CHAPTER THREE

BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY IN THAI SOCIETY

Thai society, just like most societies around the world, is made up of

a number of philosophies which shape inking of her citizens. These
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Ac,co?dmg to the seed that’s sown
So is the fruit ye reap therefrom

Doer of good will gather good,
Doer of evil, evil reaps.

Sown is the seed, and thou shalt taste
The fruit thereof.
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In Thai, the above verse is abbreviated to tham di dai di; tham chua
dai chua, which is translated “do good, get good; do evil, get evil”. This
concept provides a framework for interpreting the differences in people
around the world. For example, in Anguttara Nikaya, the Buddha explains
to Mallika the Queen, that ugliness is a result of anger and that a lack of
anger, despite provocation, is the caus

beauty. Greed is the cause of
@V /nd high status.
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poverty, while generosity is the ca
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their pdtents in knowledge, strength and appearance are called
children of similar birth. Those who are less gifted than their
parents in every way are called children of inferior birth.
(Translated by Frank E. and Mani B. Reynolds)
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This passage provides an interpretation of social inequality and
social mobility. Whereas the Indian doctrine of karma places every person
in a caste from which he can not move during his lifetime, the Thai text
allows for children to rise higher and sink lower than their parents. It is
the individual’s legacy of kamma from a previous existence which is said
to determine his current situation. Thus, those born with physical

deformities may be understood to be suffering the consequences of having

kilied work animals in previou : ﬁ who are exceedingly poor,
in Ae committed no positive
acts in previous existenc an who enjoys life

today, is said to be ben in his former life.

(Keyes, 1983:263)

In addition to phy S i .‘ | | hich are apparent at

birth, kammic theory also 1 15.¢ /hich might change over the
course of a lifetime. A young 1+ who proves to be barren or a person
who dies an early, v10131t deaﬁl,‘"céﬁld ; d as having
received the consequenge of thewr kamma. 1Thus; Erson’s current
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commonly known as merit, or in Thai, bun. The quest for merit and the
attempt to avoid actions that produce demerit is a never ending journey

which motivates people at every level of society. Although the matter of
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demerit does not receive the same emphasis as merit-making, it is assumed
that the avoidance of demerit produces merit, so the kammic theory centers
on merit making. Although most Buddhists do conceive of other
principlés of life which were taught by their leader, the search for wisdom,
morality and mental discipline are often disregarded as being too complex

to be pursued in any significant degree. The making of merit is thus

would only be natural fof mest lea¢ . eness of kamma
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very high levels of social ca SNess 2 ‘ d were driven by the most lofty
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in this groupl view their work as meritorious in nature and continue as

teachers to improve their karma.



24

b3

It must be noted however, that in the context of popular Theravada
Buddhism in Thailand, there are two separate uses of the term bun. First,
taam bun, is translated as an action which produces merit. It is used as a
verb with meritorious results. Secondly, bun is also understood as a result
of the action mentioned above. Receiving merit (dai bun) follows the
action of making merit (taam bun). The lack of appreciation for this

delicate distinction provided some confusion in this project, as the term

| y) and English languages.
Z

was used without distinction be

.
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Alms, or dana, ¢ racti 2 hich is seen as the

most basic of Buddhist

religious terms, dana can p VeI ' ades of meaning
which are all related. Whe
attachment are being d cussed;'aeﬁ%e kam
deeds will be rewarded fhe-conceptofdana can: appiy. (In the Pali suttas,
the discussions on givingda akat ways tﬁ first to be discussed
by the Buddha in his gradvated expositiongof the dhamma. When talking

to unbelievers, he%ulﬂtge%uﬁlw)&rﬁalﬂxﬁng the value of
giving, while other aspects of his philosophy sugh as morality, karma, and
renunciati(i\ﬁ;lﬁrﬂﬁjmu a;avn.xg.l\;] an%‘]to be

