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The Buddhist Land Today

X/ FES AR HIFZIHKE ( Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University )

The term "The Land of Yellow Robes" has
not been inappropriately applied to Thailand, for two
things strike most foreigners as soon as they set foot
in that country. One is the Buddhist temple with its
characteristic architecture, and the other is the sight
of yellow-clad Buddhist monks and novices who are
to be seen everywhere, especially in the early hours
of dawn when they go out in great numbers for alms.
The two sights inevitably remind foreigners that this
is a country where Buddhism is a dominant force in
people's lives. Indeed, to the Thai nation as a whole,
Buddhism has been the mainspring from which flow
its culture and philosophy. its art and literature, its
ethics and morality, and many of its folkways and
festivals.

For clarity and convenience, we shall
divide the study of the present state of Buddhism in
Thailand info two parts, namely the Bhikkhu Sangha
or the Holy Order, and the Laity. The Buddhist
people are fulfilling the smile of the land with
Buddhist culture.

The Bhikkhu Sangha or the Holy Order

The Bhikkhu Sangha or the Holy Order of
Buddhist monks has been in existence in Thailand
ever since Buddhism was introduced there. There are
some 300,000 monks living in the Land of Smiles.
The Bhikkhu Sangha of Thailand, being of Therava-
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da or Southern School, observes the same set of
discipline (Vinaya) as the Bhikkhu Sanghas in other
Theravada countries such as Ceylon, Burma, Laos,
and Cambodia. Despite the fact that the government
allots a yearly budget for the maintenance and repair
of important temples and as stipends for high-rank-
ing monks, almost the entire burden for the support
of the Sangha and the upkeep of the temples rests
with the public. The Ministry of Agriculture of the
Government of Thailand states the religious cash
expenses of the average Thai rural family per year as
ranging from 5 to 10 percent of its total annual cash
income. It may be added here that the report
concerns the average Thai rural family. and not the
urban dwellers, the majority of whom, in Thailand as
elsewhere, are less inclined to religion than the

country folks.

Two Sects or Nikayas

There are two sects or Nikayas of the
Buddhist Order in Thailand. One is the Mahanikaya,
and the other is the Dhammayuttika Nikaya. The
Mahanikaya is the older and by far the more numer-
ous one, the ratio in the number of monks of the two
sects being 35 to 1. The Dhammayuttika Nikaya was
founded in 1833 CE by King Mongkut, the fourth
ruler of the present Chakri Dynasty who ruled
Thailand from 1851 to 1868 CE. Having himself



spent 27 years as a Bhikkhu, the King was well
versed in the Dhamma, besides many other branches
of knowledge, including Pali, the canonical
language of Theravada Buddhism. The King's
purpose in founding the Dhammayuttika sect was to
enable monks to lead a more disciplined and scholar-
ly life in accordance with the pristine teachings of
the Buddha. The differences between the two
Nikayas are, however, not great; at most, they
concern only matters of discipline, and never of the
Doctrine. Monks of both sects follow the same 227
Vinaya rules as laid down in the Patimokkha of the
Vinaya Pitaka (the Basket of the Discipline), and
both receive the same esteem from the public. In
their general appearance and daily routine of life too,
except for the slight difference in the manners of
putting on the yellow robes, monks of the two

Nikayas differ very little from one another.

The Sangha Organisation

Formerly, and in accordance with the
Administration of the Bhikkhu Sangha Act (B.E.
2484, 1943 CE), the organisation of the Sangha in
Thailand was similar to that of the State. The
Sangharaja or the Supreme Patriarch is the highest
Buddhist dignitary of the Kingdom. He is chosen by
the King, in consultation with the Government, from
among the most senior and qualified members of the
Sangha. The Sangharaja appoints a council of Eccle-
siastical Ministers headed by the Sangha Navaka,
whose position is analogous to that of the Prime
Minister of the State. Under the Sangha Nayaka,
there function four ecclesiastical boards, namely the

Board of Ecclesiastical Administration. the Board of

Education, the Board of Propagation and the Board
of Public Works.

