rather than
strictly theoretical attacks on his work.

For example, the late Thai prime minister Kukrit Pramo;j
criticized not only the phasa khon—phasa tham distinction but also
said that the overall style of Buddhadasa’s language in his works and
sermons is confusing for the average Thai. In one public debate with

Kukrit, Buddhadisa remarked that “The more one studies Bud-
dhism the less one understands it.”(T)?? Buddhadisa had a fondness

for paradox and irony, being much influenced by the Zen school of
Buddhism. And, as in Zen, Buddhadaisa often liked using language
provocatively with the object of stimulating his audience to
reconsider their customary views. In the above quote Buddhadaisa is
emphasizing that purely theoretical studies of Buddhism not only
do not lead to correct spiritual understanding, but the convolutions
of an intellect caught at the level of phasa khon may also actually
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prevent insight into Buddhist truths. However, in reply to
Buddhadaisa’s above statement Kukrit quipped, “You should go and
teach the Japanese, you speak like a Zen Buddhist.”(T)** As a
politician Kukrit has the accessibility of Buddhism to the Thai
masses in mind when he criticizes the purported difficulty of
Buddhadasa’s style.

There have also been specific theoretical criticisms of Buddha-
dasa’s interpretative theory, such as the following by Winai
Siwakun, an economist and political scientist working in the
Department of the Budget.> Winai argues that

In regard to explaining the Dhamma understandably, how will we
speak unless we use phasa khon for talking and explaining so as to
obtain knowledge and understanding of Dhamma?(T)>®

Here Winai has in mind the traditional notion of religious lan-
guage in Thailand, which he mistakenly thinks is what Buddha-
dasa means by phasa tham. Historically the language of Buddhism
in Thailand has not been the vernacular but the ancient language of
Pali, which is unintelligible to the uneducated. Winai asks how Bud-
dhism can be understood if Buddhadisa intends using such a
remote and unintelligible language. But Winai has not only misun-
derstood what Buddhadasa means by phasa tham, namely, a
spiritually insightful reading cf the scriptures and not a special
scholarly religious language; he also fails to understand what is
meant by phasa khon. He takes phasa khon as meaning literally
“human speech,” with the implication of speaking in an understand-
able and reasonable way. While in common usage in Thailand phasa
khon has the positive import of being clear, down to earth and
sensible, for Buddhadasa it has the negative import of denoting an
inadequate and limited appreciation of the Buddha’s teaching. This
inversion of the term’s usual import in Thai is a deliberate linguistic
ploy by Buddhadisa to emphasize that what most people take to be
a sound and reasonable interpretation of the scriptures is, from a
spiritual perspective, quite unsound. Winai asks how deep things

can be understood without using the clear language of phasa #hon.
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It is Buddhadisa’s point, however, that what Winai purports to be
clear and reasonable language is based upon a material rather than a
spiritual mode of knowing. Consequently, a phasa khon analysis is
incapable of appreciating the actual import of the Dhamma simply
because it has not penetrated to the epistemological realm of
Dhamma, remaining in the “sensibleness” of mundane awareness.

Buddhadisa’s point is that without spiritual insight into
Dhamma, no amount of explaining, no matter how clear and
reasonable, will ever succeed in instilling in the listener an actual
appreciation of the Buddha’s teaching. In Buddhadasa’s view phasa
khon, or language taken literally as expressing the conventionally
accepted wisdom of the average person, no matter how perspicuous,
forever fails to grasp the truths of the Dhamma.

Nevertheless, in his criticism of Buddhadisa’s theory Winai
invokes a powerful ally in his emphasis on ease of understanding in
accounts of Buddhism, namely the present Thai king, Bhumiphol
Adulyadej or Rama IX. In a 1965 address to the Khana Kammakan
Sun Khonkhwa Thang Phutthasatsana (anenssumsguadauaiima
wnsenaw), or the Committee of the Centre for Buddhist Research,
at Wat Saket, Bangkok, King Bhumiphol Adulyadej emphasized
that despite the progress of science, Buddhism retained its
traditional importance, as indicated by the number of Europeans
and Americans interested in it. The king then suggested that
foreigners’ interest in Buddhism should be facilitated and that

Buddhism should be taught so that it can be easily understood, by
means of language everyone can listen to without having to spend a

long time.(T)*’

This speech is referred to by another critic of Buddhadasa’s, the
former monk, Phra Chayanantho Bhikkhu, or Anan Senakhan,?8 in
a book called Khamson Diarathi (Heretical teachings), a text which
is directed solely at condemning Buddhadisa and his ideas. The clear
implication of this book is that Buddhadasa’s teachings, by not
ficting with the king’s expressed wish for Buddhism to be expounded
simply and straightforwardly, not only show disobedience to the
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monarch but also subvert the propagation of Buddhism to
foreigners, which the king and many other Thai Buddhists regard
as an important cultural activity.

