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1. Some of the problems 
1.1 Education and social philosophy 

t may be said generally that societies arrange education with three main 
objectives in mind, even though those objectives may be stressed differently by 
different societies. The three objectives are: 

(1) To prepare people to be good members of society. Good members of society 
must have at least two abilities: firstly to work to make a living; secondly to fit in with 
other members of society—that is, to know the forms, the procedures and the ways of 
life acceptable to that society. Societies down to the present have taught their youth 
to have these two abilities, although they have differed in details and methodology. 

(2) To train people to be well-developed human beings according to the doctrines 
and beliefs upheld by the people of that society. Some societies view the two abilities 
cited above as insufficient because they simply make people good citizens, but not 
good people. People have two aspects, the outer and the inner. The outer aspect 
involves relations with other people. The inner aspect is the relationship with the 
inner core of one’s humanity, the ultimate truth (paramattha dhamma). Arranging 
education to make people into good Buddhists, good Christians or good Muslims is for 
this objective. 

(3) In order to enrich wisdom. Some societies believe that human beings differ from 
the beasts in that they have the wisdom to search for and appreciate certain truths 
within themselves. They are truths that have no practical use or utility—they do not 
help those who know them become better citizens or better people or to perform 
their duties any better—but they do make those who know them contented in the 
knowing. Here knowledge is an end in itself, not a means to something else. 

In Western societies, which have inherited the thinking of the Greeks and the 
Christians, education in the early periods stressed objectives (2) and (3). Religious 
bodies were responsible for arranging education on the highest level (paramattha) and 
universities were the meeting places for those interested in the pursuit of knowledge. 
Vocational training and education about social procedures and customs was done in 
the home. In early western societies the government did not play a role in organizing 
education. Later, as the economic system increased in complexity, labor became more 
divided and specialized into different fields, and the legal and political systems became 
correspondingly more complex. With the home, the church and the universities no 
longer capable of providing the knowledge needed to respond to new social changes, 
the state began to play a greater role in the organization of education. The state could 
do this more efficiently, could more effectively address the long term and could serve 
a broader sector of the community. 

England is a good example in this case. Originally the state had nothing to do with 
education. Private organizations, religious and non-religious, were responsible. With 
the creation of the British Empire, the state began to supervise education with a view 
to creating people who could administer that empire. Industrialization began in the 
middle of the eighteenth century. It was fed by people outside of educational circles, 
so at the time England could see no relationship between education and economic 
advancement. However, by the end of the nineteenth century England had found that 
its industries were behind those of other countries, and the state began to play a 
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progressively greater role in organizing education.1 
At present almost all countries of the modern world are competing in almost every 

sector: political, economic, military, cultural and more. All countries well realize that 
one of the most important aids in this competition is education, so the state has 
become more actively involved in organizing, supervising, encouraging and controlling 
education. Education aimed at improving wisdom and development of the individual 
as human beings has decreased, while education to develop assets of the nation has 
increased. 

Turning to Thai society, it has from ancient times almost never provided education 
for enriching wisdom, be it in the home, the palace, the wat, or the state school or 
university. In this respect, Thai society is similar to Western society in that in the past 
the state was not involved in organizing education. This only happened later. In 
ancient times vocational knowledge was learned in the family, or if not then via 
apprenticeship. Literacy was not something everyone had to have, only government 
officials, who began their educations in the palace or in the home. Social procedures 
and customs were learned in the home. There was no necessity for the state to 
become involved in education to train the people to be good citizens. 

Wats were the places of education outside of the home for the ordinary person. 
People who went to learn in the wat did so voluntarily. They gained no higher 
vocational knowledge there or learned any of the more complex social procedures and 
customs. They were taught instead how to be good Buddhists, and for those who were 
interested this may have led to self-development on progressively higher levels 
culminating in attainment of the ultimate truth (paramattha). While the sphere of 
state was more powerful than the religious sphere (sāsanacakka),it did not interfere 
with or control education in the wat. 

The state began to organize education during the reign of King Rāma V because the 
country’s leaders felt that the knowledge given in the palace, the home and the wat 
was not enough to help preserve the country’s independence and to lead the country 
into the modern world. Entering the modern world entailed developing the country in 
every sector, in politics, administration, defense, the economy, and culture, and these 
kinds of development required modern knowledge from the West. Opening up the 
country to the international community also meant opening it up to competition in all 
areas. Lacking people with modern knowledge, Thailand would become outdated and 
disadvantaged. The state required engineers, doctors, lawyers, military leaders, and 
administrators more than it needed first class Dhamma scholars (nak tham ek) or ninth 
grade Pāli scholars. 

As time went on, and political, economic and cultural systems became more 
complex, the school system played an increasingly important role in providing a 
suitable education for the changing society, and the state became more involved in 
organizing education. This phenomenon has occurred all over the world, at different 
speeds. Relations and communications between countries have become much closer, 
the world has become smaller, and competition between countries has become more 
intense. Countries wishing to open up have no choice but to compete with other 
countries, and one of the most important factors for helping them in this competition 
is knowledge. 

Till now no one seems to be suggesting closing the country or reducing openness. 
We hear only more calls for increased competition. Modern academic learning has 

                                                        
1 Ashley, B.J., and others, An Introduction to the Sociology of Education, Macmillan, London, 
1969, pp. 86–92.  
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been raised to higher and higher status. Knowledge, which in the past was a vehicle for 
attaining transcendence (lokuttaradhamma), has become a tool for development 
(mostly economic). Human beings themselves have become tools in the development 
process; we call them “human resources.” This is in marked contrast with the thinking 
of ancient times in which the objective was to develop human beings to penetrate to 
the core of their humanity, the ultimate truth. The organization of education for 
economic goals as done nowadays has caused the educational system to stray further 
and further from Buddhism and forced the state to take closer hold of the reins of 
education.  

Now Thai society is concentrating on bringing the economy up to par with 
developed countries. Since Thailand is a late comer, the state has had to play a major 
role in organizing education. It has had to lay the foundations for both basic and 
advanced education, which has meant a greater economic investment. The onus is on 
the government, as the private sector would be unlikely to be interested in investing in 
a country only beginning a modern education program like Thailand. The central 
standards of the state give the various parties involved some credibility. Trying to 
address long term problems, or problems with no immediately apparent profit margin, 
would probably be not very attractive to the private sector. Late-coming countries like 
Thailand have to develop their economies to into capitalist industrial economies. Thus 
it is easy to understand why the state has become involved in organizing education. 

The state’s involvement with the organization of education means in effect that 
education has become a mechanism of the state, that is, one of the tools used by the 
state in the process of realizing its ideals. The state’s ideals are the philosophy of the 
elites in that state. No state or society will function without a social philosophy, and it 
is this social philosophy that defines the approach taken to carry out the activities of 
the society, including the approach to education.  

In essence, social philosophy includes political ideals and economic ideals. Political 
ideals are connected to beliefs on which administrative system is best suited to the 
society, how much freedom the individual should have, for what reasons individual 
freedom can rightfully be limited, whether people should have equal rights or not and 
for what reason. Economic ideals are connected to ideas about how big a role material 
comfort should play in “a good life,” whether our society should strive to attain the 
highest possible level of consumption, a moderate level or a level that is merely 
enough to sustain life, how wealth should be distributed to be fair, how much 
competition for individual advancement should be incited, and whether aid to the 
underprivileged should be enforced or voluntary.  

In societies in which education is organized by the state, those who hold power 
organize education in accordance with the economic and political ideals they adhere 
to. For example, whether they will make learning compulsory, what is to be taught, 
what is not to be taught, how much the state will control education, how much the 
private sector will be allowed to organize education according to its own ideals, what 
subjects will be learned, whether education is closed or open, how much democracy 
there will be in schools, who has the right to teach, who has the right to learn on the 
more advanced levels—all are defined by political and economic ideals. 

Competitive entrance tests for learning on the more advanced levels is a good 
example of how organization of education is defined by social ideals. For university 
entrance tests in Mao’s China the method was to have particular localities select 
individuals with a high motivation to work for the common good, and tests based on 
academic excellence were not used. However, when Teng Siu Ping took control he 
abolished this system, and went back to the system of selection based on academic 
ability. Mao’s method was compliant with the ideals of socialism. Teng’s method 
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complied with the ideals of capitalism, which had begun little by little to infiltrate 
into China’s social philosophy. Mao’s method could not be expected to produce the 
most intelligent scholars, since for Mao that was less important than the presence of 
social conscience. Teng’s method would have difficulty producing people with a social 
conscience, but it was the better method for producing the scholars, which is what is 
needed by a capitalist society. 

In present-day Thailand there is debate over entrance tests for tertiary level 
education. Some feel that the current system is fair as it is, because the best learners 
get to enter the universities. Others feels that a quota system would be fairer. Here, 
those who are entitled to continue their studies would be selected from the best 
students of each school in a ratio of the number of its students and the total number 
of students the tertiary institutions were capable of taking on. This is fair because 
students in distant localities would have an equal opportunity to university education 
as students in Bangkok or the larger cities, which at present take up 80%–90% of the 
places in universities. The quota system would help to bring about an equality. The 
first group is looking to development of the country according to the industrialized 
capitalist approach, which seeks a work force of highest efficiency. Equality is less 
important here. The latter group know well that the student who finishes first in the 
Amper Non Tabaek school is not as bright as the very last student of a pre-tertiary 
school, but they believe that equality is more important. They would not be likely to 
agree with industrialized capitalist way of developing the country, and if they did they 
would be contradicting themselves. 

Not a few people have criticized the current education system in Thailand as not 
geared to creating well-developed people, but more a “stairway to the stars,” a system 
in which the losers are sifted out and people are taught to be selfish and compete 
mercilessly. There would probably be no opponents to this statement. However this 
phenomenon has occurred in all industrialized capitalist societies, including the 
societies of developing countries such as Thailand. This kind of society has been 
dominated by people or groups who are specialists. Specialization is impossible or 
almost impossible without high level education, thus education has become the most 
important tool in the industrialized capitalist system for leading people to prestige, 
power and wealth. People who have received a high education, who tend to be from 
the middle classes and upwards, have the chance to rise to the upper echelons of 
society. Thus almost all states will involve themselves in education so that people 
from the poorer classes have more opportunities. How much or little they get 
involved depends on the society’s philosophy. 

1.2 Buddhist social philosophy 
From the discussion so far we can see that the Thailand government is unlikely to 

cease taking part in organizing education, as the leaders believe that: 1. the state must 
be the spearhead of development; the state organizes education so in order to develop 
its work force appropriately; 2. the state is a better agency than private enterprises for 
bringing about equality in education, which leads to social equality; 3. national security 
can be better preserved if the state organizes and controls education. How policies in 
relation to these three areas take shape depends on the philosophy of each society. 
Thus if we wish to propose a Thai philosophy of education based on Buddhism, we 
must first investigate the general features of the Buddhist social philosophy. 

