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NEW BUDDHIST MOVEMENTS IN THAILAND








This book examines two new Buddhist movements in Thailand, namely the Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke. These movements represent two distinctive trends within contemporary Buddhism in Thailand. Vastly different in belief and practice, they emerged in Thailand in the 1970s at a time of political uncertainty, social change and increasing dissatisfaction with the Thai Saṅgha and its leadership.

Rory Mackenzie explains why these movements have come into being, what they have reacted against and what they offer to their members. The Wat Phra Dhammakāya tradition views itself as a large, modern movement structured for growth, convenience and efficiency. It has spread to eleven different countries and Westerners are increasingly being attracted to the movement through the practice of Dhammakāya meditation. The author argues that there is some justification in describing this highly progressive movement as fundamentalist and millenarian due to their strong focus on meditation, and the belief that some members have in their leader a saviour figure. Santi Asoke members view the communities in which they live as places where they experience justice and support for living morally upright lives. They also view their communities as a locus for their liberation from suffering. The author suggests that Santi Asoke may best be described as an ascetic/prophetic, utopian movement with legalistic tendencies.

This book should appeal to those interested in Buddhism’s confrontation with modernity, and its responses to evolving social issues in Thailand, as well as to those interested in new religions in the broader context of religious studies.

Rory Mackenzie teaches Buddhism and Practical Theology at the International Christian College, Glasgow. He has lived in Thailand for eleven years, is involved in the Thai community in Edinburgh and makes regular visits back to Thailand.
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PREFACE


An Introduction to New Buddhist Movements in Thailand: Towards an  Understanding of Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke.


This book seeks an understanding of two new Buddhist movements which emerged in Thailand in the 1970s. Vastly different in belief and practice, they developed in a time of political uncertainty, social change and increasing dissatisfaction with the Thai Saṅgha and its leadership.


I have sought both insiders’ (emic) and outsiders’ (etic) understandings of the movements. Members of both movements view their respective leaders as having qualities of amnāt (power), ittipon (influence) and pāramī (moral stature or charisma). In addition, they are confident in the veracity of their models of spiritual purification. Wat Phra Dhammakāya views itself as a large, modern movement structured for growth, convenience and efficiency. It communicates effectively with its members throughout the world via its satellite TV channel. The movement plans shortly to host 1 million attendees at its temple for special meetings geared towards world peace. The writer sees some justification in describing this highly progressive movement as fundamentalist and millenarian due to its strong focus on meditation, and the belief that some members have in their leader a saviour figure.

Santi Asoke members view the communities in which they live as places where they experience justice and support for living morally upright lives. This is in contrast to their experience in mainstream Thai society. They also view their communities as a locus for liberation from suffering.

Despite their strict, ‘peasant’ image, Santi Asoke are considerably less of a fundamentalist movement than Wat Phra Dhammakāya. Asoke members view their leader as a highly skillful teacher but not a saviour, thus they cannot be considered millenarian. I have highlighted similarities between Santi Asoke and the Catholic ‘base community’ movement, as well as the Thai ‘community culture’ school of thought. Despite some similarities in these areas, I suggest that Santi Asoke may best be described as an ascetic/prophetic, utopian movement with legalistic tendencies.


This thesis suggests that the continuing ‘well-being’ of Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke indicate both a disenchantment with traditional expressions of mainstream Thai Buddhism and a desire for Buddhist solutions for contemporary living. While Buddhism continues to inform the Thai psyche, the state regulated Saṅgha no longer has the credibility and status which it once enjoyed. It will not, therefore, be the ‘legitimising’ tool in the hands of the Thai government that it traditionally has been.
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NOTE ON THE USE OF THAI WORDS AND REFERENCING


It may be assumed that the romanising of the Thai script is phonetic. The only exceptions are a very few word endings where the final letter of the Thai word reads one way but is pronounced another! For example, in Thai, a final ‘l’ is read ‘n’, thus what is pronounced ‘Mahidon’ is spelt ‘Mahidol’. Those skilled in romanising Thai script may wince at ‘Luang Phaw’ (Venerable Father) preferring ‘Luang Phoh’ but I have felt it best to follow Wat Phra Dhammakāya’s rendering of the title.


Pāli words are italicised and diacritical marks are used. Thai words are also italicised except in the case of names. For example, Dhammakāya meditation as it refers to a technical term within Buddhism; Wat Phra Dhammakāya, however, is not italicised as it refers to a temple and a movement. It appears to be a general convention not to use diacritical marks with Thai words. I depart from this protocol, however, if the Thai word is also a Pāli word, for example, mahā. Since I am dealing with Theravāda Buddhism I use Pāli terms, for example, ‘nibbāna’ rather than the Sanskrit term ‘nirvāṇa’. The only exception to this is the use of ‘karma’ (Sanskrit), rather than the not well-known Pāli term ‘kamma’.


In the Thai context, the name that is used is the given name rather than the surname. In order to standardise the referencing and bibliography of the book, I have used the surname of Thai nationals as the official name.


The Thai use the Buddhist calendar, dating from the parinibbāna of the Buddha, thus 2006 CE is 2549 in the Buddhist Era. I use the Christian era equivalent for the publication date of the Thai texts.
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Map 1 Map of Thailand.

Source: Reproduced with permission of the Central Intelligence Agency.













INTRODUCTION


The two New Buddhist Movements studied in this thesis emerged in Thailand in the 1970s. The social context included the emergence of an increasingly well-educated middle class, political control by the military and political protests by the people (1970 and 1973). In addition, an unstable situation was created by the activities of the Thai Communist Party and the war in Vietnam. There was also the difficulty of relating traditional Buddhist values to a generation very different from previous generations. These two movements have developed their own identities since Santi Asoke was excommunicated from the Saṅgha in 1990 after 15 years of controversy.1 In 1999, the Wat Phra Dhammakāya movement came close to leaving the Saṅgha after an intense period of allegations of unorthodox teaching, forceful marketing strategies and the alleged mishandling of funds by the abbot.




This book sets out to answer the following five questions


	How did the Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke movements begin and develop?

	What are their distinctive features and why do they appeal to their respective memberships?

	How accurate are the outsiders’ descriptions and analyses of the two movements?

	How do the members of these movements go about their spiritual development? 

	What do the findings of this research contribute to an understanding of the possible future structure of state regulated Buddhism within Thailand, and possible implications this may have for Thai society.2 



Discussion of terms such as ‘sect’, ‘cult’, their Thai equivalents and ‘New Buddhist Movement’


It seems appropriate at this stage to define some key terms.




Sect


A ‘religious group or movement which has broken away from a more orthodox mainstream religious denomination, or represents an entirely new religious formation’ (Barnard and Burgess, 1996:481). A sect may be viewed by the mainstream group it has departed from, or society in general, as schismatic, heterodox or heretical. Adherents of the new sect will usually judge the mainstream as having failed to maintain orthodoxy, or as being unwilling to accept new truth/practice.