Each of the boards has a Sangha Mantri
(equivalent to a minister in the secular administra-
tion) with his assistants. The four boards or minis-
tries are supposed to look after the affairs of the
entire Sangha. The Ecclesiastical Ministerial
Council, which corresponds to the Cabinet, consists
of ten members, all senior monks of the Sangha. In
addition to this, there is a Consultative Assembly
(Sangha Sabha) equivalent to the National Assem-
bly, the members of which number 45 and are select-
ed from various important monasteries. The Sangha
Sabha acts as an Advisory Body to the Ecclesiastical
Ministerial Council. Below the Sangha Sabha, the
administration of the Sangha continues to
correspond to the secular administration of the
counfry. All monks and novices (samaneras) have to
live in monasteries which are scattered throughout
the country. Each monastery has its abbot appointed
by the Ecclesiastical Ministerial Council in consulta-
tion with the locals. It may be pointed out here that
all religious appointments in Thailand are based on
scholarly achievements, seniority, personal conduct,
popularity, and contacts with monks further up in the
Sangha.

There is a Department of Religious Affairs
in the Ministry of Education which acts as a liaison
office between the Government and the Sangha. In
general, the Department of Religious Affairs works
in cooperation with the Ecclesiastical Ministerial
Council on all matters affecting the Sangha. For
instance, it issues all legal directives concerning the

entire community of monks: it keeps records of the
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Sangha's property, such as lands etc.; it maintains
facts and figures with respect to monks and monas-
teries. The Religious Affairs Department also
prepares the annual budget for the upkeep of the
Sangha functionaries and the maintenance and repair
of temples etc. It may be added here that all temples
and monasteries are State property.

In 1962, the Administration of the
Bhikkhu Sangha Act of 1943 was abolished; a new
one was enacted instead. By virtue of the new act,
the posts of Sangha Nayaka, Sangha Mantris, and
Sangha Sabha were abolished. In place of these,
there is now a Mahathera Samagama (Council of the
Elders) headed by the Sangharaja himself and
consisting of no less than four and no more than
eight senior monks (mahatheras) of the two sects
(nikayas). The Mahathera Samagama, in collabora-
tion with the Department of Religious Affairs,

directly governs the entire Sangha.

Education of Monks

As is well known, the original idea behind
men entering monkhood during the Buddha's time or
shortly after, was to attain liberation from worldly
existence in accordance with the teaching of the
Master. Such an idea, of course, springs from man's
feeling of aversion to things mundane. In other
words, in those far-off days, men entered monkhood
with the sole intention of ridding themselves of life's
miseries and of obtaining spiritual freedom or Nirva-
na. Instances of such self-renunciation are found in
the holy books of the Buddhists. With the passage of
time, as is only natural, many of the ideals and

practices of the early followers of the Buddha under-
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went modifications. Today, over 2,600 years after
the passing of the Buddha, though the ideal of
becoming a Bhikkhu still remains very lofty among
Buddhists of all lands, in practice it must be admitted
that there have been many deviations from the
Master's original admonitions with regard to the
whys and wherefores of man's entering monkhood.
A generalisation of any subject matter is often
dangerous, but it will not be far from the truth to say
that today, in Thailand as in other Buddhist
counfries, the practice of Buddhist males entering
monkhood is to a considerable extent prompted
rather by the dictation of custom, the wish for educa-
tion and other external considerations than by the
desire to attain emancipation. Yet, there are also
many who join the Sangha through a genuine love
for religious life and religious studies, or out of the
wish to be of service to Buddhism and their country.
Finally, in the Thai Sangha also, those are not entire-
ly lacking whose life is vigorously devoted to the
aim of ultimate emancipation and to the guidance of
others towards that goal. There have been, and still
are, saintly and able meditation masters in Thailand,
with a fair number of devoted disciples among both
the Sangha and laity. There are also still monks —
the so-called thudong bhikkhus — who follow the
ancient way of austere living embodied in the "strict
observances" or dhutangas.

In view of the above facts, there are two
categories of Buddhist monks in Thailand. One
comprises those who become monks for long
periods, sometimes for life, and the other those who
enter the Order temporarily. To serve in monkhood

even for a short period is considered a great



merit-earning attainment by Thai Buddhists. Even
kings follow this age-old custom. For instance, the
present ruler, HM. King Bhumibol Adulyadej, also
observed the custom for a period of half a month,
sometime ago. Government officials are allowed
leave with full pay for a period of four months in
order to serve in monkhood. The idea is to enable
young men to gain knowledge of Buddhism and
thereby become good citizens. Life as a monk gives
them practical experience of how an ideal Buddhist
life should be lived. In rural districts, the general
tendency is to give greater deference to those who
have already served in monkhood. Such people are
supposed to be more ‘mature’ than those who have
not undergone the monk's life. Moreover, in
Thailand, wats (monasteries and temples) used to be
and are still regarded as seats of learning where all
men, irrespective of life's position, can go and avail
themselves of educational benefits. This is especial-
ly so in the case of economically handicapped males
of the countryside. Instances are not lacking in
which people have climbed the social ladder after
obtaining an education during monkhood. There are
neither religious restrictions nor social disapproval
against monks returning to lay life if and when they
find themselves unable to discharge their duties as
monks.