Some people believe that Buddhism offers no social philosophy. Whether we agree 
with this or not depends on how we define social philosophy. If social philosophy 
means social ethics, that is, the principles governing how people in a society deal with 
each other, Buddhism has many teachings on this subject, such as the teaching on the 
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six directions, the four divine abidings (brahmavihāra), and the four bases of 
benefaction (saṅgahavatthu).But if social philosophy means organizing the structure of 
society, with the state as the central agency for laying down the laws for equality, 
liberty and justice, Buddhism has no proposals. 

Buddhism has as its ultimate goal the transcendent (lokuttara dhamma), which is a 
state that each individual must experience personally. Social forms, no matter how 
they may be adhered to, can lead at best to a material happiness, mundane equality 
and a reasonable amount of freedom, but it is incapable of leading to ever increasing 
peace and contentment in the mind, rising by stages to the transcendent. At best a 
society can only encourage these things, and at worst, pull people back from attaining 
them. The Buddha did not leave the home life to find a plan for the ideal society or a 
way to attain it, but to search for a way to transcend birth, aging, sickness and death in 
saṃsāra. 

Buddhism is not interested in organizing a form for individual relationships, but in 
creating a form for the complicated forces within the individual. Buddhism is not 
interested in analyzing the relationships between the individual and the state, but it is 
interested in analyzing the relationship between the individual and Nibbāna. While 
Buddhism does give teachings on relationships between individuals, these are only on 
the level of morality—encouraging an inner moral conscience in people rather than an 
outer social form for forcing them.  

Force is not condoned by Buddhism. If goodness, justice, equality and liberty are 
produced from external social coercion, from social regulations, they are not 
considered to be of real value. In Buddhism what is of highest value is freedom from 
within. Forcing freedom from the outside is a contradiction in itself. Since this is the 
case it could be expected that Buddhism might oppose the state, because where there 
is a state there must be force. On this point Buddhism answers that the state is 
necessary on one level, for the bringing about of physical well-being. But no matter 
how perfect a state may be it can never be enough to create peace and contentment in 
the mind. The ideal Buddhist community needs no state, because such a society would 
be made up of people who were noble (ariya), who have already organized their “inner 
form,” so there is no need for an outer form. 

A good society according to Buddhism is one in which the majority of people, or all 
people, are good people. And each of those good people must be good from within. If 
each person trains and improves himself from within, the society will improve on its 
own. Good social forms may improve people, but that is an externally produced 
goodness It is not in accordance with the Buddhist ideal. Buddhism stresses the 
individual more than the system. Human problems must be corrected within the 
human being, not in a system. Thus a good society is not a society with a good system, 
but a society with good administrators, who are virtuous, in relation to which 
Buddhism has laid down many teachings. Venerable Buddhadāsa has proposed that the 
best social system is a democracy of Dhamma socialism which is despotic, meaning it 
has administrators who are just, who are concerned with the well-being of the general 
populace and exercise absolute power. Buddhadāsa saw that if the administrators were 
just it would be efficient and expedient for them to have absolute power.2 This point 
is arguable.3 

 

                                                        
2 See a discussion about the social ethics of Buddhism in: King, Winston L., In the Hope of 
Nibbāna, Open Court, 1964, Ch 8.  
3 Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu, Socialism According to Buddhism, Phra Nakhon Press, Bangkok, 2518.  
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1.3 Problems in proposing a Buddhist philosophy of education 
There are two ways to implement the Buddhadhamma in education. The first is 

establishing the Buddhadhamma as the paradigmatic philosophy or foundation and 
then to derive a philosophy of education from that paradigm. The second is to teach 
Buddhism in the schools in order to train the youth to be good people, to be moral 
and to appreciate that which is of value within the human mind. This second method 
does not make Buddhadhamma the basis for the education system. It merely uses the 
Buddhadhamma to reinforce the existing education system and make it more 
comprehensive, without having to be based on Buddhadhamma. This is the kind of 
implementation being done nowadays in Thai education. While there are some 
problems in terms of principle and practice, I will not discuss them here, but instead 
discuss the problems associated with the first method of implementation. 

If the general characteristics of Buddhist social philosophy are really as stated above 
then there will be problems in proposing a philosophy of education that incorporates 
the Buddhadhamma. A philosophy of education must rely on a social philosophy. No 
society will organize education without basing it on beliefs in regard to equality, 
freedom and justice on the worldly level, and beliefs in regard to economic ideals, 
regardless of whether or not that society is conscious of having those beliefs. The 
reliance on social philosophy is far greater when the state organizes education and is 
the spearhead of development. If the state organizes education, the education system 
will be one of the lesser systems within the greater system of society itself, and where 
it lies within that system depends on the social philosophy of that society. Since 
Buddhism does not propose an organization of social forms, we are unable to state 
where an education system would lie in [a Buddhist] society. 

Many thinkers have proposed philosophies of education based on the 
Buddhadhamma, two important contributors being Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu and 
Venerable Rāchavaramuni (Prayudh Payutto). Buddhadāsa proposes that education 
should have as its objective teaching people to be human beings, to abandon their 
animal instincts. Venerable Rāchavaramuni suggest that the objective of education 
should be to teach people to have mental freedom. Both of these propositions are 
logical derivations of a philosophy of education from the paradigm of the 
Buddhadhamma and both are undoubtedly correct. They are very broad principles. 
Neither of these writers has gone into the details of their philosophies of education as 
to whether they depend on any particular kind of social philosophy or can be 
compatible with all kinds of social philosophy. They have not first gleaned a social 
philosophy from the Buddhadhamma and then derived from that a philosophy of 
education. It may be that those venerable writers felt that it was not possible to derive 
a social philosophy from the Buddhist teachings, or that a philosophy of education can 
be proposed without the need for a social philosophy. 

The writer feels that it is almost impossible to have a philosophy of education that 
is not based on a social philosophy. In all modern societies the state takes on the task 
of organizing education. Certainly the state must use education to serve its social 
policies. In some places, the state not only organizes education, but also controls it, and 
the philosophy of education becomes even more a mechanism of the social 
philosophy. In many ancient societies the state did not organize or control education, 
as for example old Thai society or English society before the end of the nineteenth 
century. This does not mean that the educational system did not lean on social 
philosophy. The education of the masses [in Thailand], in which the wat was the 
institute of learning, was already in conformity with the political, economic and social 
ideals of the absolute monarchy. That the state did not involve itself in organizing or 
controlling education was the result of a conscious decision, and that decision had to 
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conform with social ideals that were agreeable to the members of the elite. 
Theoretically speaking, it may still be arguable whether or not a philosophy of 

education must depend on social philosophy, but in practice the events of modern 
Thai society have caused the author to believe that it is almost impossible for the state 
to cease to organize education. Thus to propose a philosophy of education it is 
necessary to propose a social philosophy also, and when we wish to propose a 
Buddhist philosophy of education, we must also propose a Buddhist social philosophy. 
 
2. The basis for organizing a Buddhist education 

2.1 The ideal society 
It has been stated that Buddhism does not propose to organize the social form. This 

seems to indicate that Buddhism has no social philosophy. In fact it is very difficult to 
glean a social philosophy from the teachings of Buddhism by means of logic, because 
the ultimate objective of Buddhism is the transcendent (lokuttara dhamma), as already 
explained, and according to the Buddhist way of thinking the form of society a person 
lives in is not the deciding factor for that person attaining to the ultimate goal. The 
deciding factor lies within the individual. The individual must deal with the forces 
within him or her, not with the external forms of society. However, some features of 
society may aid a person’s attaining the highest objective and some features may 
hinder it. 

Buddhadhamma may be broken up into many kinds of social philosophy, because 
the teaching has not laid down a single, fixed form of social philosophy. The author 
proposes a social philosophy as a paradigm for a philosophy of education. This social 
philosophy may be called “Buddhist,” bearing the following points in mind. 

This social philosophy must contain nothing that contradicts the important 
principles of the Buddhist life philosophy. It must not, for example, be opposed to the 
way to Nibbāna. Those who attain the highest happiness in this society are people 
who have worldly happiness, but if they conceive the faith to do so they can leave and 
embark on the way to Nibbāna.  

This social philosophy need not necessarily accord with the current trends of Thai 
society, but on the other hand it must not oppose it to the extent that it is not 
practically feasible (for instance, it is not feasible to return to the society of the 
Sukhothai kingdom). 

This social philosophy must not be at odds with the attitude of the Buddhist life- 
and world-views, such as broad-mindedness, respect for reason, and walking the 
middle way. 

This social philosophy must not be taken to be the only social philosophy that can 
be gleaned from the Buddhadhamma, and must not be taken to be logically derived 
from the Buddhadhamma, but should be seen as only one possible form that is seen to 
be an appropriate course of development for present Thai society. If Thai society 
ceases to fare in its present state the proposal may change.  

The first consideration to be looked at is how great a portion of our desired society 
economic life should ideally occupy. In some societies the majority hold economic life 
to be the whole of the good life, and that happiness is entirely dependent on material 
comfort. This idea definitely goes against the Buddhadhamma. The opposite idea is 
that the body must be tormented before the mind can attain to true peace and 
happiness. Buddhism does not agree with this either. A slightly less radical version of 
this idea is that material comfort is of almost negligible importance in life. It is not 
necessary to torment oneself, but one should eat only just enough to keep the body 
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alive. Mahatma Gandhi seems to have held this idea.4The Buddha saw that the Saṅgha 
community should lead a life that accords with this principle, but he did not see it as 
appropriate for ordinary people. 

Buddhism does not deny material comforts and does not deny the seeking of wealth. 
In the Sukha Sutta, of the Khuddaka Nikāya, there is a passage stating that the 
possession of wealth is one kind of happiness for a wise man.5 Buddhism has never 
decried the rich simply on account of their being rich. Wealth that arises righteously 
and as a result of industriousness is not to be criticized. In fact, when the wealthy man 
is kind and shares with others he is given special praise. For ordinary people who are 
not monks, the happiness arising from wealth rightfully gained is one kind of profit in 
life, with the following provisos: it does not cause trouble for others; one always bears 
in mind that it is not lasting and so should not be entirely abandoned to; and it is not 
the only happiness human beings are capable of attaining, because there is also mental 
happiness of progressively subtler levels up to the ultimate level (paramattha 
dhamma). 

The author’s proposal is that Thai society should not uphold the idea of 
consumerism; i.e., it should not hold maximum consumption and the good life to be 
one and the same thing. No one will deny that nowadays Thai society is going in this 
direction, but it has not yet reached the point of no return. If maximum consumption 
proceeds to a certain level it becomes no longer compatible with Buddhism. Thailand 
is a country lagging behind on the economic road. Making maximum consumption an 
objective of development has led to too great a disparity among the various sectors of 
Thai society, as has been witnessed over the last thirty years. 

Conversely, it would not be feasible to turn the direction of Thai society back to an 
earlier economic system, like the one in use many centuries ago. In fact the economy 
of such a society may be the most suitable for aiding the mental development of the 
members of that society to eventually attain ultimate truth, but it is no longer feasible. 
Thai society has opened itself to the outside world, and opened itself completely. To 
go back to the old system of subsistence production and not have any exchange with 
other societies would mean closing off the country, which would be a complete 
reversal. China, which once had such a reversal, has now begun to open up. Closing 
the country off in order to take Thai society back to a way of life as in ancient 
Sukhothai, even if it was found desirable, would not be possible. And most 
importantly, minimum consumption is not at absolute necessity for a Buddhist way of 
life. 

