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Regional Patterns of Kaan buat (Entering the Sangha) in Thailand

by

Yoneo Isunn and Yoshihiro TsuBoucHl

Theravada Buddhism is the state religion of Thailand. Statistics indicate that 93.6%
of all Thais are Buddhists. A member of the Sangha or clergy is called a banphachit,
““one who has left his home’. These banphachit are whether priests (phra or phikku)
or else they are novices (saamaneen or neem). A priest is a banphachit who is over
age 20 and who abides by 227 precepts of Buddhism known as the paatimook. A
novice is a banphachit under age 20 who, being in a preparatory stage to priesthood,
abides by only 10 precepts. The ordinations are different for novices and priests, and
their status whithin the Sangha is different. There are no female banphachit.

In Thailand before the introduction of a national school system, the Sangha played
an important role in the moral education of young men. These youths lived in temples
as dek wat, temple-boys, to assist the priests who taught them. Some of the dek wat
would later become novices and then after that, priests. These traditional customs are
preserved in idiomatic expressions like buat rian (to enter the clergy to learn). These
boys were treated as ‘‘mature persons’’ (khon suk) only after having experience in the
Sangha. Those who had not been in the clergy were ‘““unripened’” (yang pen dip yuu)
and they were not fully qualified to be married. The educational aspect of kaan buat
or entering the Sangha is still observed today in some parts of the Kingdom.

Figure 1 shows the relation between the Sangha and society. The outer boundary
represents the limits of society as a whole. In the center, the Sangha is divided con-
centrically in two parts, the novitiate and the priesthood. The Sangha is segregated
from secular society, but there are doors through which it may be entered or left quite
freely. Anyone entering the Sangha may stay there for only a short period or for his

whole life, as he wishes. There is no particular moral stigma attached to the act of
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leaving the Sangha. In fact, ex-members of the Sangha are credited in the secular
world according to the length of their experience in the clergy.

In present day Thailand there are two reasons for a man to renounce the world,
other than the educational buat rian which has been mentioned above.

(a) Buat taam prapheenii : temporary renunciation of the world in accordance
with customs. This usually takes place at the request of parents. Ordination of this
sort occurs mostly during the three-month rainy season. A sub-case is duat naa sop,
to join the Sangha “‘in front of the corpse”. A son or grandson retreats for three to
ten days during the funeral of his parents or grandparents, so as to gain merit for
them.

(b) Buat nai wai charaa: renunciation of the world by elderly people. Older
people retire to the Sangha in order to attain spiritual tranquillity (rap khwaan sangop)
after finishing the business of their lives.

This paper will analyze geographic differences in the customs of kaan buat (enter-
ing the Sangha) between various parts of Thailand. Data will be drawn from the 1960
census. Two areas have been excluded from our analysis: the Bangkok-Thonburi me-
tropolitan area and the fourteen provinces of southern Thailand. The former area
contains many Chinese people and is exceptionally urbanized. The latter has many
Muslims and its economy is based on rubber and tin, not on the rice agriculture which

typifies Thai society further north.

Data

Table 1 shows the percentages of clergy among men in 5-year age groups in each
province (changwad). It is not true that the distribution by age of clergy in Thailand
is sharply bimodal; the census shows that there is no sharp rise in the percentage of
the clergy who are in older age groups. But this fact, which has been observed before
in other studies, has obscured that there are much greater proportions of the elderly
male population in the Sangha than of the middle-age male population. In each area
examined the clerical portion, of the total male population, was higher among old men
and young men than among middle-aged men.