The term sect seems to be an accurate one for Wat Phra Dhammakāya as it captures something of some deviance away from mainstream but with a lack of actual rejection by it. Indeed, this movement is actively involved in helping the aging and frail leadership (Thai Mahā thera samakom) of the Thai Saṅgha. Santi Asoke have been excommunicated from the Thai Saṅgha principally for their harsh criticism of what they consider to be lax behaviour among mainstream monks and refusing to comply with orders from monastic leadership. A result of this excommunication is that a good number of critics would say ‘Santi Asoke are not proper Buddhists’ – at least not the state regulated Thai version of Buddhism! Informed observers of the religious scene in the kingdom view Santi Asoke as being much further from mainstream than Wat Phra Dhammakāya.



Cult


Derived from the Latin cultus (‘worship’), a cult is a religious movement which draws its inspiration from other than the primary religion of the culture (Glock and Stark, 1965:245). Clearly both Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke are thoroughly Buddhist in orientation, although they borrow from non-standard Thai interpretations of Buddhism. Technically, they may be described as sects but not cults. Sometimes, however, critics of a group will vilify the group by referring to it as a cult. It may be that critics justify the usage of the term by the ‘cult-like’ characteristics of the group, such as the dissolving of marriages, and the unquestioning acceptance of all that the leader says.




New Religious Movement


This term is used as an umbrella term for ‘movements or organisations that have been called “alternative religions”, “non-conventional religions,” “cults” or “contemporary sects” ’ (Barker, 1989:4). The two movements considered in my research began in the 1970s, have well-defined structures and procedures and clearly qualify as ‘New Religious Movements’. They may more accurately be referred to as New Buddhist Movements.

It is important to consider the terms the Thai use for ‘movement’. Klum and khana are Thai words meaning ‘group’, or movement. Puak and fai may also be used for group or movement although, when used, tend to have a negative connotation. False (te am) when used of a group indicates false teaching, while laa te  corresponds directly to our word cult.3 Nevertheless, Thai tend to be less exclusive in their language than Westerners and use less condemnatory speech. There is also an understandable tendency among Thai to present Buddhism as unified, rather than divided. This is demonstrated by the fact that I seldom heard Thai who are critical of these movements refer to them as cults (Thai laa te).

It is attractive to describe these two movements as fraternities (Thai nikai) of Buddhism. This, however, becomes problematic in the Thai Buddhist context as the Mahānikai and Thammayut orders are the only official fraternities within Thai Buddhism.4 Chao is a Thai term meaning ‘people of a certain country’ and Santi Asoke members use it while speaking of themselves that, that is, Chao Asoke. Wat Phra Dhammakāya members define themselves as those who go to the Phra Dhammakāya temple, thus for a man ‘pom bi Wat Phra Thammakai’. The movement is also known as the Dhammakāya Foundation (Monetee Thammakai).




Model of research


There is a full description of the research methodology in Appendix One. I have located this in the appendices as I recognise some readers may be frustrated by being presented with several pages of methodological explanation! What follows is a brief introduction to my approach to the study of the movements.

I have sought to avoid ‘projection’ and ‘reduction’ ideas and tried to gain, to the extent it is possible, an insider’s (emic) understanding of both movements. The projection approach assumes that a movement’s belief and practice is simply a creation out of the needs and aspirations of those who belong to the movement. Traditionally, it has been used to show how human needs have created the image of some ultimate being, rather than man receiving revelation from that being. The reduction approach ‘explains religious phenomena (hence reducing it) in terms of the methods employed and the conclusions reached by disciplines other than religion’ (Cox, 1992:43).

The thrust of the phenomenological approach is an attempt to justify the study of religion on its own terms rather than on the terms of the theologian or social scientist’ (Erricker, 1999:83). While there is no firm agreement on a definitive phenomenological approach to the study of religions, it is a model that is quite widely used. Those who use it seek to understand that religion, or movement, on its own terms. Through a process (described in Appendix One) I arrived at an understanding of the movements based on my observation of life within the movements, as well as information and explanation from insiders. At this stage in the research I began to examine possible ways in which sociological and cultural forces may have shaped these movements. That is, I gathered and engaged with etic (outsiders’ views). Some of these outsiders were academics researching in the area. Others were lay people who had contact with the movements. In addition, I used typologies used in the classification of movements and applied these to Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke. The use of these typologies widened the discussion as links were made to other movements which were not immediately obvious. I also tried to define how these movements work (and attract new members) by examining how their leadership functions in terms of the accepted Thai qualities of leadership, namely, power (amnāt), influence (ittiphon) and moral goodness (pāramī).




Brief remarks on some sociological factors that produce change


If religion does not continue to meet changing needs, adherents will declare it irrelevant, or have only a very nominal commitment to it. New Religious Movements thrive in rapidly changing social conditions. They provide meaning and purpose by offering an explanation of, or ways of dealing successfully with change. A new group may either reject or embrace new forces such as consumerism or globalisation.

The researcher of New Religious Movements in the ‘Two Third’s’ world needs to be aware of the way movements are or have responded to forces such as secularisation, globilasation, urbanisation, economic growth and decline and dynamics of the nation state. These issues are now briefly identified.

Secularisation may be regarded as the shrinking relevance of the values of religion to integrate individuals in society, or legitimise political or social structures.5 Wilson defines secularisation as ‘The decline of the influence of religious institutions, thinking and practices upon social life’ (Barnard and Burgess, 1996:323).

To combat secularisation, religious groups will often make considerable effort to make religion appear vibrant again. This has certainly been the case in Thailand since the establishing of a modern education system where schools are no longer based in temples and monks no longer teach. Monks have had to face a diminished role in Thai society for some time. The major challenge facing the Saṅgha, however, is reassuring the Thai people of the high moral standards of the monks, as the press have reported a number of financial and sexual scandals in which monks have allegedly been involved.

Globalisation involves the movement of goods, finance, ideas, fashion, people, information, leisure and social activities around the world. The key issue for sociologists is the manner in which these movements create problems for a particular nation’s social life and political governance. Economic globalisation, spearheaded by multinational companies, ‘is widely understood to have led to the reduced control of nation states over economic policy’ (Nash, 2000:49). There is pressure then on countries to create a good climate for the multinational corporations, otherwise they will lose business to other countries. At the same time they are left to manage the negative consequences of globalisation such as excessive economic dependence on the multinational companies, loss of political power over the nation, ecological damage and erosion of traditional values and/or cultural distinctives.

Globalisation is translated into Thai as ‘lukanuwat’. It is derived from lok the Thai word for world.6 The word is closely associated with lokiya ‘worldliness’ and thus has a negative connotation for many Thai. It ‘evokes all that is unethical and immoral about the consequences of the globalizers’ practices’ (Reynolds, 2002:318).

