




































Bangkok February 12, 1968 

 

Translation of Transcript of Interview with Abbot of Wat Benchamabophit about the 

Thammacarik Program 

NB: Sulak Sivaraksa was also present at the interview; tape transcription by Amara Bhumiratana, 

then a PhD student in anthropology at the University of Washington. 

 

[Tape 16, side 1, tape marker 018] The thammacharik program was originated by Nai 

Prasit Ditthasuwat, the Head of the tribal development division of the Department of Public 

Welfare. He consulted Phra Ratchawetsuthirokee and Phra Kittisophon. 

The plan was to send high ordered monks from Bangkok. 

Many tribal people were ordained as a result of the first trial. In Phetchabun where Phra 

Thepwarawethi of Wat Paknam was the leader, seven people were ordained as novices. In Mae 

Sariang, a few novices were also ordained but all of them retired. 

One of the problem in employing monks from Bangkok is communication. In the second 

year, (1966) monks from northern provinces as well as monks from Bangkok were recruited.  

Each unit had at least two monks who were natives of the province. This plan proved to be 

impractical in terms of organization and control. (Six monks and nine novices were ordained.) 

In 1967, the unit was also composed of two monks from provinces where northern dialect 

was spoken. Students from Chulalongkorn [Buddhist] University also accompanied each unit. 

Chao Khana controlled monks in the provincial areas. The problem  of organization and control 

proved to be better than the previous years. Only 4 monks and 42 novices were ordained this 

year. The four monks ordained are two Karens from Mae Hong Son, one Meo from Tak, and one 

Meo from Phetchabun. 

[052] The Karen monks remained only 20 days and retired from monkhood. The practice 

was allowed becausē  

 (1) Grown men have to work to support their families. 

 (2) Because of illiteracy, these monks cannot join all activities required. The 

monk from Tak was ordained for three months (one phansa) and the monk from Phetchabun 

remained in priesthood for one month. 16 novices are still at Wat Benchamabophit, two of whom 

were ordained in the earlier years. 8 novices remained for the whole phansa in Nan. At the end 



of the phansa two novices retired. 8 novices were from Chiang Rai. Some novices remained in 

Chiang Mai while others retired. 5 Yao novices were ordained and 3 retired. 4 Akha novices 

were ordained. 

[tape marker 077] Last year 7 novices passed nak tham trī  4 novices from Wat 

Benchamabophit; 2 Meos in Chiang Rai; 1 Meo in Nan. 

The Karens are the most easy to get along with. The Yao are the most easy to understand. 

The Meo are the brightest and the most studious. The Lahu and the Lisu are about the same. The 

Akha are the slowest. 

Regarding cleanliness: The Yao are the cleanest. The Karen, Meo, and Lahu  are second. 

 The Yao and Meo live on the ground, raise domestic animals, but have separate rooms 

for living. The Lahu, Karen, Akha, and Lisu live off the ground on raised floors.  [tape marker 

098] Yaos are more intelligent than other tribal groups. They united together and generally will 

not leave their areas. All tribal groups look down upon the Akha because they eat dogs which are 

believed to create body odor.  

 [105]  There has been no mentioning of belief in spirits by the tribal monks and novices. 

Actually, the plan is not to abolish belief in spirits. Specifically, belief in household spirits is 

allowed to remain or even encouraged because such belief is a means to show gratitude to one's 

ancestors (similar to ancestor worship of the Chinese). However, belief in other spirits. i.e. phī 

nām should be abolished because what is believed to be a manifestation of the spirit is in fact 

caused by physical condition. The difference in body temperature and the temperature of the 

water upon contact will cause trembling. The thammacharik monks have taken a few people to 

bathe at 10 a.m. or 1 p.m. when the water is warmer. Aspirins are given to those who tremble.  

 [126] The Dept. of Public Welfare pays 10 baht for food and 15 baht for other expenses 

for each monk per day (about 450 baht per month). At the center there is an errand boy who 

receives 200 baht. excluding food, per month.  