Thai society should uphold the principle of moderate consumption and self-
reliance. In fact these two principles must go hand in hand in economically behind-
the-times Thai society. To be self-reliant means to consume in accordance with one’s 
capacity for production, to buy a minimum from other sources and to sell a minimum 
to others. If this is done consumption will not be on a high level, since our production 
capacity is still small. The main objective of production will be raising the material 
standard of living of the majority of society, not trade with other countries as it is now. 
In the present time we produce to sell, so we have to buy modern materials of 
production from other countries in order to compete on the international level. This 
raises the standard of living for only a small portion of society. 

Self-reliance and moderate consumption will take place when our openness is not 

                                                        
4 See Mahatma Gandhi, The Answer Lies in the Village, Rasana Tositrakul, ed., Komol Kheem 
Thong Foundation, Bangkok 2524.  
5 Tipitaka, vol. 25, § 254. (The Tipitaka used here is the Syammarattha Pāli Version—Editor.)  
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completely open and free as it is now. There must be limitations on our trade with 
other countries. If we allow trade to be free we will not be able to control 
consumption and self-reliance. Such a partial closing of the country would only be 
temporary. When we are able to produce most of the goods that we consume and so 
be self-reliant, we will be able to gradually develop our methods of production. 
Consumption will gradually increase, and throughout that time self-reliance will still 
be the basic principle. When our methods of production reach a certain level, 
exchange with other counties can be done with a stable foundation. The gradual 
increase of this moderate consumption will lead to less confusion, competition and 
exploitation because most of the people will live on a similar level and will raise their 
standards of living together. 

At this point we must consider one of the most important problems of social 
philosophy, and that is the problem of economic equality or distribution of wealth. In 
modern societies this problem has become even more significant because the processes 
of production have become more complex, and production is on a greater scale. There 
are two diametrically opposed views on this problem: individualism and collectivism. 

Individualism holds that each person in society has the freedom to do as he or she 
wishes, as long as it does not infringe on or obstruct the freedoms of others to do the 
same. Everyone has the right to do something for others,or to produce something for 
others, but whether one receives anything in exchange also depends on the rights of 
others. Everyone is equal in terms of exchange. If done voluntarily and with full 
understanding, an agreement to trade is always just and equal. The word equal does 
not mean that they receive the same or even similar things, but means that they 
receive as much as the other party voluntarily gives. According to this doctrine, the 
state or society has no right to establish regulations to forcibly take from one person 
and give to another (as by using a system of progressive taxation), and the state has no 
right to establish standards forbidding one person from voluntarily giving something of 
his own to another. In actual fact there has never been a pure individualistic society 
because in every society there is forced taxation on those who have wealth, that tax to 
be put into a central fund from to be distributed to the poor, more or less depending 
on the social philosophy of each country. 

Collectivism holds to the opposite. Individualism holds freedom of the individual to 
be of main importance: each person has full right to his own possessions and to the 
things he obtains without force from others. Collectivism sees this as not quite fair, 
because A.’s obtaining greater wealth than B. may be because A. has greater 
opportunities. For instance, he may have been born into a rich family and have had 
access to a high education, with a favorable environment etc. In fact, A. may not have 
greater ability than B., and if B. had the same opportunities as A. he may have been 
able to achieve even more than A. Collectivism goes so far as to see that the state 
should intervene in order to create equality. This should be done even if by so doing 
the rights of A. are infringed upon. This intervention can be in the form of confiscating 
wealth or collecting progressive taxes, depending on how stolidly each society adheres 
to the principle of collectivism. Collectivism stresses equality and sees mere voluntary 
equality as not enough for the modern world. It is necessary to enforce equality, either 
directly or indirectly, in order to give people similar opportunities to express their 
abilities. 

In its strictest form, collectivism believes not only in making people equal in terms 
of opportunities, but also in the results they achieve. According to the form of 
collectivism described above, the state sees to it that all people have similar 
opportunities so that competition is fair, but the achievers can enjoy all or nearly all of 
the fruits of their winnings. In the strict form of collectivism, however, if the losers are 
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in a much lower position the state must step in and arrange things so that people are 
on as similar a level as possible, or arrange it so that the non-achievers obtain the 
necessities of a good life. According to this doctrine, not only the means of production, 
but also the goods produced, are centralized. 

If the factor of force is taken out, such a strict collectivist state would have features 
very similar to the saṅgha community. Entrance into the saṅgha community is a matter 
of choice, but once one has entered that community one must uphold the standard of 
equality in terms of material requisites. The difference lies in the training of the mind. 
It would not be acceptable to Buddhism if the greater society was to be forcibly made 
collectivist like the saṅgha community, but if the collectivism was voluntary 
Buddhism would fully support it. However it would probably be very difficult for the 
majority of people, who are still unenlightened beings (puthujjana), to voluntarily give 
up competing and amassing wealth in order to live in such a community. Thus the 
equality of strict collectivism cannot be the social philosophy we are searching for. 

Individualism in its strictest form would also be difficult for most people to accept. 
Suppose the child of a poor man was seriously ill. To treat the illness a large sum of 
money is needed. Suppose that the only way to get it was to allow a rich sadist to 
torture him into a slow, agonized death. The agreement has arisen from a voluntary 
decision on both sides, and both are in full possession of their faculties. Extreme 
individualism will hold that this agreement is acceptable because it has arisen from a 
voluntary agreement and is founded on equality, but most people could not accept it 
and would feel the state to be entitled in issuing a law forbidding such agreements. 
Individualism stresses individual freedom, which is good and of value, but it ignores 
other human values. Thus strict individualism does not seem to be the social 
philosophy we are searching for. 

Both freedom and equality are worthy things. The strict individualists are right 
when they assert that freedom is valuable but they are wrong when they say that 
equality is not. The collectivists are right when they say that equality is valuable but 
they are wrong when they deny the value of freedom. Our choice lies in the balance. It 
is the nature of unenlightened beings to compete and enjoy the wealth obtained from 
their victories. A social philosophy that does to take this into account will not last. 
Recent events in China are good lessons on this. However, feeling sympathy for the 
losers of the competition and saddened to see fellow human beings in difficulty are 
also natural for unenlightened beings. The wanting that is “I and mine” and the wanting 
to see people escape from their difficulties are both within ordinary people. A social 
philosophy that stresses only one of those is at odds with human society. 

We must allow people to compete and enjoy the fruits of their victories. Those 
who lose must accept their loss, but this is within limitations. We must acknowledge 
that people are not born equal and so must allow inequality to exist in society, but this 
inequality must not be allowed to exceed a certain level, and that is the level in which 
the disadvantaged are unable to lead a life in material terms that supports their 
development in non-material terms. When necessary, the state must intervene and 
establish laws and regulations, which may change with the changing conditions of the 
environment. This intervention in the cause of equality will help to reduce the 
violence of the competition. The more indirect this kind of intervention is (as taxes, 
for example) the better, but this intervention to bring about greater equality must be 
conducted with care not to damage the interests of the poor. For example, if under 
policy A. only the smaller portion of the society, who are already well-off, stand to 
gain, the state should not implement that policy. If under policy B. both the people 
who are well-off and the underprivileged stand to gain, and without it nobody gains, 
then that policy should be implemented, even if it still leaves disparity, because the 
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condition of the poor is improved.6 
Now let us turn to politics. Social philosophy must address the power of the state, 

which is the power to establish laws, to enforce them and to physically give 
punishments to ensure that things proceed according to those laws. How the power of 
the state is achieved and maintained, how far it should extend or be limited, are 
fundamental problems of social philosophy. In the modern world almost all societies 
accept that the democratic system, in which the power of the state is gained through 
the plebiscite of the majority, is the ideal system. How much or little, quickly or 
slowly, it is to be practiced, is subject to different opinions in different societies. While 
Thai society is not a full democracy, all parties agree that this is the direction we are 
heading in. 

Buddhadāsa proposes that a society can be a dictatorship, and may in fact be the 
better off, if the state or persons in power are virtuous. The “if” in this statement is a 
very big one. What standards do we have to ensure that we can effectively produce a 
virtuous leader? If we have one, what standards do we have to ensure that this person 
or group will continue to be virtuous and not become enslaved by craving as their 
power increases, and that their power is free of any resistance. Even given that the 
virtue of the despot does not wane, how can we be sure that the dictator will have the 
ability and acumen to carry out works for the true benefit of the people? If a despot is 
good, the society is good, but if he is evil the society becomes a hellish one. These days 
not many people would want to run such a risk. 

However, democracy is not the ideal social system according to Buddhism. 
Buddhism believes in the laws of nature as standards for gauging what is right and 
what is wrong, what is righteous (dhamma) and what is unrighteous (adhamma). 
These natural laws have existed from the very beginning, they are not laws that 
human beings have established. Even if no one discovers the truth that does not mean 
the truth disappears. What human beings establish as being the truth (dhamma) may 
or may not correspond with the real truth. Buddhism calls democracy “lokādhi-
pateyya,” which means sovereignty of the world, or worldly beings. Worldly beings 
have the say as to what is righteous (dhamma) and what is unrighteous (adhamma), 
and in this they may be wrong. The solution is to use dhammādhipateyya, sovereignty 
of the dhamma. Thus human beings should conduct themselves according to the ways 
of dhamma, not according to ways they think up for themselves, even if that is the 
choice of the majority. The voice of the majority cannot make the unrighteous 
(adhamma) righteous (dhamma). 

Since this is so, is democracy at odds with Buddhism? The answer is that it need not 
be. The Buddha discovered the Dhamma and then taught it to the world. These 
teachings are very general. People in any society can put them into practice to achieve 
progressively higher levels of mental peace until they arrive at the transcendent 
(lokuttara dhamma). The teachings for people’s relationships with each other are 
entirely attuned to making people considerate of each other, and that is a universal 
virtue. However, different societies have different makeup, so the rules and regulations 
used in those societies naturally differ. Here the voice of the majority must be the 
deciding factor, but it must be accepted that as long as people are unenlightened 
(puthujjana) the rules and regulations they establish may deviate from the righteous 
(dhamma). This deviation may be gradually reduced as people find more contentment 
in their lives. As moderate consumption increases the desperate kind of competition 
will diminish, equality will increase and education will be more likely to be correct. 

                                                        
6 See Rawls, John, A Theory of Justice, Oxford University Press, NY., 1971, Ch 11.  
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Thus the sovereignty of the state coming from the plebiscite of the majority does 
not contradict the teachings of Buddhism. Now we come to the problem of how far 
the state should limit individual freedom. The freedoms we have discussed so far are 
economic freedoms: the freedom to do business, to exchange, and to enjoy the 
material comforts obtained from one’s achievements. The freedoms we will now 
discuss are political freedoms: the freedom to do as one wishes. On this point 
Buddhism states that this is not freedom. True freedom is the state free of, or which 
transcends, all obstacles to achieving the truth. The freedom to drink alcohol anytime 
we want without any restriction from the state may be thought of as being freedom, 
but Buddhism states that this simply shows that we are enslaved by defilements 
(kilesa). 