Table 1 also exibits differences between the regions. Among younger men in North-
ern Thailand, the highest percentage of males in the Sangha occurs before age 20,
that is, during the years of the novitiate. But in Central Thailand, the proportion of
clergy-men among males peaks in the 20-24 vear age group, i.e. among priests. Another
peculiarity emerges in the graph’s regional curves for old men. Larger parts of the
elderly male population join the Sangha in Central Thailand than in the North and
Northeast. (see Fig. 2)

We will further analyze the first of these two regional differences, i.e. the difference

in the younger age groups. The ratios of the percentages of youths in the clergy in
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two different age groups (15-19 and 20-24) may be compared as between different
regions. Let Pis_19/P2o—24 represent this kind of ratio. Thailand’s provinces can be
divided into categories in accordance with the value of this ratio which occurs in them.
Table 2 shows seven such categories, in which the value of Pis_10/P20—24 varies from
less than .20 to more than 1.80; and the Table lists the provinces for which this value
appears in each of the seven ranges. Central Thai provinces all exhibit low values
for Pis—19/P2o-24. The highest values of the ratio occur in eight provinces all in the
North. The ratios for Northeastern provinces cluster around the value 1. (see Map 1)

Another regional difference for older men, has been mentioned above, and it can
be analyzed in a somewhat similar way. The index now will not be a ratio between
two percentages, but will simply be the percentage in the Sangha of men over age 49.
The provinces can again be divided into categories according to whether this percentage
is high or low. Eight such categories are shown on Table 3, and the provinces occur-
ring in them are exhibited on Map 2. The map clearly indicates that more of the
elderly men join the Sangha in regions near Bangkok than elsewhere. In fact, the
percentage increases rather steadily as a function of accessibility to Bangkok-Thonburi,
so that the categories of provinces generated by this index are distributed more or less
concentrically around the metropolitan area. The rise in this index along Northeast
Thailand’s border with Laos might be explained by the proximity of the region to

Vientiane.

Discussion

KingshillV has pointed out that kaan buat among youth in Northern Thailand is of
the buat rian type for education, and is not temporary renunciation of the Central Thai
buat taam prapheenii sort. In Northern Thailand most novices do not stay in the
Sangha to become priests at age 20. According to Kingshill, most youths admit that
they leave the temple because they do not wish to abide by the 227 precepts required
of priests and because in Northern Thailand they would have to pass naktham third-
class examinations for priestly ordination if they stayed in the clergy beyond age 20.
There are also positive inducements for leaving the Sangha, which act in concert with
the negative repellants listed above; ex-novices are given such honorific titles as ‘‘nooi”
after their return to the secular world. The ratio Pis-19/Pso-24 reflects the degree to
which in the novitiate is respected and enjoyed, in comparison with experience in the
priesthood. In Central Thailand this ratio is low, which in fact reflects relatively low
evaluation of the experience of having been a novice and relatively high evaluation of
the status of priests, as compared with other parts of Thailand. The reason is that in

Central Thailand, most novices join the Sangha for quite short periods, and not for

1) K. Kingshill, Ku Daeng-the red tomb: a village study in northern Thailand, Bangkok, 1960, pp.
124f. Kingshill’s statement has been translated into the terminology of this paper, however.



A FEN L 2 FEHIBT A IRFTHOMBMNAERIC OV TO—FE

education of the buat rian type. In Northeastern Thailand, education of buat rian type
is strongly respected in society at large; that region contains many youths above age
20 who wish to continue in the Sangha and so become priests. Also relativelv many
Northeastern youths who leave the novitiate before age 20 decide to return to monas-
_ teries as priests later.? The portion of Northeastern men aged 15-19 in the Sangha is
almost equal to their portion age 20-24, and the ratio of those two portions is near the
value 1.

The regional differences among the customs of youthful kaan buat found in Thai-
land can be attributed to sub-cultural differences. On the other hand, the regional dif-
ferences among kaan buat customs for older men do not correlate with traditional Thai
sub-cultures, but instead they correlate with the differing degrees of modernization in
various parts of the country.

The data presented above can serve to explain some conspicuous characteristics of
Thai suicide rates, when theyv are compared with such rates in other countries of the
world. In most nations, with the notable exception of Japan, suicide statistics exhibit
the following four characteristics: (1) The rate increases as a function of age. (2)
The rate for men is much higher than that for women. (3) The rate in cities is higher
than in rural areas. (4) Suicide rates correlate positively with rates of “*social change’,
as that can be measured by various indices. In Thailand the suicide rate is lower than
in other countries (3.5/100,000 in 1960). And the suicide rates for men and for women
are separated much less than in the world at large; the rate for Thai men is much
lower than for men elsewhere.? These characteristics of Thai suicide rates might be
explained by the foregoing analysis of kaan buat among older men. If older Thai men
feel sharply out of step with the social and cultural changes induced by modernization,
they have an alternative in suicide. They can enter monasteries and isolate themselves
quite thoroughly from the modernization process. The geographical distribution shown
on Map 2 indicates that elderly kaan buat is in fact concentrated around Thailand’s
most modern area. This suggests that some old men are able to sublimate a modern

alienation by use of a traditionally accepted monastic institution in Thailand.