MacDonalds, Svensens and Pizza Hut workers are being de-cultured through serving in these restaurants, as are those who use them. For the traditionalist, it appears that Western values have hijacked local culture. There is a cultural tension between the tradition and progress. Western food chains and fashion items such as Nike trainers, while powerful icons of globalisation, are not the only disseminators of Western values. Satellite TV and the Internet are also incredibly influential. What is being globalised is a secular capitalist system which is ‘almost totally orientated to the accumulation of wealth rather than to the satisfaction of basic human needs’ (Padilla, 2001:7).

Consumerism has been defined as ‘a culture centred on the promotion, sale and acquisition of consumer goods’ (Bilton et al., 1996:656). The teachings of Buddhism and Christianity address the materialism associated with a consumer mentality, possibly through redistribution of wealth, or a simpler lifestyle.

New Religious Movements are not only brought about by changes in society. Sometimes they emerge due to tensions within religious traditions. Examples of this would include a group’s perceived loss of commitment to its religious values, or leaders who are considered to be too lax in their practice, or are understood to be no longer teaching ‘the truth’. Often personality conflicts are dressed up as doctrinal controversies and a new group emerges! The new group is invariably marginalised by the old group, and perhaps even by society. In time, as leadership of the new group mellows and the issues that inspired the breakaway from mainstream are addressed, the new group may be viewed as much less radical.



Field work


Interviews and questionnaires within the movements


Santi Asoke: I was permitted to attend the Puttha Pisek festival at Phai Sali, some 300 kilometres north of Bangkok. More than 1,000 members gathered for six days of intensive teaching. I was privileged to be assigned two informants who steered me through the programme which started at 03:15 and went on to 21:00. They were skilled at explaining the reasons that underpinned Santi Asoke practice, such as walking barefoot and washing dishes in a particular way. As well as observing and participating in the various activities, I had opportunities to interview various members. Interviews were mainly carried out in Thai. I was also able to conduct a questionnaire in Thai. This was qualitative in nature and invited a ‘free-text’ response. The questionnaire was examined by several monastics for approval and then distributed to the lay membership. I received 62 returns from the 94 distributed questionnaires. Translation of the questionnaires was carried out by two Thai as I found the translation very time consuming due to ‘hard to read’ handwriting and some difficult terminology. I was involved, however, in working with both translators and was able to clarify any questions I had regarding aspects of translation.

During my three field visits (1999, 2001 and 2002), I was able to stay on two separate occasions at Phatom Asoke, some 60 kilometres to the east of Bangkok, and also visit extensively at Santi Asoke in Bangkok. On these occasions I was able to have informal conversations as well as conduct formal interviews with monastics (including Bodhirak, the founder of the movement) and lay members. Normally Thai was used for these interviews but sometimes the interviewees spoke good English.

I was also able to make visits to Wat Phra Dhammakāya in 2001, but because of the intense media attention they were receiving, and their difficulties with the Saṅgha leadership, they were unwilling for me to conduct questionnaire work, or discuss controversial issues such as their views on the nature of nibbāna. I was, however, able to visit Wat Luang Phaw Sot Dhammakāyaram, a temple which uses the same meditation model as Wat Phra Dhammakāya, as well as Wat Paknam to which both of these movements trace their inception.

Media attention had considerably diminished by the time I carried out my third field visit (2002) and Wat Phra Dhammakāya responded positively to my supervisor’s request for me to carry out research at the temple. I was assigned an ubasok who functioned as an informant, arranged for my visits to the temple and lined up interviews with Phra Dattacheewo, the acting abbot and another monastic.7 I was able to talk to members freely on Sundays and observe a variety of ceremonies at the temple.

My practice was to explain that I was an academic researcher who already had a faith commitment (Christian) and not a seeker after a new set of beliefs. This clarified to informants the reason I required the information. If I were understood to be a seeker, then an informant might assume ‘evangelistic mode’ and be disappointed at the end of the conversations when I did not change my religious allegiance.8

I spent time in Thailand in August and September 2006 engaging with both movements. I provided copies of my thesis to representatives of both movements and invited their comments, unfortunately there was little feedback. I also took the opportunity to gather information to update the research.




Interviews and information gathering outwith the new movements


I attended the four day International Conference on Southeast Asian Studies at Mahidol University, Bangkok, in February 2001. This gave me the opportunity to discuss aspects of the two movements with Marja-Leena Heikkilä-Horn (whose doctoral work was on the Santi Asoke movement) and Peter Jackson (who has written widely on Thai religion and culture). During my second and third field trips I was able to meet with a number of specialists in Thai Buddhism both monastic and lay. Phra Suthithammanuwat (formally known as Phramāha Thiab Mali), dean of one of the postgraduate schools at Mahāchulalongkorn University was helpful in arranging interviews and providing some research material. Dr Tavivat Puntarigvivat was a valuable source of information on aspects of Thai society as well as the proposed Fourth Saṅgha Act. During my third field trip I was able to discuss some aspects of both movements with Dr Apinya Feungfusakul, who completed doctoral work on these two movements in 1993.

There were many others outside the movement who provided information. As I travelled around people would ask me what I was doing and I would take the opportunity to ask about their perspectives on these two movements. One former member of Santi Asoke who remained positive towards the movement provided me with a particularly helpful way of understanding the Asoke ‘mindset’. The archives of the Bangkok Post proved extremely useful for tracing the progression of the legal proceedings against the two movements.




Scope of the book


The preview of the book is as follows:

Introduction – Research objectives; discussion of some terms; methodological approach and some comments on sociological factors.

Literature review – An overview of the contribution of seven key writers in the field.

Chapter 1 setting the scene – The religious and socio-political context of the development of the two movements.

This section briefly examines the reforms initiated by King Mongut (1804–68) who was a monk for 27 years before ascending the throne in 1851. The Saṅgha  Acts of 1902, 1941 and 1962 are examined. The proposed Fourth Saṅgha Act  is also discussed. The main thread running through the development of Thai Buddhism since 1824 is the tensions between the Thammayut and Mahānikai fraternities. In brief, Mahānikai and Thammayut family allegiances are no longer as strong as they once were. In some cases it may be argued that a person who would gain from the flourishing of the traditional Thai political system, and who in the past would have had an allegiance to the Thammayut fraternity, would be attracted to the Wat Phra Dhammakāya movement. The ability of the Thai military to manipulate the state apparatus and its eventual loss of power is related to the emergence of the middle class with its desire to be involved in shaping issues that affect them, for example, the political process.


An analysis of Wat Phra Dhammakāya and its approach to spiritual purification – Chapter 2 traces the story of Luang Phaw Sot’s alleged discovery of Dhammakāya  meditation in Thailand. Luang Phaw Sot’s career as abbot of Wat Paknam is discussed, as is his meditative practice. Khun Yai Chan’s contribution as a teacher of meditation and encourager of her young students is recorded, and how this led to the inception of Wat Phra Dhammakāya. The growth of the temple and the associated Dhammakāya Foundation is described, as is the forming of Wat Luang Phaw Sot Dhammakāyaram as a separate movement from Wat Phra Dhammakāya. There is description of some of the alleged land-owning irregularities associated with the abbot, and the associated legal proceedings. Highlights of my visits to the temple are recorded towards the end of this chapter.