Religious freedom is a concern of those who are aspiring for the ultimate truth 
(paramattha dhamma). Most people (puthujjana) want to live in the world of 
confusion and follow their desires. Thus the problem arises that in our ideal society 
how much limitations should be placed on political freedom? Freedom without 
restriction is self destructive. Liberalism holds that freedom should not be limited any 
more than is necessary to preserve freedom. That is, we should have the freedom to do 
anything we want as long as our actions do not infringe on the freedoms of others to 
do what they want. According to this idea we can drink alcohol, ignore others in 
distress, or commit suicide because these actions do not prevent other people from 
doing the same. Liberalism would probably not be compatible with a society that 
prescribed to self-reliance and moderate consumption, because if freedom is allowed 
fully those who have wealth will buy everything they want for their enjoyment, even 
things that we are incapable of producing ourselves. Others wanting to follow suit will 
be unable to do so, with the result that a small portion of society enjoys maximum 
consumption while the greater part has minimum consumption, as we see now, rather 
than the majority of people enjoying moderate consumption. 

The more extreme liberalism feels that the state should limit individual freedom as 
little as possible, that is, only to the extent of preventing people from infringing on 
each other’s freedom. As long as it does not infringe on others, people can do as they 
like. This is tantamount to giving people full opportunity to indulge in their desires. In 
fact this kind of freedom does not contradict the teaching of Buddhism, because while 
Buddhism holds that the suppression of desires is a good thing, a person’s suppression 
of and not acting on desires must arise from his or her own conscience, not as a result 
of external force. But even though freedom does not contradict the teaching of 
Buddhism, a fully liberal society is not conducive to a Buddhist life. Thus our desired 
social philosophy must not be full liberalism. 

Liberalism limits individual freedom no more than is necessary to protect the 
happiness of others. Then the problem arises of whether the state has the right to limit 
people’s freedoms to protect the interests and happiness of others. In the family 
parents feel they have the right to limit their children’s freedoms, not only as a way of 
preventing them from infringing on the rights of others, but also to prevent them from 
infringing on themselves. Parents would feel they had wronged if they did not 
discipline their children for their own good. This school of thought is called 
“paternalism.” The father must look after his children because they do not yet 
understand good and evil and cannot yet discipline themselves. 

Most modern states act as “fathers,” to a greater or lesser extent. Those who are 
more paternalistic are the states that forbid people from drinking alcohol, those that 
are less so are those that forbid driving or riding in a car without a seat belt. Laws 
against speeding are for protecting the rights of others, but laws enforcing the use of 
seat belts are for protecting one’s own interests. Regardless of whether paternalism is 
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at odds with the teachings of Buddhism, it is in its extreme forms because Buddhism 
does not favor the use of force. 

However, in practice, most people are still unenlightened and sometimes lose 
control. Sometimes we want to do something bad because we do not know it is bad, 
sometimes we know but we cannot help ourselves. Thus it would seem to be 
appropriate for the state to sometimes act as a father. In Thai society the state already 
does this to some extent: forbidding the sale of alcohol after 1 AM, forbidding horse 
racing on certain days and forbidding some kinds of gambling, or allowing some only 
with permits. The doctrine of paternalism would seem to be a valid social philosophy 
for Thailand to follow, with few practical problems if it is not too extreme. 
Theoretically, a paternalist society would be more conducive to Buddhist practice than 
a liberal society. The ideal of moderate consumption can proceed smoothly when the 
state acts as a parent and encourages people to protect their long-term interests. 
Moreover, a paternalist state would also see to the equality of the majority of its 
citizens. 

Now let us turn to the subject of culture. What position should culture have in the 
state? The role of culture—here meaning religion, morality, traditions, and the arts—
depends on ideals of political freedom. In a liberal society no particular culture is 
forced onto the people. People can adhere to or practice according to any culture they 
wish as long as it does not infringe on the rights of others. In a paternalist society 
cultural concerns are not enforced by the state, but in nationalist totalitarian societies 
culture becomes a state law, as for instance when Thai people were once enforced to 
wear hats. 

Buddhism is a broad-minded religion. The Buddha never indicated that his teaching 
should be a state enforced regulation. His teachings are simply ways to follow for those 
who wish to find peace and happiness within. One can follow them to any level one 
wishes, depending on each person’s voluntary inclination. Buddhism says it is not good 
to drink alcohol, but it does not state that the government should make a law 
forbidding it. Buddhism teaches that to have a sense of gratitude to others is a high 
virtue, but it does not state that those who are ungrateful should be thrown in jail or 
forced to repay their benefactors. According to Buddhism, cultural matters should be 
voluntary. In fact the Buddha gave full freedom, even to argue with his teaching or to 
choose to practice or not according to his teaching. This is well known. 

Our desired social philosophy should therefore allow freedom of cultural 
expression. Preference for any particular tradition, art, ethic or religion, as long as it 
does not infringe on the freedoms of others, is not to be forced or forbidden by the 
state. The only proviso is that for any one society to proceed to any one common goal, 
the people in that society must have a feeling of unity. This feeling can be brought 
about in many ways. It may arise as a result of the feeling of a common reward to be 
gained, but on a deeper level it is the feeling that the people are all members of the 
one community. This kind of feeling arises from having the same or similar culture. 
Thus it would be acceptable for a state to intervene and further implant the culture 
that its people already share, as long as that intervention is not too extreme. Moreover, 
culture is a concern of the mind. Not only does it hold people together as one group, 
but also helps to restrain economic activity from going to extremes. Thus it would aid 
the ideal of moderate consumption already discussed.  

The last point to be examined in relation to our proposed social philosophy for 
Thailand is capitalism. At present Thailand is developing according to the capitalist 
approach. Is capitalism at odds with Buddhism? It depends on how we define 
capitalism. In a loose sense, capitalism is a system in which the state allows private 
enterprise to conduct its concerns freely, allowing free competition and free agreement 
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to exchange without intervention as to what to produce, what to buy, or what prices 
to fix. What people do, what they seek, and who they compete with is up to them. If 
they wish to share with others it is up to them, and the state cannot enforce them on 
these matters. In brief, capitalism is a combination of liberalism and individualism. 

If this was all there is to capitalism then it would hold nothing to contradict the 
teachings of Buddhism, but many people think that it does because they see capitalism 
as materialism. In fact capitalism does not necessarily define itself as materialist. 
Whoever wants to find happiness in other ways is free to do so. Moreover, people in 
any form of society can be materialists. Materialism is not the core of capitalism, but 
incidental. It is incidental that human beings in this world, once they have freedom, 
will seek happiness in material things. If the aspect of materialism is taken out, 
capitalism is not at odds with Buddhism. Buddhism agrees with allowing people to live 
freely. A goodness that arises from being forced is not real goodness. Allowing people 
to do as they wish does not contradict Buddhism. Buddhism holds that people who 
train their minds receive the result of peace, and that result cannot be obtained from 
others. Capitalism is individualism, which can mean competition in material terms, 
and if exploitation arises it arises because there is a limited number of material things: 
one person’s gain is another’s loss. Buddhism is a spiritual individualism, and mental 
happiness is infinite: one person’s gain does not infringe on another person’s gain. 
However, the Thai capitalist society is materialist, and this does not help the Buddhist 
way of life. Thus we propose that the state should intervene in order to bring about a 
moderate level of consumption. Our society will not follow the extreme form of 
capitalism, but will take account of equality, self-reliance and moderate consumption. 

2.2 The ideal person 
A society that adheres to this social philosophy, while it may not yet be the highest 

ideal according to Buddhism, can nevertheless be taken as an objective toward which 
to direct the organization of education. Such a society, while not logically derived from 
Buddhism, is nevertheless not at odds with Buddhism. 

In the complex modern world, it is possible to propose a philosophy of education 
that does not conform to a social philosophy, but it would be unlikely to lead to 
practical implementation. However, a philosophy of education must also be in 
conformity with people’s lives. In fact a society is simply the coming together of a 
number of individuals. Once they have come together as a group, that group may 
sometimes have its own needs and interests which do not accord with those of the 
individuals within it. A philosophy of education that does not take into account the 
needs of the society, giving too much emphasis to the needs of the individual, would 
be difficult to put into practice. A philosophy of education that stresses too much the 
needs of the society without taking into account the needs of the individual would 
reduce human beings to mere “resources” void of any honor. 

Thus the philosophy of education we want and which can be taken as a Buddhist 
philosophy of education must contain these three objectives: 

1. Education must address social needs. We must build people into good citizens 
who perform their work of choice efficiently, respect the rights of others, are mindful 
of their rights, and know to some extent the mechanisms of society. A suitable person 
is one who is ready to take on a leadership role in society, who can be at ease with the 
deference and respect of others. 

2. Education must address needs in terms of development of the individual, 
preparing the individual to live in the world. That is, education must build people 
who have a respect for their own honor, who are their own masters, who have their 
own rationale. When a need arises they need not follow others, and, when available, 
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they can enjoy the pleasures of the world such as food, travel, and arts. 
3. Education must address the ultimate truth. This does not mean establishing 

Nibbāna as the objective, but not organizing an education system that goes against the 
Buddhadhamma. The people to be created by this educational system can, if they 
become tired of the worldly happiness, turn their lives to the search for inner 
happiness in progressively higher stages, culminating in the transcendent. We have 
already described the general principles of the social philosophy we will use as a 
foundation for organizing education. Now we will examine the features of the ideal 
person, which we will be using as a model on which to base our system of education. 
Ultimately the ideal human being in Buddhism is the arahant, but we will not place 
our goals so high. We are proposing a system of education for worldly society, so our 
ideal person must be one on the level of the good “worldly being.” Good worldly 
beings must also be good citizens, and while they may not be arahants or nearly 
arahants, if they conceive the desire to search for the ultimate truth, they may attain 
that objective, because their features and qualities do not obstruct them from taking 
that path. 

The worldly beings who will be the guides for our organization of education we will 
call “self-respecting people,” the features of which are as follows: 

The general characteristics of self-respecting people are a belief in their own 
potential, in their reasoning powers, and in their own freedom. We must teach people 
to have an awareness of each person’s particular abilities, which may or may not be the 
same as the abilities of others. These hidden abilities may be progressively developed if 
their owner is resolute. Human beings develop themselves. The success and failure, 
happiness and suffering that arise for us are entirely of our own creation. The social 
system may sometimes augment or obstruct them, but that system is again subject to 
change by people. We must also acknowledge that our efforts to change may not all be 
successful, but we must believe that the results that arise from our efforts are 
sometimes no more important than the efforts themselves, and the pleasure gained 
from actually trying is no less valuable than the happiness of seeing our efforts 
successful. 

Self-respecting people must believe that they are free, that they have the right to 
choose their way of life for themselves. They must feel within themselves what it is 
that they really want; their wants are not just a result of imitating others or blindly 
following their advice. Self-respecting people are people with reason. It is reason that 
separates people from the animals and causes us to respect other people just as we 
would respect ourselves. It is reason that allows us to know what is right and what is 
wrong, and allows us to control our own minds and train ourselves, to transcend the 
pressure of external temptations, all in order to achieve both our and others’ 
objectives. 