Acknowledgement

The authors wish to express their sincere gratitude to Mr. Lynn White III for his

Kkind and thoughtful help in preparing the English version of this paper.

2) W. Klausner, “‘Phutthasaatsanaa taam baep chaaw baan nai phaak tawanookchiangnua (' Bud-
dhist Practices among the villagers of the Northeast™) in Sutheep Sunthoonpheesat (ed.) Sangk-
howmwitthayaa khoong wuubaan phaak tawanookchiangnua. (Rural Sociology of the Northeast.)
Bangkok, 1968. p. 167.

3) K. Kato & Y. Kasahara, “"Nittai hikaku seishin igaku gaikan’’ (‘*A comparative psychiatry of the
Thai and the Japanese’) in Tonan Ajia Kenkyu (Southeast Asian Studies) Vol. V, No. 2 (1967).
pp- 109ff.



HE7 o 7R 8#%1%5

B EERALEKE, sMERWT, BRKEL RN Y5 2 bhTw5, HEte D,

2A0 D 93.6% 0 EEBILBEEFBEL TV 2 1 HOLEAFZ, TERRTHLH»OEHK
RO < -~— =751 (Mahaanikai) &, DPEIRCTEH 523, £E L ORFEKRARBRE, BRIERFK
LItk > T, REhttENBEX b o2 <=y F =44 (Thammayutnikai) @ %720 M=
ﬁ4JK%#kﬂ%oﬁr=ﬁ4J@E%@,ﬁ%h@%@fﬁﬁ<,%9@B%ﬁ¢§£®v
bINRERCISBOTH» TEECE FROP L B0, de jure ik, &b
& A&y v ) (Khanasong Thai) @3 2%, ERFEHLCONWTHZ0nED, =71 ~DF
BEBIFETE> T, A LEHETH S (napthul phutthasaatsanaa) 5 EH* 3
DIEFTER,

W+ HORRZ, THFEZE (banphachit) &i¥h, 75 (phra) % ik 7 (phikkhu)
L, y—<X—yv (sarhaneen) ElzF—v (neen) KXPIN D, BIBRZH20TFT L EDSH
F, BHERE0FTRMOFBF ChH-> T, TRELRY VI NOMATFHL LTS v THICET %
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Table 1 Percentages of clergy by age groups in changwad (provinces)

Age-group 15 15 90 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70

A S S S G S S SR R SR AR
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Buri Ram 2.

8 4.0 6.6 1.8 0.8 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.7 1.1 1.4 1.2 2.1 2.6

Prachin Buri 2.5 3.2 8.2 2.3 1.1 1.0 0.8 1.1 1.6 1.6 4.0 5.4 3.1

12 | Nakhon Nayok 1.1 1.7 85 2.7 1.2 1.1 1.0 1.2 1.4 2.5 2.9 4.5 4.6 2.8
| Chachoengsao 1.7 1.0 7.8 2.1 1.4 0.9 1.2 1.51.8 2.3 3.1 4.9 4.9 2.7

~ Chon Buri 1.2 0.9 2.0 1.4 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.6 1.7 2.6 2.8 3.0 4.5 1.6
13 ' Rayong 1.5 2.0 4.1 1.7 0.9 0.9 0.6 1.3 1.3 1.5 2.4 4.1 4.6 2.0
Chanthaburi 1.2 1.3 6.2 1.6 1.0 1.0 1.0 0.9 1.0 1.5 2.2 3.0 2.4 2.1