Cases exist in which, for some reason or
the other, men have entered monkhood more than
once, although this practice cannot be said to be held
in the esteem of the public. From this viewpoint, the
institution of entering monkhood in Thailand, apart
from being a way of gaining moral and spiritual

enlightenment, is a social upliftment method by

which those not so fortunately placed in life may
find benefit. Tudging from the ideal of adopting a
monk's life as enunciated by the Buddha, whether or
not such practice is commendable, is a different
story. The fact is that even today when modernism
has penetrated deep into Thailand, about one-half of
the primary schools of the country are still situated in
wats. With sex and crimes on the rise in the country,
the cry for living a better Buddhist life is being heard
more and more distinctly in Thailand today.

The traditional education of monks and
novices in Thailand centres mostly on the study of
the Buddhist Doctrine (Dhamma) and Pali, the
language in which the Theravada scriptures are
written. Of the former, the study of the Doctrine,
there are three grades with examinations open to
both monks and laymen. Those passing such
examinations are termed Nak Dhamm, literally
meaning ‘one who knows the Dhamma’. The latter,
i.e., the study of Pali. has seven grades, starting with
the third and ending with the ninth grade. Students
passing Pali examinations are called parian (Pali:
pariiifia = penetrative knowledge); in the Thai
language, the word parinna is used to refer to an
academic degree.

Generally, the Dhamma and Pali studies
go hand in hand and take at least seven years to
complete. The stiffness of the two courses, especial-
ly that of the Pali language, can be guessed from the
fact that very few students are able fo pass the
highest grade, the Parian 9, in any annual examina-
tion. In the good old days when living was less
competitive than now, passing even the lower

Dhamma and Pali examinations used to be of much
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value in securing good government posts. But now
things are quite different; even those successful in
the highest Pali examination, the 9th Grade, find it
difficult to get suitable employment.

Of late there has developed a new outlook
on the education of monks in Thailand. With the
rapid progress of science and with the shrinking of
the world, Buddhist leaders of Thailand. monks as
well as laymen, are awakened to the necessity of
imparting broader education to members of the
Sangha, if the Sangha is to serve the cause of
Buddhism well, ‘for the gain of the many, for the
welfare of the many’. As a result of the new outlook,
there now function in Bangkok two higher institutes
of learning, exclusively for monks and novices. One
is the Mahachulalongkorn Rajvidyalaya, and the
other is the Mahamongkut Rajvidyalaya. Both are
organised on a modern university footing and both
seem to be making satisfactory progress towards that
direction. Inclusion in the curriculum of some
secular subjects not incompatible with the monks'
discipline (Vinaya) is among the notable features of
these two institutes; the aim is to give an all-round
education to monks in order to enable them to be of
better service to the cause of Buddhism amidst
modern conditions.

So much for the education of 'long-term'
monks. As for those who enter the Order temporari-
1y, mostly for a period of three rainy months during
the Vassa, or Buddhist Lent, the education is brief
and devoted to the main tenets and features of
Buddhism only. As pointed out above, such people
enter monkhood either by a genuine desire for

knowledge of the Dhamma, by the dictum of custom
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or, as generally is the case, by the two reasons
combined. Monks of this category return to lay life
again as soon as Lent is over. This is the reason why
accommodations in monasteries (wats) are usually
full during the Lenten period. Nowadays, owing to
the pressures of modern life, the custom of temporar-
ily entering monkhood is not as rigorously observed
by people living in urban areas as by those in the
counfryside. The custom has its parallel in Burma,
Cambodia, and Laos where Theravada Buddhism

prevails.