Self-respecting people also wish to have a life in the world. They do not deceive 
themselves that money is of no importance in life. In the modern world people who 
have no money would find it very difficult to maintain themselves. They may have to 
depend on others for a living, causing them to look down on rather than respect 
themselves. People who are hungry, diseased, and sleeping in the middle of the streets 
would find it difficult to feel proud of themselves, except for those who had attained 
the transcendent dhamma. Ordinary worldlings would not be satisfied with such a lot. 
Self-respecting people do not disparage the money they make rightfully, because 
money is necessary on one level, even though it cannot provide all kinds of happiness. 
Money does not make people without honor honorable, but it can increase the honor 
of those who already have it. But in regard to all this we must not forget to teach 
children that money is unable to buy many things of great value in life, such as love, 
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friendship, and respect. 
In Thai society, developing as it is at present, we do not need to teach people the 

importance of money—most people already see that—it is true, but to teach people 
to despise money rightfully gained runs more against the grain than ordinary people 
are willing to accept. What education needs to stress is the methods for obtaining 
money, which should be rightful. People who are crazy for money may seek it in any 
way they can. If they seek it dishonestly it becomes necessary for the government to 
impose a punishment. If it is not dishonest but merely “cruel,” the government will 
have to become the father figure and seek measures to reduce the stimuli for seeking 
money to some extent. It is worth considering that when people are suppressed in the 
search for money they may devote most of their energies to seeking power instead. 
Power-crazy people are certainly more frightening than the money-crazy, because the 
power-crazy want to dominate others, whereas the money-crazy seek only to 
dominate things. 

To obtain money people must work. Ordinary people who had to live off others 
would find it difficult to respect themselves. But money should not be the sole 
objective of work because that would render people mere economic animals, and 
human beings have a much higher potential than that. To teach youth the ideal of 
working not for money but for the work itself certainly conforms with the 
Buddhadhamma, but it is doubtful how much worldly beings could really apply 
themselves to this ideal. There is a middle way between working for money and 
working for the work itself, and that is working for honor, and to express one’s 
abilities for others to see. This teaching may be reinforcing the attā (self) but it is more 
feasible than teaching people to work for its own sake, and is not actually at odds with 
the Buddhadhamma.  

Manual labor should be accorded a special place in the curriculum because this kind 
of work enables people to understand and sympathize deeply with their fellow human 
beings more than any mere verbal teaching. Manual labor helps people to feel 
themselves members of the human race, helps them to develop a respect for others, 
and indirectly leads to a sense of self respect. This kind of work helps people to know 
themselves better and leads to a sense of pride without looking down on others. 
Mental labor also gives people a sense of pride, but can more easily lead to looking 
down on others.  

Self-respecting people do not denigrate material or semi-material happiness such as 
the pleasures arising from food, clothing, travel, and occasional entertainment, as 
material happiness is a product of the human race just as much as other kinds of 
happiness. Being able to participate in enjoying these pleasures makes life more 
fulfilling, so they are kinds of happiness that should not be rejected from the worldly 
life, but it is fitting that society should seek ways to allow all people the opportunity 
to attain them. It is a kind of happiness which to ordinary people has a value no less 
and no more than material happiness.  Education must teach people to see these forms 
of happiness as allowable and provide them with some basic foundation to seek them 
if they so choose. They would not be able to choose if we did not open their eyes and 
ears, if we imposed on them one thing and concealed another, virtually depriving them 
of the chance to choose, which is once more depriving them of the opportunity to be 
self-respecting people. 

Self-respecting people are not frugal. Buddhism does not teach people to be frugal. 
Frugality (appicchatā) was taught by the Buddha as a practice for monks. For lay 
people he taught the principle of being contented with what they have and with what 
they are able to obtain through their own efforts. Buddhism teaches people only to 
know their real strengths and abilities, not to force themselves to do nothing even 
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when they know full well that they are capable of obtaining more for themselves in a 
rightful way. People who know they have abilities but who just do nothing, who do 
not use their abilities to go out and obtain the things they rightfully deserve, are 
insulting themselves; they are not self-respecting people. 

Fairness is an important characteristic of the self-respecting person. Self-respecting 
people must also respect others. When they want something they will also want 
others to have it. When they want others to have something, they will feel they are 
entitled to have it too. People who respect themselves but do not respect others are 
tyrants; people who respect others but do not respect themselves are people with no 
worth. Self-respecting people will not take advantage of others with the feeling that 
they are taking advantage of them, and the feeling that they are not taking advantage 
of others will change after they have considered their reasons. Conversely, self-
respecting people will not allow others to take advantage of them if it is unrighteous 
or force do not them, but they can accept losing the advantage if it is allowed of their 
own volition. Both people who take advantage and people who allow themselves to 
be taken advantage of denigrate themselves. 

If we do not know who we are, we cannot respect ourselves. People are many 
things, but one of the most important things we are is “citizens.” In the modern world 
it is difficult to get away from being a citizen, being a member of the state, not just a 
member of the community. The state has a form for determining the rights and duties 
of its citizens. Self-respecting people must have a basic knowledge of the mechanisms 
of the state, the economic system and the political system. They must know their 
duties and their rights. Self-respecting people must fulfill their duties and protect their 
rights. People who do not fulfill their duties see themselves as having a higher value 
than others, while people who do not protect their rights see others as having higher 
value than themselves. Neither of these characteristics is that of a self-respecting 
person, who sees himself and others as of equal value. 

These rights and duties are a form established by the state for the people to 
practice, but they are changeable. This is something we should also teach the youth. A 
good citizen should keep abreast of political developments. Forms and standards must 
change with circumstances. A democratic system which relies on the voice of the 
majority establish rules and regulations, while it may have many weaknesses, is 
nevertheless a system in which people govern themselves, and that is a most important 
factor. People who are conforming to laws enforced on them by others are slaves, not 
free people. We could not call someone a self-respecting person if he has no say in the 
issue of the laws he has to abide by. That would be living under someone else’s 
mandate, not one’s own. We play a part in laws made by others if we agree with them 
and are not forced to abide by them. Laws we do not agree with but which are made 
by the majority must also be taken as laws in which we have played a role in the 
making of. However, if the laws issued by the mandate of the majority violently 
opposed his conscience, a self-respecting person would not abide by them and would 
accept the consequences of not abiding by them. 

We must train our youth to be ready to accept leadership roles in the future if they 
are right for them. We should not intentionally set out to form our leaders only from 
one particular group because such a leader can easily become a tyrant. We should 
rather train the youth on the whole to have the general qualities [required for 
leadership], for example, to have the confidence to make decisions, to view communal 
activity as a highly honorable activity, to be bold enough to accept responsibility, to be 
circumspect, seeing how problems do not arise of themselves but in close relation to 
other problems, to be able to distinguish between personal doctrines and beliefs and 
policies of the state which must be applied to all people, etc. In fact good citizens in 
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general should have these characteristics, and we should try to teach the youth as a 
whole to possess them as much as possible. From such a fertile ground, leaders will 
sprout of their own accord, without our having to try to build them. 

It is a general trait of people to want to stand out. We can stand out from others in 
many ways—through wealth, honor, and power. If these things arise rightfully, as a 
result of abilities, and are used rightfully, then they are desirable, but a society in 
which the majority of people are money-crazy or power-crazy is not likely to be a 
very comfortable one. On the other hand, a society full of people crazy for honor 
would not seem to be particularly dangerous. Our stress should be on teaching young 
people to search for honor without despising wealth or power, because in any case it 
would be difficult or well-nigh impossible to do so. Honor is a material object (āmisa), 
but it is an āmisa that is very light and involves very little harm to others. To do things 
with no thought of personal reward whatsoever is a high ideal that is very hard to 
make a reality. It would be easy to teach people to do things mainly for wealth and 
power, but the society would be not particularly peaceful. Honor is the middle way, 
an appreciation of which should be firmly implanted. 

Self-respecting people do not boast on account of honor, but they are also not too 
self-effacing. Boasting is denigrating others, but self-effacement is denigrating oneself. 
We should teach the youth to have a sense of pride, but also stress that their pride 
should be in their own achievements, not in their possessions. Praise of good people is 
a worthy thing, but praise from bad people is something to be wary of. Words of 
disparagement, if not true, should be responded to with displeasure through means 
and on a level that are appropriate, but not reacted to heatedly with an immediate 
emotional response. Anger should not be bottled up inside for long nor should it be 
immediately thrown off. An appropriate expression of displeasure is the course of 
action fairest to oneself. 

In a democratic system what once existed can be abolished and what was not there 
before can be instituted. These changes can arise from commentary, and commentary 
will be effective when there are people who dare to comment and who dare to listen 
to the comments of others. Self-respecting people must fit in with society to a 
necessary extent, but they should fit in even more with what is right. The phrase 
“people who dare to comment” does not mean that people must criticize each and 
every thing, turning them into fusspots. Self-respecting people must be able to 
distinguish between matters that are important and those that are not, and their 
comments be given equally to people they like and people they do not like, because it 
is not people that are being commented on but thoughts and actions. 

We must teach our youth that people are not mere biological and social beings, but 
also human beings who have their own world. People have physical needs, which are 
met by the material things around them; they have desires to obtain the happiness 
given them by other people in society, such as honor and warmth. But human beings 
are also capable of experiencing a happiness that they can give to themselves, such as 
sacrifice, doing good works for their own sake and forsaking evil actions even at the 
loss of material and social happiness. This is real self-respect because it lies within 
one’s own power, not within the power of material objects or society. If this kind of 
happiness is developed to higher levels it culminates in its consummation, which is 
Nibbāna.  

Self-respecting people, who possess the traits mentioned above, can be called “good 
worldlings.” I believe that people of this kind can fit in with the kind of society I have 
been proposing, and if they are disillusioned with worldly happiness, they may turn 
their lives to the ultimate truth. Life in the world holds many paths for them to 
choose from, two at the very least: 1. they may choose to do community work, to be a 
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politician or a civil servant, and walk this path to becoming a senior statesman. 2. they 
may choose to be ordinary people, good citizens, making an honest living, taking an 
interest in political developments, and seeking material pleasures and other kinds of 
personal happiness in rightful ways. Thus, once we have built the youth into self-
respecting people, they may choose to lead one of these kinds of life: a life that leans 
to political happiness, which is honor; a life that leans to economic happiness, which is 
a comfortable standard of living; and a life of happiness in the Dhamma, which is 
peace of mind, and which, if pursued long enough, may lead to the life of the arahant. 
An arahant is necessarily a self-respecting person, but self-respecting people need not 
be arahants. 
 
3. Approaches to organizing education 

The ideal society and the ideal person proposed above are not the final or ultimate 
objectives of Buddhism, but they do not oppose Buddhist principles, and they are 
starting points for embarking on the journey to the ultimate objective. In fact it may 
be possible to propose ideal societies and ideal people in different forms, but I believe 
the forms I have proposed are ideally suited to the present condition of Thailand, and I 
will use them as a framework for proposing the approach to organization of education. 