Chapter 3 commences by offering an insiders’ (emic) understanding of Wat Phra Dhammakāya, this highlights the movement’s attraction for its members. Six perspectives are offered including having a leader with qualities of power (amnāt), influence (ittipon) and moral goodness (pāramī). Six similarities between the Wat Phra Dhammakāya movement and Sāka Gakkai are discussed.9 This serves to highlight some of the movement’s distinctive features. Four outsiders’ (etic) perspectives on Wat Phra Dhammakāya movement are examined. These include fundamentalism, millenarianism, a neo-galactic structure and a Buddhist prosperity movement. Typologies traditionally used to classify New Religious Movements are examined to see if any are useful in the quest to understand Wat Phra Dhammakāya.


Chapter 4 focuses on Wat Phra Dhammakāya’s approach to spiritual development. The movement’s understanding of nibbāna and āyatananibbāna is examined, as is the model of meditation. There is discussion about Tibetan and Yogāvacara practices as being a possible source of Luang Phaw Sot’s approach to meditation.


An analysis of Santi Asoke and its approach to spiritual purification – Chapter 5 traces the life of Rak Rakphong and the founding of the Santi Asoke movement. There is considerable description of Chamlong Srimuang’s political career and involvement with Santi Asoke.10 The legal proceedings against the movement which eventually led to excommunication from the Saṅgha are examined. There is description of the various Asoke communities based on my visits, interviews and reading. Structures of the movement, its use of schools and adult education are mentioned, as are its yearly festivals.

Chapter 6 commences with four insiders’ (etic) understandings of Santi Asoke. Four key distinctives of Santi Asoke are examined. Theories that have been put forward by outsiders to explain/classify Santi Asoke are described and evaluated. These include ‘fundamentalist’, ‘millenarian’, a Buddhist version of Christian ‘base communities’ and a ‘community culture’ movement. I suggest an understanding of Santi Asoke as an ascetic/prophetic utopian movement with strong (nomian) legalistic tendencies. As with Wat Phra Dhammakāya, typologies are examined to see if they may be used helpfully to explain and categorise.

Chapter 7 focuses on Santi Asoke’s approach to spiritual development. The Asoke understanding of nibbāna is considered, as is the Asoke approach to meditation, the Eightfold Path and spiritual development.

In conclusion, a summary of the answers to the first four research questions is made. The final research question is answered as suggestions are made regarding the future of state-regulated Buddhism within Thailand, and possible implications these may have for society within the kingdom.












REVIEW OF SCHOLARLY LITERATURE ON THE WAT PHRA DHAMMAKĀYA AND SANTI ASOKE MOVEMENTS


By the mid-1980s, the Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke movements had gained a high profile in Thai society. The former sent teams of white clothed members, predominantly students, into the housing estates to collect donations and recruit members. Santi Asoke were under investigation by the Saṅgha but had also attracted the attention of the populace with their rigorous practice and association with Chamlong, the then governor of Bangkok. Scholars thus began to investigate both movements at that stage, and published work soon followed. This review examines what I consider to be important texts on these movements.

Peter Jackson was born in Sydney, Australia in 1956. He first became known in the field of Thai studies with his 1988 publication Buddhadāsa: A Buddhist  Thinker for the Modern World. In 1989 he published Buddhism, Legitimation and  Conflict: The Political Functions of Urban Thai Buddhism. This work is presented in two parts. It commences with an overview of Buddhism and the Thai elite. The second part examines the life and beliefs of some reformist monks including Buddhadāsa. The Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke movements are comprehensively covered. Jackson points out that although Wat Phra Dhammakāya is in the Mahānikai fraternity it is highly likely that it has members with Thammayut affiliations (traditionally associated with the establishment).1 The movement has drawn a number of upper class laity who benefit from association with the establishment, viewing Wat Phra Dhammakāya as a means of preserving the status quo of traditional governance. Drawing from some findings that Jackson cites (1989:86), these probably would be people who appreciate the outward demonstration of discipline, good organisation, association with the royal family, bureaucracy and the military but are less concerned about orthodox teaching. Wat Phra Dhammakāya, according to Jackson is



[T]he religious expression of a political establishment which is seeking to retain its power by co-opting members of the increasingly wealthy and influential middle class, in particular, that section of the middle class seeking to establish itself in the patterns of authority and power.


(1989:205)




Wat Phra Dhammakāya utilises intense meditation training reminiscent of the Thai forest tradition. By undertaking such training some meditators attain unusual psychic or spiritual experiences. Jackson (1989:206) argues that such followers ‘appropriate for themselves the spiritual power and legitimacy which has traditionally been attributed to the forest monks’. This has the effect of reducing the sacred aura perceived by many to surround monks in the forest tradition.

In chapter seven of his book, Jackson carefully analyses factors contributing to the discourse within the Santi Asoke movement. First, Bodhirak’s understanding of Buddhadāsa (1906–93).2 In some of his writings, Bodhirak acknowledges the significant influence of Buddhadāsa on his thinking. However, he goes on to show how his ‘teachings represent a development and improvement over those of the senior monk’ (Jackson, 1989:165). Buddhadāsa taught his followers not to cling strongly to anything, yet Buddhadāsa’s views have become so highly esteemed that many cling dogmatically to his teachings. According to Bodhirak, this strong attachment to Buddhadāsa’s ideas will block perceptions of truth (Jackson, 1989:165). Jackson correctly describes Bodhirak’s commitment to ethical, rather than meditative practice and his criticism of teachers who do not insist on the translation of teaching into practice.

Second, Jackson (1989:166–8) discusses the Asoke members’ mindset by juxtaposing them with typical supporters of Buddhadāsa. In summary, Asoke members may be understood as coming from the merchant or small businessmen/ tradesmen class who (like Bodhirak) are of Chinese or Sino-Thai extraction.3 While being rationalistic and critical of what they regard as supernatural practices within Buddhism, they do not go quite as far as Buddhadāsa, who de-emphasises some aspects of Buddhist belief, for example, karma. Bodhirak’s followers are disenchanted with the political system which is implicitly supported by the Buddhism of the establishment. To join Asoke is to protest against being marginalised and to participate in a community that offers a different way of living.