appreciated. The act of giving serves as a necessary basis and preparation

of selflessness and non-

2xpectation that generous

for anyone who endeavors to free the mind from defilement. (Bhikkhu

Bodhi, 1990:1)
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While the stated purpose of Buddhist giving is to rid the mind of
greed and selfishness, there is a more practical value underlying the action,
because giving forms the basis for making merit. Although in the Pali text
schedules of Meritorious Action (punnakiriyavatthu), merit made by
giving (danamaya) is prominently listed at the top, there is a great deal of

variation in the amount of benefit which comes by said giving. (complied

by Somdet Phra Maha Saman /Phraya Vajirananavarorasa,
O\
1990:
68) — L
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In the Vimanava/ ‘

ies, an interesting
discussion was held lary donations from

King Pasenadi of Kos i fapindika the bankég and Visakha the lay-
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giving become espe iy productive-of great-irui-tu rather through the

efficiency of the thou Sht and eff xe_ﬂof those to whom the
alms are given.” (Nanoy Auer Falk, 1990:140) Thus, the measure of
merit gained E}M&Qm fatbts Lol & Whih would be of

major in,tqeres to teachers who hold Buddhistavalues. o/
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First, the motive of the donor (“efficiency of thought™) appears as

the most important factor which affects the collection of merit. If an act of

generosity is accompanied by wisdom and the proper desire to be of
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assistance to others, then the resulting merit would be of the highest
quality. The thoughtless offering of a flower at a family shrine or the
callus presentation of money to a beggar in order to get rid of him, would
not qdalify as being true dana. In the case of teachers, one who
approached his students with the lofty and pure motive of imparting
knowledge would likely be moving towards the proper concept of
Buddhist almsgiving and merit making.

A second factor wh@w%ess of merit making

involves the purity of the rec 1v , or as stated, the

“efficiency of the ﬁeld

e given”.

Unfortunately for the ot fully appreciate the

information which is achers, and thus limit the
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value of the gift. The essfalteachers; ho ver, may be able to
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change the attitudes of denis-an old them into disciples who
treasure the knowledge beifig Amparic onsequently increase the merit
being gained by their teachesZ2Phe 5P ity to change the heart of the

present, lives can be t@xe ted

The thlrﬂauﬂlfbmg w ng g gl]xﬂ ‘sjthe efficiency gift
itselt, w é volves the relin éJ ishing of one’s happmessg_l;elong,mgs
an

body lﬁﬂﬂ in pabthelr e didpeligd. fMost

contributions take the form of physical offerings (amisadana), which the

: ay’onotla, 1990:8-9)

Brahmajala sutta identifies as being tenfold: food, drink, clothing,

vehicles, garlands, scents, unguents, bedding, housing, and lighting.
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(Acariya Dhammapala, 1990:59) On a less tangible level, there are a
number of immaterial gifts, such as education, which are likewise given

for the benefit of the recipient.

Although the two terms bun and dana can both indicate action
which produces merit, they have their own field of usage in the Thai
context. Bun is commonly used to refer to gifts offered to the Sangha as

represented by monks, temples Sigious entities. Dana,

however, applies to gifts of! ross a wide range of

human activities. Many nderstand-dana 1o refer to gifts only

if they are made to the dicapped. where the donor is seen
to be helping those wh Jowerscale \u\ an existence. (see
also Section 5.3.3) o ‘ 18: » A

3.3 DHAMMADANA:

According to the Buddhs he gift of the Noble

Teaching is the mostic xcellent of all giits. e B uddha sent his

disciples out, his challggeas or t p spread @s teaching, the

dhamma, 1o all ‘Ef ﬁﬁten. ‘Bhiis teaching, whether in the form

of public sermo ﬂ’v e teach m ﬂtgtl(;] fﬂsﬁztions from the

Tipitika, . 1&:&1 ﬁ %tﬂf)?fﬁeﬁ %ﬁﬂ the recipient. When
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* It should be noted that dhammadana hoes not always consist of sermons or teaching by
monks. When King Asoka progressed from ordinary gifts of food and robes to the giving of
himself and his son, it was specifically identified as a special gift of dhammadana. (Strong,
1990)
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monks provided this gift of religious instruction, they were said to be

giving alms or making merit by their teaching.