3.1 Equality in education 
In industrial and industrially-developing societies education has become a tool for 

dividing people into different economic categories. In England, where people are 
officially divided into six economic levels, results of research conducted at Oxford 
University in 1972 showed that almost 90% of the people who finished university 
went to the two highest [economic] levels.7In Thailand, even a cursory glance reveals 
the same kind of results: people who have high education have opportunities for 
better careers and higher incomes than those with lower educations, with few 
exceptions. If everyone had equal opportunity to advance to higher levels of 
education, but due to other factors only some of them did and others did not, this 
would be considered fair and equal by most people, but research shows that most or 
almost all of those who enter the higher places of learning are the children and 
nephews of well-to-do people. This has caused many people to feel that inequality has 
arisen in our education. 

Let us suppose that there was a society with a social system unlike any other, in 
which the level of education was not an instrument for dividing the people into 
different levels, in which those who had higher education did not have higher 
standards of living than those with low education, and that other factors distinguished 
people’s incomes. Would we still feel that inequality had arisen in education when the 
children and nephews of underprivileged people had less chance to a high education 
than people of well-off families? Would there be competition in education? In old 
Thai society the temples (wat) were the places of education for the people at large. 
Everyone had a chance to go and learn there, and they could learn as much as they 
wished. But there does not seem to have been any competitiveness in learning, because 
in those days education played no part in determining how high people’s incomes 
would be. Thus there was no problem of inequality. 

The truth is that the problem of educational inequality is merely an offshoot of the 
problem of social inequality. People who are fighting for educational equality are in 
fact fighting for social equality. If people with little education had just as much or 
even more opportunity to a comfortable standard of living as those with much 

                                                        
7 David Rubenstein, ed., Education and Equality, Penguin Books, 1979, p. 69.  
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education would those people still be demanding equality in education? The problem 
we must consider is, are we creating greater educational equality in order to bring 
about greater social equality, or creating greater social equality in order to bring about 
greater educational equality? 

The latter method is not complex if a government exercises absolute power. One 
thing such an absolute government may do is abolish the market mechanism, and 
determine wages for all kinds of work rather than allowing free trade. People who do 
mental work receive a similar wage to those who do manual work, and for all work 
the state is the employer: the directors and managers would receive a salary not much 
different from the clerks, and doctors could not demand what they want from their 
patients. Exercising a little less absolute power, the state may use indirect means, 
whereby it does not do the employing, but instead imposes extreme progressive 
taxation, so extreme that the income derived from work that demands high learning is 
not worth the expenditure in terms of physical, mental and financial effort put into 
education. If either of these two methods was employed, competitiveness in education 
would certainly decrease, but the problem of inequality in education would not arise. 
Only a few people really interested in learning—    i.e., who felt that learning was of 
value in itself—would want to pursue a high education. But such absolute 
governments are too suppressive of freedom, and such methods should not be used if 
the problem of educational inequality is not too extreme. 

The first approach to solving the problem is that adopted by liberal democracies. 
They have looked for a way to allow the underprivileged to obtain higher educations 
so that they can have more equality with others. Most people would probably feel 
that it would be unfair to have the managers and directors earn the same wage as the 
clerks, but at the same time, not a few would feel that it would not be fair if the clerk 
had to be a clerk simply because he had no chance to get a good education because his 
parents were poor. Thus we should find ways to increase opportunities for these 
people. There are many ways to increase opportunities for the children [and nephews] 
of poorer families, such as, for example, educational institutions not taking fees for 
their services, distributing text books and other learning equipment free, having free 
midday (and perhaps also morning and evening) meals, free travel to and from schools. 
Many societies would find even this impossible to do, but if we wanted to create 
greater equality we could also reimburse money to poorer parents who would 
normally have to have their children go out to work to increase the family’s income. 

Even were it possible to do all the things proposed above, this would not guarantee 
true equality in education because there are still other areas of inequality, such as 
motivation. Middle and higher class families tend to instill in their children an 
awareness of the importance of education more than poorer families. Thus children 
have different levels of motivation and application. The physical environment of their 
homes is not equal: the convenience in the home of the affluent families is more 
conducive to learning than the homes of poorer families. Children of affluent families 
have better access to education aids than poorer children, and even were the 
government to organize an equal distribution of these things (which is well-nigh 
impossible), inequality has arisen from the moment the child takes conception in the 
mother’s womb: children born to affluent mothers have better opportunities of 
physical development, which affects intelligence, than children born to poor mothers. 

Were we to correct even these inequalities, there are further inequalities, such as 
biological structure: children are born different not only in their physical structure but 
also in terms of emotions and intellectual abilities. Suppose we were able to remove 
all inequalities discussed above, is it possible to solve the problem of congenital 
intellectual inequality? There is an answer on one level: to give more attention to 
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children of inferior intellectual capacity than to children of superior intellectual 
capacity, to provide them with special educational aids, special teachers, etc. But this 
can only be done up to an extent: in the end some children will always learn better 
than others, in spite of equal effort. Thus congenital intelligence becomes the final 
remaining determinant over who has the right to higher education; i.e., better 
opportunities in life, than others.  

Not a few people would think that this is fair, but what if we were to ask them 
why A. has more right to enjoy happiness than B. on the basis of A. and B. differing 
only in their unequal congenital attributes? If it were to be conceded that it is fair to 
distinguish people’s social standing on the basis of congenital attributes (in this case, 
intelligence), then we must also concede that the parents’ social standing is a fair 
criterion for distinguishing people’s social standing, because the parent’s social standing 
is also something existing from the time of the child’s birth. But most people would 
feel that C.’s having a higher education than D. and thereby obtaining a higher standard 
of living is inequality if C.’s parents were of a better social standing and both C. and D. 
were of equal congenital intelligence. 

The problem of inequality is not as simple as people think. The problems I have 
detailed here are theoretical. There are many more practical problems, which I would 
like to pass over. In fact the fairest method of all is drawing lots, but this would go 
against the feelings of most people and may lead to problems in other areas. 

Of the various points that may bring about equality of opportunity in regard to 
higher learning, which ones will be addressed depends on the social philosophy of the 
country in question. But here we have the problem of social equality to consider. 
Social equality can be looked at in two ways: in terms of opportunity, and in terms of 
the actual results. The former group sees that opportunities should be provided as 
equally as possible. If the result that arises is that people are unequal then that is that. 
The latter group feels that there are many problems involved in organizing equal 
opportunities, and that we should rather look at and organize society so that equality 
actually results. 

In my view these two ideas do not necessarily contradict each other, and in 
Thailand we should use both. As far as resolving inequality of opportunity, we may 
simply have free education in state educational institutions, free distribution of 
necessary education aids, scholarships for bright students, government interest-free 
loans for studying—and absolving the necessity to reimburse the full amount for those 
who, having finished their studies, take up public welfare work—and establish more 
open universities to cover every region, because this would involve little expenditure 
but have a far-reaching and deep result. It is a certainty that, even were we to do all 
these things, opportunities for education would still not be equal, but educational 
equality will not be the most valuable thing in the society, at least no more valuable 
than equality of living standards. 

If the objective of increasing educational opportunities for people as a whole is to 
create greater equality in people’s living standards, why not then use the money and 
resources to increase the equality of living standards? I feel we should do both. 
Sometimes we may use the resources for equalizing educational opportunities directly 
for social welfare, and this may better lead to equality of living standards, but we 
cannot neglect educational opportunities altogether because even in a modern society 
education will be the essential tool for bettering the living standards of the people 
who do study. Education also has a value in and of itself, but our appreciation of this 
value should not make us blind to the value of social equality. 

3.2 Freedom in education 
At present in Thai society the state is the organizer and supervisor of education. 
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The private sector is free to organize education, but it must be under the supervision 
of the state. Before we consider whether the present state of affairs conforms with our 
proposed social philosophy or not let us review some other approaches. One possible 
approach is for the state alone to organize education and the private sector to have no 
part in it. This is the method of the absolute government, which has some kind of 
fixed political ideal, and the education system is used to cast the youth into this mold. 
How much the youth are dominated by this depends on how much and in what areas 
the state allows variety and in what areas it will enforce conformity. The method of 
absolute government is not entirely bad: an absolute government with an ideal of 
promoting equality may better be able to achieve it than a free democracy, but there is 
also the danger of the absolute government having a different ideal. Another important 
consideration is that while the state may successfully bring about equality forcibly, the 
total neglect of freedom is unacceptable. Our proposed social philosophy can allow 
social inequality to a certain extent, so that a certain level of freedom is achieved. 

Another approach is for the state to not organize or supervise education at all, to 
make it entirely free. If Thailand continues to develop via the market system as a 
mechanism of exchange, allowing unrestricted competition and opening the country 
fully as it is now, equality both in terms of education and in terms of society are 
certainly going to decrease. The affluent will purchase all kinds of extravagant 
consumer goods, both imported and local, and ordinary people will have to find the 
money to follow suit. Fields of academic learning for which the society offers high 
financial rewards will find preference, and the private sector will open competitive 
venues of education with the highest quality services. This will require high 
expenditure and therefore necessitate high fees. Only the children of affluent families 
will be able to go there and the gap between the haves and the have-nots will 
continue to widen. Thai society will split into two, and tension is bound to arise.  

Actually in olden Thailand the state did not organize or supervise education. The 
education of the ordinary people took place in the wat, which is not a state institution. 
But in those days education was not an agency for effecting differences in living 
standards, so the problem mentioned above did not arise. 

If the state left the private sector to organize all education, it would be impossible 
for social development to follow any social philosophy other than extreme liberalism. 
But in fact extreme liberalism contains no ideal in concrete terms, only in terms of  
form, because it holds that anyone can do anything as long as they do not infringe on 
the rights and freedoms of others to do what they want. An extreme liberal state has 
no interest in equality because it holds that once people have agreed voluntarily to an 
exchange, that is in itself equality. 

Our proposed social philosophy is moderate consumption, self-reliance, balance 
between individualism and collectivism, and between equality and freedom. These are 
concrete ideals. If a state does not become involved in organization and supervision of 
education, these ideals will be hard to uphold. The only ideal such a state will uphold 
will be that of freedom. For example, in order to achieve the ideals of self-reliance and 
moderate consumption we require a kind of knowledge that differs from the 
knowledge that a society holding different economic ideals would want. If the state 
does not organize means for obtaining this kind of knowledge, the private sector 
would be little likely to take any interest in doing so. The private sector, as already 
stated, is interested only in the needs of the market. Even though in present-day Thai 
society equality in education and in society have not reached levels many people want 
to see, if the state ceases to organize education, allowing things to proceed as they are 
at present, equality will be even less. Individual freedom is a good thing, but society 
has certain needs that differ from those of the individual. These needs can only be 
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realized when the people as a whole have certain knowledges and skills. The private 
sector has no desire to teach this knowledge because no reward can be seen for it. 
People may not want to learn it because no immediate fruit can be seen arising from 
it. 