Third, Jackson analyses the critical response of Anan Senakhan to Santi Asoke.4 The analysis of Anan’s protest gives insight into some aspects of Thai society, and helps the reader better understand the Asoke movement. Jackson points out that both Anan and Bodhirak believe that Buddhism in Thailand has been corrupted. Bodhirak has responded by withdrawing from the Saṅgha. Anan’s response is to reform it from within, thus avoiding divisive factions which could undermine the security and integrity of Thai Buddhism. Jackson suggests that considerations of the backgrounds of Bodhirak and Anan help to understand these differences. Bodhirak is a former TV personality and member of the middle class. This, along with his Chinese–Thai ethnic mix locates him outside of the establishment. It seems unreasonable for him to support something which is not disposed to benefiting him or those from a similar background. In contrast, Anan is a former member of the ‘Thai bureaucracy and he identifies strongly with the monarchy, symbols of national unity and with political policies which perpetuate the pivotal place of the Thai bureaucracy as an agent and administrator of the centralist policies of the state’ (Jackson, 1989:171). Anan sees Bodhirak as dangerous precisely because his criticisms of the Saṅgha are legitimate! Yet to attack the Saṅgha (and control of it by the state) and seek independent sources of authority is to weaken society and create confusion.


Jackson’s analysis of these movements reflects an in-depth understanding of the Thai socio-political scene. Much has happened in the field since his book was published in 1989. Jackson briefly reflects this in a chapter entitled ‘Buddhism’s Changing Political Roles’.5



It is no longer possible to make a strong claim that any particular religious form is politically crucial as an ideological justification for a given sector’s position or role in society . . . Legitimacy in Thailand, as in most capitalist countries, is now framed largely in terms of instrumental values, that is, the state’s capacity to deal effectively with social, economic and ecological problems and to increase the material well being of the population.


(1997:77)




Jackson argues that the lack of reform of the Saṅgha indicates that ‘religion has become increasingly separated from state political processes’ (Jackson, 1997:77). While recognising that individuals are still religious, Jackson appears to suggest that the political apparatus no longer feels the need to regulate Buddhism. This demonstrates that a secularisation of the establishment has been in process.

Donald Swearer, professor of religion at Swarthmore College, Pennsylvania has spent some years teaching in Thailand and has researched Thai Buddhism extensively. Written in 1991, his chapter in Fundamentalisms Observed is important to the study of Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke, as it discusses the distinctive features of fundamentalism in Theravāda Buddhism.6 Initially, Swearer suggests that Wat Phra Dhammakāya seeks to recreate the old galactic policy with the intention of restoring a ‘vivid and dynamic past to a fragmented Thai society and a political environment continually beset by corruption and factionalism, in which the symbolic power of the monarchy is waning and the practical power of religion is virtually non-existent’ (Swearer, 1991:657).7 This perceptive point highlights the pivotal role of the temple. For example, ascetic forest practice is arranged to take place in the temple grounds rather than in a forest in the provinces. I engage with Swearer regarding the galactic model in the etic perspectives on Wat Phra Dhammakāya towards the end of the Chapter 3.

Swearer points out that Wat Phra Dhammakāya’s decision not to open other temples throughout the country protects it from the charge of creating a new sectarian tradition. He also notes that this has been unnecessary as the movement dominates the Buddhist societies of virtually all the universities and colleges in the country.

Swearer views fundamentalism in Sri Lanka and South-East Asia as a reaction to the introduction of Western values, technology, education and political systems. He suggests that they may be even characterised as ‘postmodern in that it seems to be a direct consequence of, and formed in reaction to, the adjustments traditional Theravāda Buddhism made to the challenge of modernity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’ (Swearer, 1991:677). He views the following distinctives as part of fundamentalism in Theravāda Buddhist societies in the region:



	A quest for identity (national, communal and individual). This search involves a return to what is perceived to be primordial and ideal; 

	Strong, charismatic leaders whose followers consider themselves to be under threat; 

	Ideologies which tend to rest on simplistic, dualistic and absolutistic worldviews. That is, non-negotiable understandings of what is acceptable/ unacceptable with no possibility of synthesis of extremes; 

	Often exclusive (sometimes evangelistic), the movements reject competing views as ‘morally evil, spiritually confused, and/or intellectually misguided’; 

	An obsessive sense of their unique role or destiny. Such movements may be ‘quasi-messianic or explicitly millenarian’; 

	A tendency to stress the value of direct experience coupled with plain and simple religious practice.



Wat Phra Dhammakāya, according to Swearer


[A]stutely packages a fundamentalistic form of Thai Buddhism that offers a way of embracing a secularized modern lifestyle while retaining the communal identity once offered by traditional Buddhism – all the while maintaining that it is ‘authentic’ or ‘true’ Buddhism, in contrast to its competitors.

(1991:666)



Swearer sees Santi Asoke’s ‘born-again Buddhism’ as exhibiting several aspects of fundamentalism. He understands the movement to be reacting against a secular, materialistic culture which is replacing a traditional life informed by Dhammic principles. Furthermore, Swearer understands Asoke to have a dualistic and absolutist Weltanschauung.


Phra Ajahn Mahā Sermchai Jayamanggalo (now referred to as Phra Rajyanvisith is the abbot of Wat Luang Phaw Sot Dhammakāyaram and is also director of the Dhammakāya Buddhist Meditation Institute.8 His book (English Language) The Heart of Dhammakāya Meditation was published in 1991. The writer, formally a researcher and lecturer, entered the monkhood in 1986. He was appointed abbot of the newly registered Wat Luang Phaw Sot Dhammakāyaram temple in 1991 and continues to be in demand as a meditation teacher. His publication is a detailed manual of Dhammakāya meditation. Wat Phra Dhammakāya have recently simplified this approach. In addition, Sermchai’s book defines terms, and explains concepts. For example, he asserts that all conditioned things are non-self but nibbāna is self, a departure from orthodox Theravāda, which views nibbāna as non-self. Phra Rajyanvisith maintains that the Five Aggregates being conditioned phenomena cannot possess the nibbanic condition (1991:72). The nibbānic condition may, however, be possessed by the Dhammakāya (as it is unconditioned). Nibbāna is an unchanging, permanent existence, devoid of all defilements and is supreme happiness. Through knowledge of the Dhammakāya, nibbāna may be experienced.


Apinya Feungfusakul, a Thai, lecturers in sociology at the University of Chiang Mai (northern Thailand). She completed her doctoral work in 1993 at the University of Bielefeld, Germany. Her thesis is entitled Buddhist Reform  Movements in Contemporary Thai Urban Context: Thammakai and Santi Asoke.9

Feungfusakul shows that the traditional social image of the monk is one who both represents transcendence and is a community leader. As communities are no longer dependent on monastics for education, medicine, etc., a gap has emerged between society and the Saṅgha. This has resulted in a loss of status for monastics who are now only largely required for religious rituals. Within the Saṅgha  there are those who are considering how a restoration of monks’ status might best be achieved. One issue currently being discussed is the nature of the lay persons’ religious need and how it may best be addressed by monastics.