TiliS offering of education can also be given by those who are not
monks and not qualified to teach the dhamma. The donation of religious

books or paying for the publication of rare or new manuscripts are also

considered to be alms and sources of merit for the participants.
Notification of such philanthrop # und in the preface of
books published by respected Stitutions. 1% ple, in the

introduction to The LongDisCourses Group (Dighanikayasutta), Phra

Sobhonganabhom says,

“May merits be obtaigt the pers: V10 (sic) and complied
this book in Thai, the€ t@nslatof from T nglish as well as
the ones who paid fogfthg publication osts for this and former
books.” (Sujib Punyaniit :

.*'?:?: 3
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helps defray the publishing cost of this booklet 1o be brought out for
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3.4  WITTHAYADANA: ALMS OF KNOWLEDGE

The concept of witthayadana is an important ingredient in the life of

Bangkok’s teachers and must be grasped before a comprehensive
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understanding of teacher motivation can be realized. There are two
aspects of this word to be examined in this section, starting with the

classical definition which is rooted in Buddhist history.

The use of witthayadana as an expression originated with the term
dhammadana, referring to alms of Buddhist doctrine. These alms or
presents (dana) were usually gifts of teaching given by monks to Buddhist

practitioners who desired to

scriptures (dhamma).

This definition was based etation of the Sangha’s

T—

religious role in society, ane - a during astcentury to a more
general witthayadana o / Howledg r n. ..M Dictionary of
Buddhism: Chinese, Sans i ; 7 a 1 defined as a broad

term which refers to lea , ‘ ledge, philoso » and science. It’s

definition 1s reflected in Sucli'ierms, as mahaw itthay az (university),

w:tthayalaz khru (teac,her college J’éi

(dhamma) to a more b Jad heral al

terminology changed as:il'ell (Sun orn, Personal mmrwew 8 March

. ﬂuﬂqwﬂwswawni

selflessness which permeates the religion. The basic idea of Buddhist
philosophy is that man should be willing to dedicate himself to the welfare

and happiness of those around him, and methodical instruction is
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instrumental to that end. The Buddha addressed both sides of this issue as
he taught that “Ignorance is the root of all self-affirmation” and
“Delive(ance is born of knowledge”. (Sumana Samanera, 1978:21, 26)
Ignorance includes a unique component of selfishness, as real freedom and
deliverance 1s found in a society where people are educated and able to
provide for their own needs. Secular learning and occupational training

are thus seen as important gifts whic be passed down from teacher to

student within the Buddhist fr @ Mahagovinda sutta,
Sakka, king of the gods, desenbed glesﬁ as having “lived a life

which was conducive to the"beaefir an { pi of many people.” (Sujib

--" r“‘r"#/ g

for meritorious g1v1ng yﬁhen the ﬁeﬁﬁiﬂ@ OR ; 1s not limited to

Even thou m ﬁ calls for
practitioners to d ﬁﬁm se Ilﬂﬁe 1on ?jn“j:ﬁ ﬁo a continuing
interest n (as ¥ oéﬁ ultiple
examples :ﬂhe educated weamrﬂno 1S honomr his libéral

donations for the benefit of others. The resulting accrual of merit provides
even more blessings and riches which are to be used in a like manner.

Therefore, for the Buddhist to achieve real success, education in its
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different forms is indispensable. Listed in the Dhammas of a Worthy or

Developed Man is the concept of Mattannuta which says,

“he knows how to go about seeking to obtain the necessities of
living, and only does so in ways that are right and proper. He also
knows how much he needs to take for sufficiency and he only takes
in moderation.” (4nguttara Nikaya: IV: 113)

Donation
One effort to supportithe Bhramin  qand build much

Schools, bﬁ%%ﬂ ﬂ ‘j Weg @}ﬂ)@ seek sheler.