Thus compulsory education is still a necessity, at least to a certain level. It is useful 
both to the individual and the state. That part that is useful to the state, if properly 
organized, will also be of indirect benefit to the individual. The diversity that arises 
from individual freedom is a good thing, but if there is only diversity without any 
unifying core to support it, even diversity will be unable to arise. In Thailand, where 
most of the underprivileged have little social awareness, if the state does not become a 
“good father” individual freedom will lead to diversity only for a minority. Appropriate 
organization of education by the state, rather than the state ceasing to be involved in 
it, can solve these problems.  

However in order not to neglect the issue of freedom, once the state has compelled 
people to obtain a certain level of education, it should then allow some freedom. 
Education beyond the compulsory level should in part be organized by the state, in 
order to allow the social ideals to materialize, but the private sector should be allowed 
to freely organize education also, as long as it does not conflict with the social ideals 
that are the state’s objectives. 

3.3 Curricula 
On the subject of curricula there are a number of important matters to be 

considered. For example, do we have the right to use a compulsory curriculum? What 
should the curriculum contain in order to conform with the social philosophy and the 
type of person we want? 

In an extreme liberal society, it would not be easy to justify forcing people to study 
subject matter defined for them by others. While children are naive, their parents 
should have more right to determine the subject matter of their study than the state, 
but in our proposed semi-individual semi-collectivist society the state has the right to 
be the father up to an extent. In such a society people have certain common ideals on 
the concrete level, not just the level of form. In order to achieve these ideals it is 
necessary to have a very broad framework so that people can walk the same direction. 
Once an objective is established, there must be some things that aid and some that 
obstruct its realization. Compulsory education is thus necessary. However, compulsory 
education, which serves the needs of the state, also indirectly serves the interests of 
people in general. Moreover, compulsory education also directly serves the needs of 
children. In the modern world there are certain kinds of knowledge (such as reading, 
writing and arithmetic) lacking which a person will find it difficult to develop his or 
her potential to the required level, regardless of the form of society he or she lives in. 

All children on the primary school level should learn the same things. Reading, 
writing, and arithmetic must be learned but they need not be given great emphasis. 
When children are a little older these things can be pushed. There are other things 
children should know and which do not require the ability to read. The knowledge we 
should teach children is the knowledge of themselves. Self-knowledge can be divided 
into three aspects: 1. knowing one’s relationship with others in society; 2. knowing 
one’s relationship with the physical world; 3. knowing one’s relationship with oneself. 

It is possible to teach children to know their relationship with others by organizing 
activities and discussions. Sports and group activities will help the children to realize 
that people cannot live alone, and in order to live together with others it is necessary 
to accept certain rules. These rules can be in the family, the school room, in sport, 
society and the state. The children will thereby learn the necessity of membership of 
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something greater, and in order to be members everyone has to become smaller. In 
return everyone can obtain some satisfaction from being good members. 

Human beings have certain physical needs. We can serve these needs by 
understanding the physical world around us. We can teaching children to understand 
nature not only through the printed word, but through nature itself. We need not fear 
that the children will not gain much knowledge. In learning directly the children will 
gain experience which will help them to understand new truths that they discover for 
themselves. Children can be trained to plant trees, raise animals, saw wood, cook food 
and other kinds of work involving the hands and material objects—the main objective 
of these kinds of training lies not in allowing the children to make a living, but in 
knowing their own bodies through material activities, as one from of self expression. 

Not only do people have to live with other people and with nature, but also with 
themselves. Human beings have minds which express themselves in various forms, 
such as the arts, religion, morality and works which have no direct practical benefit. 
This is another world children (and all people) have, an inner world, a personal world, 
in which people can celebrate their being human. We should teach children to know 
of this world and teach them to imagine, to aspire and then to turn around and look at 
reality. They will thus realize that they are not mere biological and social animals. 

On the level of primary education there should be no subjects of choice, but if 
variations in different localities suggest a choice of different subjects, they must be 
chosen from the one group, choosing, for example, one particular sport from the 
sports group, or one particular kind of manual labor from the work group. The choice 
must not lead to discrimination between general education and technical or other 
groups of education. The important point is that the stress is not on academic or 
general knowledge, it is not on going out and earning a living, but on manual work, 
joining in with group activities, sports, arts, and morality. There will still be 
examinations, but the stress will not be on competition with others but on 
competition with oneself, seeing how much one has developed. 

A problem that may arise is that children who study according to this curriculum 
will not be academically strong, but a society in which there is moderate consumption, 
self-reliance and a less than fully open door in regard to competition with other 
countries will not need citizens who are particularly strong in academic learning. Our 
semi-collectivist society requires people with an awareness of living with others more 
than people strong in academic learning who are full of the desire to compete. There is 
already a great quantity of this kind of stimulus naturally within people, and education 
should be looking for ways to slow it down. Another problem is that if the entrance to 
secondary and tertiary education institutions is based on examinations of academic 
scholarship as it is at present, private schools and some state schools will stress 
academic learning to enable their students to gain entrance into good schools or 
universities. Thus it will be necessary to adjust entrance examinations for higher 
learning institutions, which we will discuss later. 

All children should have the chance to finish secondary school with help from the 
state. The secondary school curriculum should be the same for all students with no 
choice between ordinary and technical school education or between the sciences or 
the arts. The secondary school curriculum will not give stress to general knowledge 
and will not be a preparation for studying at university. Subjects taught in primary 
school will continue to be taught on higher levels to deepen the understanding of 
students and enable them to analyze their own problems. Importantly, all students 
must learn a certain number of vocations and be able to do work which requires a 
median level of knowledge. These vocations should occupy one third of all the 
curriculum. The teaching of vocations will not lay stress on expertise in any particular 
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field, but teach only the basics so that students can put them into practice in their 
own lives and with a little adjustment and extra training use them to make a living. 

Most of the children who complete this curriculum will not be particularly strong 
in academic learning and will probably not be ready for the higher learning of 
universities, but that is not what we want. A society that seeks self-reliance and 
moderate consumption wants more middle class people than people with high levels 
of knowledge. Most of the work created by the society will be mid-level work, using 
“appropriate” technology, i.e., making use of a middle level of knowledge in order to 
convert the resources of the country into objects of moderate consumption, which are 
accessible to all people, rather than using high-level knowledge to produce high-level 
goods which only a small portion of the population can attain, as is the case at present. 

An important problem in Thai education is that while the state has been successful 
in encouraging the masses into a modern education system, it has not been successful 
in encouraging the masses into a modern economic system. In developed industrial 
societies there is a great demand for a high-level labor force. Secondary schools prepare 
people for this level of work. In Thailand most of the population lives in a backward 
economic system, but our secondary education prepares people for an advanced 
economy. Thus our secondary education is redundant. Only a small portion of the 
people can manage to push themselves up to the progressive economy. The 
curriculum I have proposed is suitable for Thai society if we bring the majority of the 
people into a mid-level economic system, but if we do not do so the curriculum 
would be useless, like the mixed secondary education system project which has 
already met with failure. 

On the level of tertiary education, the curriculum is not designed to produce “high-
level” careerists. Vocations higher than secondary school level should be taught by 
technical colleges. This is in preparation for raising the level of consumption to a 
higher level. Higher level consumption is not bad in itself. It is bad if there is no self-
reliance and if it is not accessible to the majority of people. This does not mean that 
technical colleges will give only vocational training. The subjects that help people to 
know themselves, which have been learned from the level of primary school, should 
still be taught to some extent, with some change in content. 

Universities are necessary for a society with moderate consumption, but not highly 
so. However, when the chance arises to raise the level of consumption, their necessity 
is increased. Universities will not be places of vocational training, but will teach basic 
academic subjects, or the pure sciences, be they physical sciences, social sciences, or 
humanities—i.e., study and research for the understanding of nature, society and 
humanity in various aspects—with no expectation of immediate application, but they 
may be used to indicate future directions when a problem arises. Universities are the 
places for people interested in knowledge for its own sake, the sources of academic 
learning that broadens world views to reveal different dimensions of life, society and 
the world, such as science, economics, social studies, literature, arts, and religion. 

This being the case the number of universities will probably be reduced, or at least 
not increase. What we need to increase is the number of open universities. We need 
not fear the great number of people who finish their studies at these places not being 
able to find jobs, because universities, both closed and open, are not there for teaching 
higher vocations, but for teaching “pure” sciences. Open universities may not be aptly 
suited to teaching scientific subjects, but that is no problem, because they will mostly 
be there for students who have finished their high and technical school studies to 
broaden their world outlooks and understand things better, which in turn will help 
them to understand themselves better. Open universities have only a small capital 
outlay, so it is convenient for students to learn there, with small costs. Such 
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universities play a part in human development. 
There is one subject that I feel should be included in the curriculum from the 

upper secondary level to the university level, and that is meditation practice. This does 
not mean training the mind to attain mysterious states invisible to ordinary people, but 
teaching meditation so that people know how to analyze themselves. The great 
number of unenlightened beings deceive themselves, either knowingly or 
unknowingly. Sometimes just a moment’s reflection reveals that we have deceived 
ourselves, but in many instances it is not so easy. Desire, aspiration, pride, depression, 
selfishness, and other factors are all capable of blinding human beings to their true 
selves. Meditation practice may help people to peel away these states layer by layer 
until they find their true selves, a vision that will well lead to self-respect. Moreover, 
the practice of meditation can help improve mental health and may help to prevent 
and treat mental disturbances. It is unfortunate that research into the use of 
meditation in such areas is still very limited. 

If education proceeds according to these proposals, the number of people who wish 
to study at universities may become smaller because the market mechanism, which 
will still be in existence to a certain extent, will incite people to study more at 
technical colleges where there is more material reward to be gained. In fact there may 
be more people wanting to learn there than can be accommodated, so that entrance 
examinations into technical colleges may be much the same as they are today for 
universities. The solution is to close the country to a certain extent, no longer 
importing many kinds of extravagant goods. The role of money in people’s lives will 
be reduced somewhat, and so the incentive to learn higher vocations as a pathway to 
money will be partly reduced. Study in universities in the “search for knowledge” will 
be attractive only to some people, who, once they have finished their studies, will not 
have as high incomes as those who finish studies at technical colleges. 

Entrance examinations to technical colleges must change. All students who 
complete secondary education and pass examinations for the established criteria have 
the right to learn higher vocations. The standard examination paper will contain 
questions on all secondary-level subjects, not just the fundamental subjects required to 
learn vocations in technical colleges. If more people pass these examinations than can 
be accommodated, a quota system for students from each secondary school should be 
arranged, based on the proportion of students passing the examination criteria in each 
school against the whole, thus: if there are places for 10,000 students, and 20,000 
students fulfill the examination criteria, and school A. has twenty students who passed 
the criteria, then ten students with the best pass mark from that school should be 
accepted. 

Certainly this method will not produce the “cream of the cream,” as does the 
present university entrance examination system, but the question is, “What do we do 
with this ‘cream of the cream’?” If we want to develop Thai society into a high 
consumption society, the present system of selection is suitable. Again, this system is 
“fair” in a society of liberalism and extreme individualism. However, if we desire a 
society of moderate consumption, a society balanced between collectivism and free 
individualism, and a society halfway between total self-reliance and reliance on others, 
and if we want society to be the “father” protecting those of lesser status in order to 
create a certain level of equality, the method I have proposed is suitable. The method 
of selecting people for higher education is one of the most important indices of a 
society’s social philosophy. 