 The units only go to the non-dangerous areas. Even after the plan has been made, if the 

Dept. of Public Welfare or the border patrol police feel that the area is not safe, the plan will be 

changed.  

 [144] The teaching of Buddhism is based on practice, not doctrine, i.e. sila, samaddhi, 

panna. The monks practice sila by omitting the evening meals and practice dhamma by being 

kind and helpful to the people. They do not preach since preaching will not help the villagers. It 



is more helpful to teach cleanliness to the people.  

 [158] Children are taught to make merit by not harming other individuals. Sometimes, 

Thai is taught and parents send their children to learn Thai.  

 [165] Chulalongkorn students go out for two months because they have to come back to 

school. But monks remain there for four months.  

 [169] This year plan will be similar to last year. The unit will consist of non-Bangkok 

monks, Chulalongkorn students, and a tribal novice. These novices will be able to approach the 

tribal people easier because they (may) speak the same language. Besides, tribal novices can 

teach us their tribal languages. We only know men language. Because of the pattern of division 

of labor, women are cut off from outside contacts and do not negotiate with outsiders.  

 [194] During the orientation, the monks learn about the different tribes because monks 

have to make contacts with the people. In addition to the general routine of receiving food, 

reciting or chanting after meals, and etc. monks also teach the children who are waiting to be 

taught in the afternoons. 

 [204] Sacred water is not used. Arrangements are made by the Dept of Public Welfare to 

teach monks to use first-aid. In the field, when monks distribute medicine, they teach the people 

to pay homage to the Buddha (wai phra). Furthermore, these people are not taught to abandon 

their belief in spirits because such belief is a means of social control. However, some belief are 

beneficial to keep while others are not. For the new year feast, the shaman examines the sick and 

declares the animal Which the spirits want for the particular day. This practice gives the people 

the opportunity to eat their domestic animals 

 [235] Monks teach people cleanliness but do not teach people to kill fleas because monks 

do not kill any kind of animals.  

 [244] Belief in spirits is a method of social control because people are taught not to do 

certain things through fear of the spirits.  

 When tribal people ask Čao Khana Amphoe to chap phī, he recites the five precepts and 

gives sacred wai to symbolize the fact that the spirits have been forced out of the village. 

Northerners use sompōi to make sacred water, and sometimes, the people will prefer nām sompōi 

instead.of nām mon.  

 [279] Tribal people have turned to many great religions. Lisos and Yaos are Christians 

who have moved from Chiengtung and Haws are Muslim from Islam Yunnan.  



 [300] Belief in household spirits should be kept because it perpetuates gratituity. But the 

tribal people themselves would like to abandon the belief in other spirits. Among the Meos, at 

death, in order to have a funeral, son(s) of the dead man must kill a certain amount of animals for 

feast (the kind and amount is specified by the shaman). If the requirement cannot be fulfilled, the 

corpse is allowed to disintegrate. When the Meos express their desire to abandon this practice, 

the Dept. of Public Welfare encourages the abandonment for health reason.  

 [side 2, tape marker 001] The fund from the Asia Foundation is transferred to Wat Phra 

Sing in Chingmai (sic) where rajanuwat is initiated. In this program, both the villages on the 

lowland and the hills are visited for 15 days.  Monks and students from the adjacent wats learn to 

organize to work in groups. The financial support is of the Asia Foundation only.  

 Thammacharik program is sponsored by the Dept. of Public Welfare (and partly by the 

Asia Foundation in the first year) for the benefit of the tribal people. Although the program is 

under the Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Education gives hands in the educational aspect, 

the Ministry of Public Health gives hands on the health problems, and the Border Patrol Police 

lead the way into the hamlets. That is, the Border Patrol Police will visit the hamlet and make 

sure that it is safe before the visit of the thammacharik.  

 [021] The acceptance of the welfare group and the Border Patrol Police by the tribal 

people depends on the individuals. Many are adopted as ‘father’ while others are told to go away 

to The Border Patrol Police school was initiated by the King's mother. The police men taught 

school for the first few years and hired other people in the later years. ·  

 The thammacharik will not visit the Christian hamlets even after the people from the 

Public Welfare Dept. have made contact because they feel that there is no point in showing the 

people divergent views and beliefs.  