(from Pra
. ‘ o v
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It appears thagin this poetry, His Majesty draws some parallels between
the construction of schools, bridges and hospitals with the giving which
. produces blessings and happiness. This conclusion reinforces the claim of

a relationship between education and the Buddhist concept of Merit.
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The close relationship between Education and Buddhism in
Thailand has encouraged a blending or overlapping of activities and
motivations. Not only have monks been seen as significant participants
who benefit the overall process of education, but educators play a big part
in preserving the institution of the Sangha. This interdependency is clearly
seen in the context of government, where the Department of Religious

Affairs assumes an important role in the Ministry of Education and ex-

monks fill many of the positions /)sonal interview, 15

February 1994) -‘:;

program which provided'| : {ri tion ai ization of schools
In various provinces. 1 « ey from the
Department of Religious iture were provided
from the Wat Phanan Cho€ng =0 ms were staffed with

=L ] ,,!.J L3

who spent a good part’ﬁf their tﬂn&r‘h‘aﬁ

in the lay schools. Altiough two hou | m\;, t in teaching the
Pali language, a total ofﬂour hour were dedDated to math,
science, history, ﬁoﬁ ;ﬁ/mor and @study of the Thai and English

languages. NENTNENT
mmmézx FATREL JRLk Ak Hab ) R

impoftant part...in providing both formal schooling and instruction
of a less formal kind.” (Bangkok World, 19 August 1972:10-11)

To summarize the classical use of the term, witthayadana refers to

the act of giving knowledge. This dedicated conferral is associated with
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dana and implies merit accrual as a result. Although this dividend may
not always be acknowledged or discussed openly, it is widely accepted by

cleric and layman alike, as being an inherent result of teaching.

In addition to the classic definition of witthayadana as discussed
above, there is a second less formal definition which enjoys wide usage.
This definition recognizes all forms of teaching, seminars and oral

Hy tion as being typical of

e as@we their knowledge
"J ——
pses of the teaching are

presentation which are done wi

witthayadana. Basically,

2 |

without being paid for it.
understood to be based ; dati n which those who have been
blessed with exposure t a ting have towards those who are

yet unenlightened. The A S t§ ¢ . aratis téaching varies with

the individual, but most are‘ableéto determine which requests are

B

accepted as being a leg’gimate Aot on
. i .

It is assumed thatEis de roots imthe traditional forms

of education, whe@the ménks provided irfstruction ’vlvﬁolyit charge to the
ere

students place in ki K HGLH] B hdake _
e T e A

likely to see themselves doing something comparable as they are given a

ot paid for

small stipend, which in most cases, is barely enough to cover living

expenses. Certain slum workers, military recruits, Peace Corps personnel,
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environmental activists, and even some political pollsters a;e understood to
be performing services of far more benefit than the paltry funds which
they receive. In a similar sense, it could be reasoned that teachers today
are not being paid for their work, but supported in their teaching by the
regular contribution of money put in their account by the school’s

administration. The relatively low salary received by most teachers could

in many cases be better identified as “support” than “payment”, since it

provides little more than the basi for life.

story of an invitation hé reeciwe t ke 4 presentation to an assembly

without remuneration. JAliodgh e such invitations

without complaint, he srdinating this particular
occasion because they had ds of baht from each
& " AT T .
participant but falle%to offer hiny m to cover his expenses.
| i .
They pocketed a sig Y icant Suntof casit trom & 1-1 earance, but wanted
only to credit him wi@ perfor als na._m In spite of the fact that

money was not rovided he potential for significant amounts of merit

accrual was st q})uﬂq qﬂ ﬂ W ‘j w 8 ’] ﬂ ‘j
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where many people look to teachers with special honor and respect, it will

* This account was given as part of the THAI SOCIETY IN TRANSITION:
PRESENTATION OF THESES IN PROGRESS seminar hosted by the Thai Studies Program
at Chulalongkorn University on 12 September 1994.
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be interesting to see what perceptions are held by educators in that elcvated
position. Are they aware of the special place they maintain in Thai
society? Are they motivated by ideals worthy of their profession, or are
they mierely interlopers taking advantage of a regular salary while
performing minimal work? These are some of the questions which need to

be considered in this research project.
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