3.4 Teaching 
The Buddha was one of the greatest teachers in the world, and he had many 

teaching techniques. Many have already written on this subject from different 



The Buddhist Philosophy of Education � Wit Wisadavet 
 

 

185 

perspectives.8Here I will discuss a number of characteristics of Buddhism which will 
be implemented into the general principles for teaching youth. 

There are three important features and positions of Buddhism which I would like to 
call the “spirits” of Buddhism: the spirit of inquiry, the spirit of reform, and the spirit 
of openness. These three characteristics are the fundamentals of the “self-respecting” 
person already described. Thus they should be instilled into the youth. 

The teaching given in the Kālāma Sutta is well known: when we hear a teaching 
from someone, we should not simply believe it because it has been upheld for some 
time, because it is rumored, because it is written in the texts, because it is logical, 
because it can be inferred, because it is reasonable, because it accords with our theory, 
because it seems credible, or because our teacher said so. We must rather believe only 
when we have tested it and put it into practice and seen the results for ourselves. The 
Kālāma Sutta tells us not to believe others too easily. This does not mean that we do 
not believe them at all, but rather that we first question what we have heard, then test 
it out for ourselves. 

Incorporating the principles of the Kālāma Sutta into teaching, we must teach 
children to question, and children on different levels should be taught to question in 
different ways. We cannot, for example, teach children in kindergarten to question 
everything in the texts and everything the teacher tells them. We must acknowledge 
that new members of society will be indoctrinated to an extent with experiences, 
knowledge and values by the older members of society. On the secondary school level, 
we must begin to teach children to question, but not to question everything. One 
method a teacher may try is to question something written in the texts, or the words 
of a famous person, showing different perspectives that can be seen in it. This will be 
encourage students to question in higher levels. Doubt must be stressed more than 
belief, the children showed that the world has developed because of change. Change 
comes about as a result of the arising of doubt. The Buddha himself invited people to 
question his teaching. But we must be careful not to lead the students into thinking 
that doubt has a value in and of itself: doubt is merely a way to the truth. As long as 
we cannot find a point of doubt about any given subject, we must believe it for the 
time being. Belief has no less value than doubt, because if we do not believe in 
anything, we cannot do anything.  

The Buddha had the spirit of reform. He was trained in a Hindu society, but after 
he went forth to homelessness and sought the truth for himself, he became doubtful 
of some of the Brahmanist teachings, and in the end he saw that them, such as the 
teachings on God, on the castes, on sacrifice, and on occultism, were not in accordance 
with the truth. The spirit of reform is the mind to change things that are seen to be 
wrong or incorrect. Such changes should not be brought about violently, but be of the 
nature of compromise. The Buddha refuted outright some of the teachings of 
Brahmanism, such as that people of the brahmin caste were born from the mouth of 
Brahmā [god], but on some of them he made a compromise by giving them new 
meanings. 

To change society for the better it is necessary for people, especially those people 
who have received high educations, to possess a spirit of reform. Reformers may 
initially be looked on as “outsiders” because they think differently from others. But we 
must teach students to be self respecting, to believe the things they have considered or 
tested for themselves and to act in accordance with what they believe. We must teach 

                                                        
8 Such as Sumon Amornvivat, Teaching by Instilling Faith and Wise Attention, Tiranasarn 
Press, Bangkok, 2528. 
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children not only to fit in with society, but also to change society—but with the spirit 
of reform; that is, having both the heavy and the light. If they are entirely heavy, they 
may not be able to change anything, while if they are entirely light they will not 
change anything either. 

Buddhism has a spirit of openness. Open-minded people have two important 
features: they are able to live with people with different beliefs and ways of life; and 
when their beliefs and ways of life are criticized by others, they can listen without 
being offended and do not respond aggressively but with reason. Whether their critics 
agree with them or not is another matter. Buddhism has both of these characteristics, 
and Buddhism’s broad-mindedness is well known. On one occasion the Buddha’s 
disciples came to him to protest that the leader of another sect had criticized and 
insulted the Buddha and his teaching. The disciples were furious and wanted to refute 
that sect-leader’s remarks. The Buddha replied: “If we are merely answering out of 
anger, how can we take the time to consider their remarks and see whether they are 
true or not? We should look at ourselves to see whether we really are as they say we 
are, and if we are not then we should point this out to them.”  

It would be difficult to find a religion as broad-minded as Buddhism. Buddhists 
should teach this heritage to their youth. Broad-minded people have self-confidence, 
not out of stubbornness, but with reason. Broad-minded people must have self-
respect, and they will still respect themselves even if others do not respect them. Even 
so, in worldly life broad-mindedness must have limitations. When we have rationally 
consider the criticisms of others and seen that we are not what they say we are we 
must point this out to them. Having pointed it out, if they still insult and disparage us 
we must show our displeasure. We should not teach our children to passively accept 
injustice even when they know it is injustice. The same applies to living with people 
of different beliefs and ways of life than us: if they differ in ways that violate the rights 
and freedoms of others, or that obstruct social equality, we must teach children to 
adhere to the spirit of the reformer; that is, find a way to initiate change, not just 
simply sit and endure it. 

Change will arise when action takes place. Knowledge on its own does not have the 
power to initiate action. A person may know that questioning is useful, 
broadmindedness is good, and reform should be carried out, but if he or she does not 
have the added factor of mental power action will not arise. Buddhism is well aware of 
this. Buddhist education therefore contains three factors: morality (sīla), concentration 
(samādhi) and wisdom (paññā). This is the path leading to the ultimate truth 
(paramattha dhamma), but it can be incorporated into education. Sīla is the 
framework within which the individual must contain himself in doing any action—
even in learning to play music, where the aim is free expression, one must begin by 
confining oneself to a certain framework. Paññā is understanding. Samādhi is training 
mental power to be resolute, constraining feeling within a desired form. People do 
things out of emotion or feeling and find reasons to justify it later. Good education 
must train people to keep their emotions under the control of reason, at least enough 
to be a good person in the world. 

The knowledge of the teacher is an important factor. How important it is depends 
on the how important is the knowledge of the students. In a society with moderate 
consumption and which seeks self-reliance without placing people’s happiness at the 
mercy of competition with other countries, academic learning is not as important as 
character and kindness. The self-respecting people we wish to create do not need to be 
of exceptional academic learning, which is important only on a certain level. 
Development of character and training of the mind should not be given solely through 
speech. Indirect teaching, such as in sports, arts, and activities, is a better way. The 
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stress on vocation in secondary schools curriculum will also be of help in this 
direction. 

There is one problem related to teaching which must be considered if our proposed 
philosophy of education is to be based upon Buddhist lines. Buddhists believe that the 
Buddha discovered the truth (saccadhamma). This truth is fixed and certain. It existed 
from the first and is not subject to anyone’s thinking. Even if no one were to discover 
it, the truth would still exist. Since this is the case, it means that all problems must 
have a fixed and certain answer. In that case, does this not mean that knowledge is 
closed? Then what use would it be to teach children to question, to doubt, to discuss 
and to search for answers for themselves? If there already is a fixed answer, teaching 
through such activities seems to be denying that answer, and is like opening up to any 
reasonable answer that may be given. The teachers and the students are searching 
together for answers. If they already know the answer, would it not be better just to 
tell the students outright? 

The answer to this is that the fixed and certain truth of Buddhism involves very 
broad, general principles, such as the principle of conditionality (idappaccayatā) and 
the four noble truths. The former deals with the causality of all things, the latter with 
the truth in terms of human life, regardless of where, when or in what society human 
beings arise. That is, suffering is the universal human problem. Solving suffering 
requires the same method in every case, but this refers to the suffering on the most 
fundamental level, and that suffering is a suffering that all people must experience. 
However, people living in different times and places and different societies may 
experience suffering on different levels. Thus the solving of problems requires 
different kinds of knowledge geared to specific times and places. These kinds of 
knowledge may be called “worldly knowledge.” They are merely systems of thought in 
the head. Debate and discussion is the gauging of which of these systems of thought 
best answers people’s needs, and what is acceptable today may not be acceptable 
tomorrow. Worldly truths are not fixed. Such knowledge is called in Buddhism sippa. 
It is open knowledge and contains no fixed, definite answer. Thus it should not be 
taught by statement, but by discussion, questioning and encouraging doubt. 

As for the principle of conditionality, it simply states very generally that when 
something arises, something else arises; when that thing does not arise, then the other 
does not arise. If we are talking about the problem of what causes suffering, which is a 
universal human problem, the answer is universal and fixed, and that is what the 
Buddha discovered. But the Buddha encouraged questioning. As for the problems that 
may be called scientific, which seek to find the causes of specific phenomena, these 
are open questions. They have no fixed answer. They should be taught via discussion, 
experiment and questioning.  

3.4 The school and the community 
In olden times the wat was held to be the school of ordinary people. In those days 

education were every closely associated with the people because wats were the 
centers of almost all kinds of communal activities. Later when schools were 
established on Western lines, the schools became more distanced from the people 
because they were the government’s instruments for producing civil servants and good 
citizens suited to the changing society. Nowadays the schools are even more remote 
from the people. Their role is to produce an economic work force. It is sometimes said 
that schools are alienated from the community. This is true because the entire Thai 
education system, from kindergarten to university, is a geared to preparing and 
producing people for entrance into the modern sector which sits in the upper echelons 
of Thai society and which is a distinct minority. The majority of the Thai community 



The Chulalongkorn Journal of Buddhist Studies � Vol. 2 No. 2, 2003 
 

 

188 

is not sufficiently modernized to accommodate people who have completed their 
studies in the modern education system with any real function. Thus education is 
producing people who are alienated from the community because of the incongruity 
between what is taught in the schools and what the general community (which is not 
yet modernized) wants. 

If Thai society is to develop in the direction of self-sufficiency and moderate 
consumption, the subjects taught in schools must change as we have proposed, and if 
they do so change the schools will become community schools. Thailand will become 
a society that needs only a moderate level of technology, but one that manifests in all 
communities, not, as at present, a high level of technology for a small percentage of 
the population. Secondary schools will be producers of moderate-level technology for 
the community, and they will be the ones to apply the moderate level of knowledge 
to adjust production and consumption based on the resources that exist within the 
community. Secondary schools, as already stated, will spend one third of their time 
teaching academic subjects. The other two thirds will be taken up by study of the 
mechanics of society and study of the self in order to develop the potential of the 
individual in religious, artistic, cultural, athletic and other spheres, so that students 
may become community leaders on various levels. 

According to these proposals, secondary schools will belong to the community, and 
will transform people from the community into people who can serve the community. 
They will be centers of learning, culture, sport, and other social activities. In terms of 
knowledge, schools will be community resources when a problem arises. If the 
problem is one the school cannot solve, then it will be sent on to the technical college. 
Technical colleges will not only teach, but also conduct research in order to adapt 
technology to make it more suitable, but in general secondary schools will be the 
spearhead of Thai social development. 

 
[Translated from the Thai version by Bruce Evans] 

 