‘Wat and Monks

The word ‘wat’ means monastery and
temple combined. It is the residence of monks and
novices. According to the Office of National
Buddhism, there are over 40,000 temples in
Thailand, of which some 37,000 are in current use
welcoming devotees and visitors. What are the
centres of Thai art and architecture? Thai culture, to
a considerable extent, flows from wats. Wat-lands
and constructions thereon are donated by royalty,
wealthy people and the public in general. The wat is
the most important institution in Thai rural life. The
social life of the rural community revolves around
the wat. Besides carrying out the obvious religious
activities, a wat serves the community as a recreation
centre, dispensary, school, community centre, home
for the aged and destitute, social work and welfare
agency, village clock, rest-house, news agency, and
information centre. A wat is headed by a Chao Avas
(the abbot) who is responsible for the maintenance
of the wat discipline, the proper performance of

religious services and rituals, and the general



welfare of the inmates. Besides monks and novices,
there are also the ‘temple boys’ in wats, who assist
monks and novices in various ways, such as bringing
and arranging food. cleaning dormitories, washing
yellow robes, etc. Usually, these boys are related to
resident monks in one way or another, and their stay
is free of charge. Most of them are students whose
homes are far away and who would, otherwise, find
it impracticable to get an education. This is especial-
ly so in Bangkok where accommodation is difficult
to get and where all higher seats of learning in the
country are situated. The institution of the wat, itself
a gift of Buddhism, therefore, contributes in no small
measure to the social welfare and progress of the
Thai Buddhists. The benefits in this respect, of
course, are more apparent among the lower strata of
society than in the case of the forfunate few on the
top.

Apart from engaging themselves in doctri-
nal studies and observing disciplinary rules (Vinaya)
in general, monks are expected to be ‘friends, philos-
ophers, and guides’ of the people. Preaching to the
masses face to face or over the radio is one of the
most common ways by which monks help the
promotion of moral stability among various
members of society. It may not be out of place to
reiterate the fact that Buddhism lays great stress on
the necessity of leading a morally good life in order
to obtain happiness in life here and hereafter. In most
ceremonies and rituals, whether private or public,
monks' cooperation and benediction are indispens-
able. Indeed, throughout the life of the average Thai
Buddhist, from cradle to the grave, monks are

persons to whom they constantly turn for moral

support.

The role of monks in rural districts is even
more important, for there the local wat is not only the
religious but also the social centre of the community.
It is at the wat that people come together and experi-
ence a sense of comradeship. Religious rituals and
ceremonies held at wats are always accompanied by
social activities: they are occasions for people,
especially the young, to enjoy themselves in feasts,
fun and festivities. This aspect of the religious
service helps the common folks to relax and satisfies
their need for recreation. Not a few matrimonial
alliances started from contacts at wat premises.
Acting as a moral and ethical example, monks are
the most venerated persons in countryside Thai
society, remaining very close to the hearts of the
people. In times of crisis, it is to monks that people
bring their problems for counsel and encouragement.
With few exceptions, the Sangha has well-justified
this attitude of respect and honour shown to it on the
part of the laity and, on the whole, has lived up to the
dignity of the Faith.

The Laity

Throughout its over 2,600 years of
existence, Buddhism has been closely connected
with the lay community. In Pali, the word for a male
lay devotee is upasaka, upasika is its female equiva-
lent. In the history of Buddhism, from the time of its
founder, there have been numerous upasakas and
upasikas whose faith in the Teachings of the Master
contributed largely to the dissemination of the
Doctrine. Names of the Buddha's munificent follow-

ers like Anathapindika, Visakha, Asoka, Kanishka,
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etc., are on the lips of Buddhists even today. Without
the patronage of Emperor Asoka, Buddhism proba-
bly could not have spread so far and the course of its
history might have been different. In India, the land
of its birth, as well as in most of the countries where
its Message has been accepted. Buddhism has
received unstinted support from people of all
classes, especially the ruling class. The history of the
movement of Buddhism in China, Japan, Burma,
Ceylon, Tibet, etc., amply justifies this statement. In
the case of Thailand too. ever since its introduction
to the country, Buddhism has been warmly received
and patronised by kings and commoners alike. If is
well-known that many Thai rulers, not satisfied with
being mere lay devotees, got themselves ordained
into monkhood and became famous for their
erudition in the Dhamma. King Mongkut, Rama IV,
probably stands out as the most distinguished among
this class of royal devotees. The custom of Thai
males entering the Sangha also contributes much to
the better understanding and cooperation between
the lay community and monkhood. After all, person-
al experience is better than mere theoretical knowl-
edge.