However, these criticisms by Winai and Anan are not directed at
the actual theory of phasa tham, but rather criticize the political
implications of Buddhadasa’s work. This failure to deal with
theoretical issues and the corresponding concentration on politics is
a systematic characteristic of many of the critictsms directed against
Buddhadasa’s interpretations. This indicates that the crucial point
of disagreement between Buddhadasa and his critics is not in fact
strictly doctrinal but rather is a question of fundamentally differing
appreciations of the nature of Buddhism in modern Thailand. The
response of Anan Senakhan, Winai Siwakun, and similar conser-
vative critics of Buddhadisa to socioeconomic modernization and
development has been to resist change in what they perceive as key
elements of Thai culture and identity, symbolized in the traditional
teaching and practice of Buddhism. For the conservatives change is
regarded negatively as a threat, but for liberal Buddhists like
Buddhadisa the changes brought about by modernization are seen
as challenges, to be met by judicious adjustment of existing ideas
and outlooks to the new circumstances. As discussed in later
chapters, these two polarized responses to change are also associated
with polarized political stances in contemporary Thai secular life.

SUMMARY

The phasa khon—phasa tham theory of interpreting the Buddhist
scriptures is not without theoretical difficulties, most notably caused
by Buddhadisa’s denial of the validity of the very scriptures which
provide some of the theoretical foundations for his interpretations
and by his failure to provide an explicit criterion for applying the
theory. However, the theory of phasa tham does follow the spirit of
Theravada Buddhist teachings and does have significant precedents
both in the canonical scriptures and in the commentary literature.
Leaving aside the question of the precise historical and scriptural
precedents for Buddhadasa’s theory of phasa tham, it is also the case
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that his interpretative theory is a consistent development of basic
doctrinal principles. That is, given the assumption that Buddhism
contains a universally true and relevant message and the recognition
that the religion is no longer seen as relevant by many Thais, an
interpretative effort which demonstrates the vitality of the original
message of salvation must have in fact penetrated to and
incorporated that message.

But in judging Buddhadisa’s work it is also important to note
that, independent of the theoretical status of the theory, phasa tham
has a broader social and ideological significance in Thailand. This is
because of its use in the demythologization of Buddhist doctrine
and the related conferring of religious value on activity in the social
world. Despite its limitations and failings, the theory of phasa tham—
phasa khon must be recognized as a positive attempt to develop a
new system of interpreting the 77pitaka. However, Buddhadasa not
only champions his new hermeneutic by buttressing it with support-
ing arguments, he also undermines the doctrinal credibility of his
critics, which does not amount to a specific defence of the phasa
tham theory but is rather an attempt to discredit those who attack
it. This subversive approach is manifested in Buddhadisa’s denial
that the scriptures emphasized by his major opponents, the
Abhidhammapitaka and its commentaries, are authoritative sources
of Buddhist doctrine. These critical claims are considered in the next
chapter.

99



BUDDHADASA ON'REBIRTH AND
PATICCASAMUPPADA

CRITICISMS OF THE ABHIDHAMMAPITAKA

BUDDHADASA’S REINTERPRETATIONS of Buddhist doctrine
are not only based on his hermeneutic theory of phasa khon—phasa
tham but also on a selective and critical reading of the Buddhist
canon, the 7ipitaka, and of the commentary literature. He rejects
large sections of both the Abhidhammapitaka and Buddhaghosa’s
Visuddhimagga as either unnecessary or inaccurate. Buddhadasa
undertakes this radical critique of the Theravada scriptures and com-
mentary literature as part of his effort to eradicate supernatural
beliefs from Thai Buddhism and to refocus the religion on the
immediacy of human life here and now. Buddhadasa is particularly
critical of the traditional Buddhist concern with £amma and rebirth,
which he regards as being most strongly supported by the
Visuddhimagga and traditional interpretations of the Abhi-
dhammapitaka.

The Abbhidhammapitaka, the third major division of the Thera-
vada canon after the Vinayapitaka and the Suttapitaka, is a set of
seven complex texts. The intention of the authors of the Abhi-
dhammapitaka was 1o re-present Buddhist teachings as detailed in
the recorded words of the Buddha in the Suttapitaka, as a consistent
theoretical development of the doctrines of anicca and anatta. The
Abhidhamma literature eschews describing objects as entities or a4,
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that is, as individuals. Instead, in accord with the anarta doctrine,
the Abhidhammapitaka refers to the objects of experience only in
terms of elements and shifting relations of compounding between
those elements. The analyses of the Abhidhamma were developed as
spiritual aids for overcoming delusion and for developing insight
into reality. By analyzing the minutiae of experience in terms of the
transitory relations of elements, the authors of the Abhidhamma-
pitaka aimed to assist the aspirant to give up his or her delusory
belief in the substantial nature of the objects of experience.