- Trat 2.5 0.9 5.7 2.5 1.1 0.8 1.1 0.50.9 1.8 2.5 3.3 3.7 2.1

' Nakhon Pathom 1.6 1.7 7.1 2.1 1.3 1.2 0.9 1.5 1.6 2.2 3.1 4.0 4.0 2.6
14  Suphan Buri 21 1.3 7.1 1.2 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.8 1.3 1.9 2.9 3.4 4.0 2.3
- Kanchanaburi 2.4 0.9 3.51.3 0.7 0.7 0.70.61.01.72.229 2.9 1.6

! Samut Sakhon 1.8 1.9 5.2 1.7 1.0 1.0 1.2 1.1 2.4 3.2 4.0 3.7 5.1 2.4

~ Ratchaburi 2.2 1.4 59 1.9 1.0 1.2 1.1 1.4 2.3 3.2 4.4 4.4 5.1 2.6
15 . Phetchaburi 1.9 1.8 6.9 2.6 1.8 1.5 1.6 1.7 2.7 3.2 4.0 4.4 6.3 3.1
- Samut Songkhram 1.0 1.7 3.5 1.8 1.5 1.3 2.0 3.0 3.8 4.9 7.9 6.410.1 2.8

| Prachuap Khiri Khan 1.8 2.1 3.7 1.3 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 1.0 1.5 1.5 3.4 4.5 1.8
Thailand*** 39 4.4 5.3 1.7 1.0 0.8 0.8 0.8 1.1 1.5 2.3 3.0 3.9 2.6

* Administrative division of the Sangha (Kot Mahatherasamakhom, No. 3, B.E. 2506).
** Includes Changwad Phranakhon (Bangkok) and Changwad Thonburi in addition to these three
changwads.
*+* Includes Changwad Phranakhon, Changwad Thonburi, and the South Region.
Source : Thailand Population Census, 1960.
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Fig. 2 Percentages of clergy by five-year age groups in the whole kingdom and in three
representative provinces of the Central, North and Northeast.
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Table 2 Regional distribution of Pis—19/P2o—24

Pis_10/P20-24

Central Region Northeast Region

Chachoengsao
Chai Nat
Chanthaburi
Kanchanaburi
Nakhon Nayok

|
|

|

~ .29 Nakhon Pathom
Phetchaburi
Ratchaburi
Samut Prakan
Suphan Buri
Trat
Ang Thong Nakhon Ratchasima
Chon Buri
Lop Buri
Nonthaburi
Pathum Thani
. Phra Nakhon Si Ayutthaya
.30~ .59 | Prachin Buri
| Prachuap Khiri Khan
i Rayong
i Samut Sakhon
% Samut Songkhram
| Saraburi
- | Sing Buri )
k | Buri Ram
; Chaiyaphum
‘ | Maha Sarakham
6 ~ . ; :
0~ .89 " Roi Et
i . Surin
| Ubon Ratchathani
90~1.19 Kalasin
Khon Kaen
' Nakhon Phanom
\
i Nong Khai
1.20~1.49 i
- Sakon Nakhon
~ Si Sa Ket
| Udon Thani
1.50~1.79 Loei
e — I
1.80~

Phetchabun

Kamphaeng Phet
Nakhon Sawan
Phichit
Phitsanulok
Uthai Thani

Sukhothai

Uttaradit

Chiang Mai
Chiang Rai
Lampang
Lamphun

Mae Hong Son
Nan

Phrae

Tak

North Region
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Table 3 Regional distribution of Pso-

Pso— Central Region Northeast Region North Region
Chaiyaphum Chiang Rai
% % Mae Hong Son
.5~ .9 Nan
Phrae
Buri Ram Chiang Mai
Kalasin Kamphaeng Phet
Khon Kaen Lampang
1.0~1.4 Loei Lamphun
Maha Sarakham Phetchabun
Surin Tak
Udon Thani Uttaradit
Chanthaburi Roiet Uthai Thani
1.5~1.9 Kanchanaburi Sakon Nakhon
Prachuap Khiri Khan Si Sa Ket
Ubon Ratchathani
Chai Nat Nakhon Phanom Nakhon Sawan
2.0~2.4 Rayong Nakhon Ratchasima Phitsanulok
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