The Buddha himself, in one of his
discourses, exhorted his followers to discharge their
duties well so as to enable the Dhamma to endure
long in the world. One of the duties of the lay follow-
er, as taught by the Master, is to look after the needs
of monks. Hence it is the traditional practice of lay
followers in all Buddhist countries, especially those
following Theravada Buddhism, to see that monks
do not suffer from a lack of the four requisites,

namely food, clothing, shelter, and medicine.
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Although in the present age of a competitive econo-
my, when life in any field is not so easy, nobody can
say in all fairness that monk life in Thailand suffers
greatly from a shortage of the above four requisites.
As Bhikkhus are not allowed to follow any occupa-
tional activities, it is clear that they depend entirely
on the laity for their existence. In return for this
spontaneous support offered to them by the public,
monks are expected to live exemplary lives for the
benefit of themselves as well as of those who look to
them as teachers and guides. We have already seen
what moral influence monks can have on people.

Cooperation between the laity and the
Bhikkhu Sangha in Thailand is close and sponta-
neous. To a very great extent, this is due to the fact
that in an average Thai family, some of its members
are certain to have served some time in the Sangha.
To the masses, yellow robes are symbols of the
Master, and Bhikkhus are upholders of the Dhamma,
to be deferred fo in all circumstances. It is interesting
to note that Bhikkhus or Samaneras found guilty of
committing crimes are formally divested of their
yellow robes before legal action is taken against
them by the State, and this is done invariably under
the permission of the chief monk or the abbot.

‘To do good’ (kusala kamma) is a cardinal
point in the teachings of Buddhism. Consequently,
the idea of performing meritorious deeds is very
deeply ingrained in the minds of Buddhists. Ways of
doing good or making merit (puifia) among Thai
Buddhists are numerous. A man gains merit each
time he gives alms to a monk or contributes to a
religious ritual. To be ordained into monkhood, even

for a short period, of course, brings much merit.



Besides, there are other ways of merit-eaming, such
as releasing caged birds or freeing caught fishes,
plastering gold leaf on Buddha statues or religious
monuments, contributing to the construction of a
new temple or the repair of an old one, etc. ‘The Law
of Karma’, wherein each action has its correspond-
ing result, and a belief in rebirth, are two important
factors in moulding such an attitude towards life
among the Buddhists. Though Nibbana (Sanskrit:
Nirvana), the highest bliss in Buddhism, is aspired to
by all good Buddhists, the vast majority of them still
think it is not so easy to reach and that they will be
reborn again in this world, in heaven or some other
world, or — at the very worst — in hell. Hence, as
long as they live, they must try to do good in order to
ensure good results in this very life as well as in the
life to come. ‘Be a light unto yourself. Each man
must strive for his own salvation” — these were the
Master's words. In view of this, Theravada
Buddhism is often said to have an individualistic
temper. Nevertheless, it is very tolerant, as the long
history of its existence will prove. Indeed, the
characteristic tolerance of Buddhism, for instance in
Thailand, has always permitted the absorption of
many beliefs and practices from other sources which
have often served to supplement or expand its
concepts or to fill gaps. Animism and Brahmanism
may be cited in this connection; the two being
important supplements to popular Buddhism in
Thailand. A foreign writer has rightly observed that
the attitude of the Thai masses towards their religion
is of an easygoing nature. They do not bother to
distinguish among the various components of their

religion; for them, it is all of a piece. Only the

sophisticated few are concerned with doctrinal logic
and purity. Of course, they too know much about its
legends, its festivals, its ideals, and its general
message that ‘good will render good’. On the whole,
it can be said that the Thais enjoy their religion.
Religious observances are, to them, as social and
recreational as they are sacred occasions. And for the
vast majority, Buddhism suffices in that it enables
them to feel and believe and enjoy. (Edited by Drish-
ti Desai)

iEfE

1. This article is extracted from the original paper,
The Buddhist Culture in Thailand, written by
Phramaha Prayoon Chotivaro, Phramaha Paitoon
Pantanando, Phramaha Yongyuth Kantabho,
Phramaha Thongkeb Yanapalo, Phrakhrudhamma-
thon Waradecha, Phra Seng Hurng Narindo from
Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University.
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