Despite the canonicity of the Abhidhammapitaka, Buddhadisa is
highly critical of the emphasis placed on this section of the Buddhist
canon in Thailand, and he claims that Thai Buddhism would in
fact be better off without its complex theoretical details. Buddhadasa
regards the complexity of the Abhidhammapitaka as being un-
necessary and even potentially misleading. He translates the Pali
prefix abhi as meaning “extreme” (ying — ) or “excessive” (koen

— 1fiw), calling the Abhidhammapitaka an “excessive part” or
“superfluous part” (suan koen — dnwiw)(T)' of the scriptures, and he
argues that “It is part of the Dhamma which is not directly or im-
mediately related to the extinction of suffering.”(T)? By this
Buddhadisa means that the Abhidhammapitaka is an intellectual
system that is only an adjunct to the meditative practice which
is the sole source of spiritual insight. He regards the Abhi-
dhammapitaka as unnecessary for the purpose of attaining
nibbdna:

On some occasions the Lord Buddha mentioned [in the Suttapitakal
the words abhidhamma and abhivinaya. These denote the parts of
the Dhamma which are excessive or the parts which provide too deep
an explanation, beyond what is necessary for a person to know or to
have in order to attain n:bbana.(T)?

However, Buddhadasa’s interpretation of the term abhidhamma
is problematic. The term avhidhamma is rare in the Suttapitaka, the
section of the scriptures which Buddhadasa accepts as the authori-
tative source of Buddhist doctrine. Where the term does occur in
the Suttapitaka it has a special sense, and does not specifically de-
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note the Abhidhammapitaka. This is because the final section of the
Theravada canon postdated the compilation of the Suttapitaka by
at least a couple of centuries. Suchip Punyanuphap, complier of
Phra Traipidok Samrap Prachachon (The Tipitaka for the common
man),* observes that in the Kinti Sutt#’ of the Suttapitaka the term
abhidhamma denotes “the highly distinguished Dhamma.”(T)° In
particular, it denotes the bodbipakkhiyadhamma or the thirty-seven
qualities regarded as contributing to enlightenment.” In the
Mabaparinibbina Sutta these thirty-seven qualities are also de-
scribed as the practice of Dhamma beyond the basics of Buddhist
ethics. The difficulty in interpreting the two terms abhidhamma and
abhinindvisesitahamma, which both denote a “higher” or “distin-
guished” Dhamma, is that the notion “distinguished,” visesita, can
denote both “excellent” or “superior” as well as simply the notion of
“having many distinctions” or “having many parts.” Noting this am-
biguity, Buddhadisa maintains that the prefix 264: in abhidhamma
may mean either “great” or “excessive,” depending on the context.
He also acknowledges that, depending on who uses it and how it is
approached, the Abhidhammapitaka may either be of “great” use or
it may be “excessive” and a hindrance to spiritual practice.

Buddhadasa says that the Abhidhammapitaka may

be either beneficial or non-beneficial, it can cause confusion or not
cause confusion because it contains both that which is real or true and
that which is excessive and unnecessary.(T)’

He concedes that the study of the Abhidhammapitaka is appro-
priate for those with penetrating understanding who wish to
undertake an intellectual study of Buddhist principles. But he also
claims that the Abhidhammapitaka is both excessive and a spiritual
hindrance to the ordinary person. Buddhadisa defines the true
abhidhamma or “great Dhamma” as susifiatd or voidness, which he
calls “the abhidhamma which does not go by the name of 4bhi-
dpamma.” (T)'° The notion of su#fiatd, in particular as interpreted
in the notion of chit wang, is central to Buddhadasa’s interpretation
of Buddhist practice and is discussed in detail in subsequent
chapters.
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Buddhadiasa further defines the term abhidhamma by first

drawing a distinction between philosophy and science:

Buddhism as such is not a philosophy, it is a science. It is of a kind
with material science but it is a2 mental science or a science of

ndmadhamma (mentality).(T)"

Here Buddhadisa takes “philosophy” to denote intellectual
speculation while he describes “science” as knowledge which is both
definite and immediate. Using his theory of phasa khon—phasa tham,
Buddhadaisa says that for those who do not know spiritual truth,
that is, those who interpret the scriptures at the level of everyday
language, the term abhidhamma simply denotes a speculative system
of thought such as is found in the Abhidhammapitaka. But for those
who “know” and who read the canon at the level of phasa tham,
abhidhamma denotes “scientific knowledge” of absolute truth or
paramasacca, which he deftines as anattd or sunfiatd, or in Thai
khwam wang (a115d13)—"voidness.” That is, for Buddhadisa
abhidhamma does not denote a certain text or theoretical doctrine
but rather the existential condition of knowledge of anatta or the
“voidness of self” attained through meditative insight.

However, in the final analysis Buddhadisa concludes that the
Abhidhammapitaka is superfluous or excessive. This is because, in
his opinion, it is not necessary to know the Abhidhammapitaka in
order to become an ariyapuggala, an enlightened or liberated
personality,'” and he cites the Yodhdjiva Vagga in the Tikanipdta ot
the Anguttara Nikdya'® as supporting his claim. Buddhadisa in fact
proposes that Theravada Buddhism would be better off without the
Abhidhammapitaka altogether:

Should we toss the Abhidhammapitaka away completely . . . nothing
would be lost because we would still retain the Suttanta [Sutta-
pitaka], which is the practical aspect of the scriptures for attaining
ntbbdna quickly . . . But what! Now we have just the opposite [in
Thailand]: attempts to throw out the Suttantapitaka completely and
leave only the Abhidhammapitaka. Buddhism is going to the dogs<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>