Feungfusakul (1993:195) takes the view that Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke ‘chose to secure their own channel of resource acquisition through tighter organisation and control of their lay sub-groups’. She suggests that merit making and how it is legitimised and connected to the transcendent level is a key issue here. According to Feungfusakul (1993:195), Wat Phra Dhammakāya’s ‘conformist disposition enables it to synthesize consumerist competitive and advertising strategy with the traditional belief of merit accumulation which ends up in the merchandization of merit’. Wat Phra Dhammakāya offer a variety of options, and have an emphasis on convenience and comfort. This then revitalises traditional belief in karmic theory as the accumulation of merit through the cycle of rebirths.

In contrast, Santi Asoke takes a non-traditional approach. Rather than a focus on individual cause and effect, Santi Asoke considers the act of merit making as taking into account a wider social implication. The merit-making act and its effect should be viewed in the context of society; therefore any kind of social exploitation is a sin (Feungfusakul, 1993:195). Thus for Asoke, economics and social relationships in the community must be part of the realisation of the transcendence goal. This goal may only be realised ‘within favourable and suitable worldly conditions’ (Feungfusakul, 1993:195).

Feungfusakul highlights the way in which both movements seek to restore the status of their monks through a rigorous recruitment policy and strict monastic practice. She also shows how these two ‘reform movements’ move away from the traditional view of ‘salvation in this life’ being possible only for monks. If salvation is for the ‘here and now’ for both monk and lay person, then there is a shift from ‘emphasis on merit making rituals to ascetic practices based on conscious individual effort in mundane daily activities’ (Feungfusakul,1993:197). Wat Phra Dhammakāya members emphasise the importance of daily meditation and observance of the Precepts. Santi Asoke members focus on rigorous keeping of the Precepts and continual self-control. Lay members of both movements thus live ‘exemplified’ lives.

According to Fuengfusakul (1993:202), in order for movements to achieve self-affirmation, they must either negate or separate themselves from mainstream Thai Buddhism. Wat Phra Dhammakāya segregates itself from mainstream by its emphasis on the superiority of its meditation method and its modern organisational structure. It seeks to retain links with the Saṅgha through good relationships with senior monastics. On the other hand, Asoke nourishes its self-image by projecting an image of the Thai Saṅgha as ‘impure’. The expression of segregation and negation require the invention of new symbols, for example, uniform: white clothes for Wat Phra Dhammakāya and blue peasant outfits for Asoke lay members.10 Other examples of this include a new form of greeting used by Santi Asoke members, and the adaptation of a crystal ball as Wat Phra Dhammakāya’s sacred symbol (Feungfusakul, 1993:202). Both movements associate their identity with the early Buddhist tradition. Wat Phra Dhammakāya relate to Buddhist texts which it sees as supporting its view of the nature of Dhammakāya, while Santi Asoke presents itself as a traditional Buddhist community from a previous era.

In a Thai journal11 Feungfusakul (1998:64–7) describes the ‘myth’ circulating within the Wat Phra Dhammakāya community.12 Prior to the creation of this world there was Dhammakāya, within which there existed a dualism of good (white party) and evil (black party). A war between the two parties led to the creation of a new world. This new order was destroyed by the Black Dhammakāya. Another world was created which was again destroyed by the Black Dhammakāya. The White Dhammakāya responded by giving mankind certain qualities of wisdom, understanding, etc. The Black Dhammakāya retaliated by sending lust into the world which resulted in mankind killing each other. The current status is one where only those who practise Dhammakāya meditation may break out of their deluded state and behave in an enlightened manner. Phra Dhammachayo, the movement’s leader, is an Awatan (Thai) or Avatāra (Pāli) who was part of the original White Dhammakāya party. Some members at the temple view him as their deliverer from the forces of the Black Dhammakāya, and also as the one who leads them in the ongoing war.13 The dissonance between such beliefs and orthodox Theravāda ideas is notable.

Marja-Leena Heikkilä-Horn is a Finnish academic who currently lectures at the Salaya campus of Mahidol University, just outside Bangkok. Her doctoral thesis Santi Asoke Buddhism and Thai State Response was published in 1996.14 In 1997, Heikkilä-Horn published a revised version of her thesis in English. It is entitled Buddhism with Open Eyes: Belief and Practice of Santi Asoke.15 The book was published by Fah Apai, the Santi Asoke publishing house. Heikkilä-Horn lived at Santi Asoke in Bangkok for six months gathering data for her research. Indeed, she has expressed concern that ‘The few academic articles concerning Santi Asoke are not based on first hand knowledge and seem to rely on information supplied by the critics of the Santi Asoke group’ (Heikkilä-Horn, 1997:9).

Buddhism with Open Eyes: Belief and Practice of Santi Asoke gives good insight into day to day living in the Asoke communities. There is detailed description of progression within the movement, organisational structures and various ceremonies. Apart from these insightful observations the writer makes the following important points. First, she suggests that there is a clear connection between the crushing of the student movements of the early 1970s, the de-robing of dissident monks and the emergence of alternative Buddhist groups, including Santi Asoke (Heikkilä-Horn, 1997:110).16

Second, Heikkilä Horn writes that Wat Phra Dhammakāya was perceived as acceptable by the state whereas Santi Asoke was censored by the Saṅgha. She suggests that this is because Asoke was strongly associated with General Chamlong, the then governor of Bangkok and leader of the Phalang Dhamma Party.17 Heikkilä-Horn proposes that ‘orthodox Buddhism’ and ‘unorthodox Buddhism’ in Thailand are terms which are defined by the state authority rather than by any independent or Buddhist scholarly authority (Heikkilä-Horn, 1997:203). Wat Phra Dhammakāya was not pursued by the Saṅgha until the economic recession of 1997 because it enjoyed protection from senior political and military personnel.

Third, Asoke holds egalitarian and democratic values for which activists fought in the 1970s. While acknowledging that she did not meet any such activists in Asoke, Heikkilä-Horn argues that people joined the movement because of the ‘sense of frustration that they felt towards the mainstream Saṅgha’s corrupt and lax practices’ (Heikkilä-Horn, 1997:205).

Heikkilä-Horn suggests that Santi Asoke may be a millenarian movement (Thai phu mi bhun). She has indicated that this is an idea which she wished to develop, linking the millenarian movements in North-East Thailand at the beginning of the twentieth century to the emergence of Santi Asoke.18 I describe these and the Huppasawan movement under ‘Wat Phra Dhammakāya – a millenarian movement?’ in Chapter 3. I engage with Heikkilä-Horn’s hypothesis of Santi Asoke as a millenarian movement in Chapter 6.

Jeffery Bowers published Dhammakāya Meditation in Thai Society in 1996. This is the fruit of his research undertaken while a MA student at Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok. Bowers expresses concern that writers on Wat Phra Dhammakāya have not visited the temple as often as necessary in order to gain a good understanding of the movement and its model of meditation.