 There are two units in the Mae Chan area (one Buddhist and one Christian ?). The monks 

in the Buddhist hamlet went in 1965 and taught school. At first there were 30 students from 

Nongwaen area, about 5-10 kilometers away. There were 50 students in the second year of 

teaching and 70 students at the moment. The monks went from Nakhon Thai, Phitsanulok.  

 [051] Medicine and school material are given to the people and children. The school is 

being built permanently. The tribal people would like to move as a unit and the government is 

encouraging them to move to the lowland areas. Though these people trust the monks, monks 

still need to be accompanied to avoid possible misunderstanding on the part of the girls. Yao 



girls are carefree and might not realize that monks practice celibacy. 

 [064] There is no reaction from the Christian hamlet because both the Buddhist and the 

Christian work independently and do not compete with each other. It seems like some Christian 

are converting to Buddhism. Actually one might say that there is some conflict. Last year, one 

boy wanted to be ordained but his father did not allow him.  

 [071] In Mae Sariang, the teacher wanted everyone to go to the wat. When the Christian 

students did not want to go they were threatened of lowering their grades. The matter went to 

Palad amphoe who claimed that non-Buddhists are not Thai.  

 [080] Religious conflicts are delicate matters to handle. Some Christian group in Chiang 

Mai and Chiang Rai hired ex-monks who are Christian converts to tell how Buddhism did not 

help him. When other Buddhists get angry there will be some fight.  Each group should work 

separately and not insult or attack the other group.  

 [109] In Mae Sariang, schools used to be taught by Burmese in Burmese. At present, the 

thammachariks (Burmese or Thai ?) ask some Meos and Karens to teach in Meo or Karen using 

Roman scripts.  

 [110] Our thammacharik teach the language proposed by the center without teaching 

religion. The Christians teach reading as well as religion.   

 [120] In 1967-1968, the temples were built temporarily because it is hard to get monks to 

say there permanently. At the Mae Chan Center, three kutis were built and the wihan will be built 

later. We might have wats in every center and maybe all tribal groups will be represented. 

 [132] The chedi in Mae Sariang are built according to Burmese tradition. The Karen are 

the carrier of this tradition. They might be a problem group later because when they flee from 

Burma, they cross the political border.  Thailand may not accept them (the Burmese Karen) due 

to her political relationship with Burma. 

 Meo Daeng come from Luang Phrabang to Nan and Tak and brought with them 

Communism.  Communist representatives came to the lowland area, asked the people about their 

living conditions, and asked to see their guns. Then, if the people followed these communist 

representatives they would receive cabire (?) guns as well as being brain-washed. Nan is 

connected to Luang Phrabang and Lan Chang where communist Laos can come in very easily.  

 In 1966, we captured some Communists from Laos; the leader of the group was a half-

Chinese who came to Phapphachai, Hua Rim, and then Nan. At the time, the government sent 



cavalry men to protect the people. While the soldiers were there, nothing happened. When the 

raining season came and the men left. Three months later they (the Communists?) captured all 

and it became clear that the Communists were in Mae Sod in Tak. 

 [289] Most of them were Meo in Laos. Some Meo were generals in the Laotian army. 

Among the Meo who fled to Thailand, there was a Meo general. He was killed while fleeing. 

Thus, the group dispersed and many came to the thammacharik areas. In Phetchabun, the 

government wanted to preserve certain areas. They (the Meo Daeng?) came in and destroyed the 

areas. One of the thammacharik advised the Meo to unite together and try to get hold of same 

land (either through true possession or rent). The (government?) policy still does not allow 

possession of land by tribal people. Land is still communally owned.  

 We want the tribal people to observe wisakha bucha. But monks cannot walk under (in) 

shadow. If thammacharik monks will go out, they have to go by plane.  

 [232] About the end of April (after songkran) another trip will be made.  

 [254] At the Chieng Mai Center there are houses of every hill tribe. 

At Chiengdao, it is nice and quiet.(nostalgic?) 
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