A strength of Bowers’ work is his engagement with the three movements which teach Dhammakāya meditation.19 His section on the development of Wat Luang Phaw Sot Dhammakāyaram is important as this school of Dhammakāya meditation is virtually ignored by researchers.20 Bowers draws on his knowledge of Dhammakāya meditation which he gained from Phra Rajyanvisith (whose book we have briefly mentioned). There is a clear description of the process of this model of meditation, along with an explanation of what is experienced at each stage.

Bowers makes two important contributions to research in this area. First, he points to a number of similarities between Dhammakāya meditation and Tibetan Tantric practices (Bowers, 1996:33–45). In Chapter 4, I engage with Bowers’ hypothesis that Luang Phaw Sot developed the Dhammakāya model of meditation as a result of meeting a practitioner from within the Tibetan tradition.

Second, Bowers explains aspects of higher-level Dhammakāya meditation (wicha-rop): the ‘ongoing universal battle of good over evil where high-level Dhammakāya meditators use their powers obtained in Dhammakāya meditation to defeat Māra, the leader of evil in the universe’ (Bowers, 1996:24). While this was an essential feature of Luang Phaw Sot’s work at Wat Paknam, monastics are reluctant to discuss it with outsiders, thus this important information is hard to obtain.

Most of the research on these movements has taken place in the early 1990s.21 Much has happened since then both in Thai society and also within the movements. This book examines the recent history of both movements – nine years is a long time in the life of a religious movement which is only 30 years old, especially if society is going through a period of change. In reviewing the literature I have concluded that the application of typologies which have been developed in the field of religious studies/social sciences would make an original contribution to an understanding of the movements. This forms part of my outsider’s (etic) perspective. Also absent from previous writings on Wat Phra Dhammakāya and Santi Asoke is an analysis of how leadership of the movements function in terms of amnāt (‘power’), ittipon (‘influence’) and pāramī (‘moral stature/charisma’). These are the key components of leadership within Thai culture, and a study of their function in these contexts is helpful for an understanding of the movements.

Born in 1939, Phra Dhammapiṭaka (Prayudh Payutto) ‘has emerged as the unrivalled dean of Thai Buddhist Scholarship’ (Swearer, 1995:139). He has served as a visiting lecturer in America, published extensively in Thai and English, and in 1994, was one of the recipients of the UNESCO prize for Peace Education. His book Karani Thammakai ‘The Dhammakāya Case’ was published in 1998. This Thai text is a firm defence of the supremacy of the Pāli canon over other versions of the Buddhist scriptures and a clear warning not to draw ideas from Mahāyāna teachings. Indeed, he suggests that changes made to the Theravāda scriptures may uproot the Saṅgha. Phra Dhammapiṭaka highlights the importance of monks keeping the monastic code of discipline by suggesting that the vinaya  is more important to Buddhism than the constitution is for the Thai nation. The systematic engagement with a variety of Wat Phra Dhammakāya’s teachings from his understanding of the Pāli scriptures clearly demonstrates to the Thai that the movement is heretical in its beliefs.

Wat Phra Dhammakāya is well known for its provocative teaching that ‘nibbāna is atta [self]’ and the belief that nibbāna, referred to as āyatananibbāna, is a literal realm in which all enlightened beings exist. The temple also believe that advanced level Dhammakāya meditators may visit āyatananibbāna  temporarily. Phra Dhammapiṭaka (1998:9) expresses the opinion that Wat Phra Dhammakāya do not stick to the Pāli cannon, and in absolute terms, there is no such thing as atta. Phra Dhammapiṭaka views āyatananibbāna as the nibbāna, or extinguishing of the fires of greed, hatred and delusion. Indeed, the scholar-monk (1998:80–6) comments that there is a lot of speculation on nibbāna and that the important issue is not to define nibbāna for others but rather to look into oneself to see if defilements are decreasing.

Towards the end of his book, Phra Dhammapiṭaka answers a series of questions about Wat Phra Dhammakāya. He begins with some comments about how the practice of magic does not lead to the reduction of sufferings. Indeed, the movement simply makes people too excited (Phra Dhammapiṭaka, 1998:358). This appears to be a reference to September and October 1998 when many thousands of Wat Phra Dhammakāya members claimed to have seen an image of Luang Phaw Sot in the middle of the sun. (They were miraculously able to look at the sun.) In the next section, the issue of making merit is addressed. Phra Dhammapiṭaka (1998:361) explains how making merit with a pure heart will lead to less suffering; in contrast, the will to benefit as a result of the action will lead to an increase of suffering. He goes on to say that the best form of merit making is keeping the Precepts, as opposed to making donations. In a similar vein, the author points out that religion has to do with creating people of high moral character rather than building grand buildings. Indeed, such people are of more importance than those who have great wealth. Later, Phra Dhammapiṭaka engages with the movement’s belief that its Mahā Dhammakāya pagoda (cetiya), and indeed, the buildings that make up the temple complex, will become the eighth ‘Wonder of the World’. He points out that the ‘Wonders’ did not reduce human attachments! Anyway, the modern wonders of the world are well known for being small (high-tech inventions) rather than huge buildings. There may be a pagoda many years into the future but the author asks ‘will there also be Buddhism?’ (Phra Dhammapiṭaka, 1998:374).

The scholar-monk (1998:377) goes on to make the point that Wat Phra Dhammakāya cannot create a centre by constructing an impressive building. Religions already have their centres, for example, Mecca and Lumbini. Buddhists go on pilgrimage to the birth place of the Buddha even although there is no large building there; they will not go to Wat Phra Dhammakāya, despite the impressive pagoda. Towards the end of this section, Phra Dhammapiṭaka suggests that if a large number attend a meeting and receive skillful teaching then that is certainly positive. If, however, they receive unskillful teaching then that is a tragedy as there are so many people. This remark is aimed at the large attendances at Wat Phra Dhammakāya. The author concludes by saying that many people feel better after taking drugs but that does not mean that taking drugs is a good activity!












1 SETTING THE SCENE


The religious and socio-political context of the development of the two movements


Emergence of the Thammayut and Mahānikai fraternities


In 1824, the 21-year-old Crown Prince Mongkut was ordained into the Saṅgha. Some ‘fifteen days after the Prince’s ordination, his father, King Rama II passed away and due to failing health he had been unable to find a successor to the throne’ (Nyanasamvara, 1992:6). The charitable view is Prince Mongkut ordained to make merit for his ailing father. Another perspective (Heinze, 1977:24) and (Wyatt, 1984:167) is that the prince faced a dangerous political situation where the Privy Council preferred an older half-brother to become king; the Saṅgha was therefore the safest place for the prince.

Prince Mongkut commenced serious study of Pāli and religious texts.1 ‘Finding the practice of Thai Buddhism considerably at variance with the classic Theravāda canon, he took the daring step of breaking with Thai Buddhist traditions and borrowed the dress and disciplinary forms of the Mon sect’ (Wyatt, 1969:27). Thus, Prince Mongkut had eighteen Mon monks re-ordain him on a raft on a canal in front of Wat Samorai (also known as Wat Rajadhiwat).2

Prince Mongkut began to give in-depth teaching to those within his care and insisted on strict adherence to the vinaya. In time, those who followed his practice were ordained according to the Mon lineage. In the late 1830s, Prince Mongkut was invited by the king to move with the monks under his tutelage to Wat Bowonniwet. There the prince became abbot and ‘in effect the head of a separate order within the Siamese monkhood. Mongkut named it the Thammayutika [Thai Thammayut], the “Order Adhering to the Dhamma,” the teachings of the Buddha, as contradistinguished from the older order, the Mahānikai, to whom Mongkut derogatively referred as the “Order of Long-Standing Habit” ’ (Wyatt, 1984:176).3 Currently there are around 450,000 monks in Thailand (out of phansa), of which 90 per cent are in the Mahānikai fraternity.4

The result of Prince Mongkut’s study and reforms was a strict form of doctrinal Buddhism which swept away much of the magical practice (Thai saiyasat, which Mongkut saw as what the Buddha referred to as Pāli tiracchanavijja, or ‘base arts’) of Buddhism as practised at that time. Jackson maintains that King Mongkut’s ‘religious reforms in the 1830’s also involved a rejection of the supernatural’ (Jackson, 1989:58). Jackson suggests that Mongkut (who was then still a monk) rejected manipulation of protective power through the use of material objects such as magical amulets and cloths with magical formula written on them because it was based on local practice and did not contribute to support for the monarchy. On the other hand, as king, Mongkut promoted the Brahmanical deities as they were universal and served to unify the Siamese people. An example of this is his proposing of Phra Sayamdevadhirāja as the national deity, or spirit, of Siam. The Lak Muang or city foundation stone of Bangkok was first erected in 1782 by King Rama I and is said to be the shrine where the overlord or deity of Siam resides.

Ishii (1986:159) notes that the prince was aware that ‘it was the folk beliefs appended to Buddhism that underlay their [the Western missionaries] contempt for his religion’. If Westerners were able to criticise or discredit Buddhism, then some Siamese might question their own cultural/religious practice. Worse, the legitimisation of the monarchy, which is supported by Buddhist belief might begin to be eroded. Certainly any criticism of Buddhism would be counterproductive to national identity, cohesion and the development of monarchical power which royalty was working towards. Wyatt takes the view that Prince Mongut’s reforms created the emergence of a universal religion ‘which could compete with Christianity for the allegiance of intellectual Thai minds on very favourable terms’ (Wyatt, 1969:28).




The Saṅgha Act of 1902


In 1868, King Chulalongkorn (1853–1910) was appointed5 to the throne as the fifth king of the Chakri dynasty on the death of his father King Mongut.6 In 1898, shortly after his return from his first trip to Europe, King Chulalongkorn tasked Prince Wachirayan7 (1860–1921) to carry out a ‘Plan for the Organisation of Provincial Education’.8 It became clear that educational development in the provinces depended on the cooperation of the Saṅgha. It was felt that there was a need to standardise and control the practice of the Saṅgha, nationwide Pure, consistent religious teaching and practice needed to be enforced as an impure Saṅgha would result in a loss of faith in Buddhism.9 This would result in a shaking of the moral foundation of society, which in turn could lead to political instability, even lack of obedience to the king. At that time central religious control was limited and local practice varied considerably. In the north and north-east


Buddhist texts were written in local languages, and monastic power practice varied widely. Local religious authority often rested with popular abbots. After the millenarian revolts, Bangkok was especially sensitive to the possibility of heterodox religion forming the basis for political opposition of the periphery against the center.


(Phongpaichit and Baker, 1997:231)10



The government promulgated The Buddhist Church Administration Act of the  Ratanakosin year 121; this is normally referred to as The Saṅgha Act of 1902. The drafting of the forty-five article document was overseen by Prince Wachirayan and was constructed to produce ‘a unified national Saṅgha hierarchy for the first time in Siamese history and establish a centralized authority’ (Suksamran, 1981:31). The king made or approved all important religious appointments and dissident monks throughout the nation could be disciplined. The Saṅgha Act of 1902 ‘paralleled the reforms of the secular bureaucracy which King Chulalongkorn had instituted in 1892’ (Jackson, 1989:69) and allowed the government to keep tight control over the Saṅgha.




The Saṅgha Act of 1941


On 24 June 1932, while King Prajadhipok (who reigned from 1925 to 1935) was on holiday, a group of around 100 minor officials carried out a swift coup d’ etat. The public were only aware of the event after it took place and there was only one minor shooting incident. Some 18 months later King Prajadhipok left for Europe to seek medical treatment and ‘In March 1935, while still in Europe, he announced his abdication. The government chose as successor Prince Ananda Mahidol, who was then at school in Switzerland’ (Phongpaichit and Baker, 1997:255). King Prajadhipok was Siam’s last absolute monarch and for the next 15 years the country had no resident king.

The introduction of The Saṅgha Act of 1941 is clearly related to the June 1932 transfer of power from the king and his advisors to a group of civil and military officials. The following quote encapsulates the spirit of the Saṅgha after the transition from absolute to constitutional monarchy:



The new political ideas penetrated into the temple grounds. . . . Novices and young monks were sometimes requested not to leave the temple grounds during the period of revolutionary activity. The pull was too great, however. The roads of Bangkok were dotted with yellow robes during the exciting days. Some temples forbade discussion of political subjects. There were people who suggested that a democratic form of government was needed in the temples as well as elsewhere. To this some of the head priests agreed. Many more objected.

(Suksamran, 1981:34)




Without meddling in the Saṅgha affairs, there was little the government could do to introduce a more democratic style of clerical governance. Senior Thammayut monks resisted any movement towards democracy as this would give the Mahānikai monks a much greater influence in decision making and administration.11 The Supreme Patriarch who was in the Thammayut fraternity died in 1937, and was replaced the following year by Somdet Phra Phutthajan from the Mahānikai fraternity. This was the first time in eighty-four years that a Mahānikai monk occupied the top position in the Saṅgha. With the cooperation of the new Supreme Patriarch the government passed The Saṅgha Act of 1941.

The Saṅgha Act of 1902 located authority in the Supreme Patriarch, who governed through a Council of Elders. The Saṅgha Act of 1941 was ‘closely modeled on civil government, and the Supreme Patriarch [Thai Somdet Phra  Saṅgharat, monastic equivalent to the constitutional monarch] exercised power through and with the advice of a legislative Saṅgha council [Thai Saṅgha Sapha]. This council was headed by a clerical Prime Minister [Thai Saṅgkhanayok] and consisted of not more than 45 life-long members who were appointed by the Supreme Patriarch, mainly on the basis of seniority’. (Suksamran, 1981:36) Although this Saṅgha administration had the appearance of greater democracy than The 1902 Saṅgha Act, it remained well within the control of the government.
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