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Acknowledgements and Comment

This booklet is the product of many persons who contributed time, criticism, ideas and
motivation, sometimes unwittingly, towards its completion. It had its origins in research
about the Buddhist underpinnings of self-sufficient agriculture in Thailand as a form of
sustainable agriculture, which took Professor Dr Charan Chantalakhana, Ms. Pakapun
Skulman, and me to Suan Mokkh. The existence of audio tapes in the Thai language of
Buddhadasa’s own teachings stimulated the idea to render this lecture into both written
Thai and English for a wider audience, particularly agriculturists and those studying the
field. Mr. Lerchat Boonek, a lecturer from Kasetsart University completing his doctorate
at the University of Melbourne, kindly agreed to undertake the Thai transcription from
the variably distinct tape. His sister, Miss Nopphagoa Boonek in Bangkok, similarly gave
of her time and expertise in typing the Thai manuscript. Its translation into English led to
calls for assistance to the respected monks Ajan Santikaro and Ajan Kalyano who
responded helpfully and quickly. Once the document was near completion, the
Dhammadana Foundation at Suan Mokkh clarified indistinct parts of the Thai text and
agreed to publish it, and kindly handled all arrangements including printing at their
expense. The product has been an act of mutual assistance.

The Thai text is the most precise rendition of Than Buddhadasa Bhikkhu’s words that is
possible from the tape. It contains his earthy expressions and engaging and intelligent use
of language in a manner that does not fully flow into the English version. Translation of
puns, personal idioms, and circuitous incremental descriptions that form part of the
masterful lecturer in the Thai language, must lose much of the original impact. In an
attempt to retain the flavour of an outdoor lecture, with dogs and chicken wandering
among the gathering, the English text retains some colourful and down to earth
expressions that have some equivalence in Thai and English. Expressions or words
specific to the Thai text that have been rendered literally are presented in parentheses in
sentences that attempt to faithfully render their intent. Endnotes appended to the English
attempt to clarify terms or concepts indicated by the relevant superscript in the text.

The lecture may be best approached as significant religious teaching using agriculture as
an example, rather than as a discussion on agriculture for religious persons. Nevertheless,
the key role of agriculture as a means of illustrating such traits as acquisitiveness and
separation from the natural environment form part of the extensive Buddhist learning
with which Buddhadasa had been imbued by a lifetime of study and spiritual practice.
One hopes that at least part of this genius shows through these pages.
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The Duty of Professional Agriculturists

Summary: This lecture to agricultural educators and officials uses dual meanings of key
words as a mechanism to explain the deepest teachings of Buddhism in terms related to
agriculture. It begins by interpreting the essential truth of and indeed the etymological
origins of Dhamma as a duty and the performance of one’s duty. It uses the Thai word for
nature to introduce the linkage between the Dhamma and responsibilities of everyday life
as a duty because life may be considered as borrowed from nature. In this context
looking out for oneself selfishly is seen as the opposite of moral or natural behaviour, yet
it is recognised as the basis of current society and agriculture. Development of society,
economy, and one’s spirituality are explained in terms of correct or unskilful
development, with the conclusion that the primary duty of humans is their personal
spiritual development to understand the true nature of all existence An analogy of life
and rice cultivation includes introductory historical and contextual comment before
relating spiritually-aware behaviour to traditional rice cultivation conducted
communally to everyone’s best ability to provide a harvest of ultimate peace and calm.

Lecture by Than Buddhadasa Bhikkhu to Agriculturists, 25 March 1991.

Good persons who serve as teachers and officials concerned with agriculture, I am so
pleased that you have come here to Suan Mokkh secking knowledge of Dhamma' to
incorporate into your continued personal development and professional responsibilities.

Let me introduce two ways in which this thing called ‘Dhamma’ is so useful as to be
essential to life. The first is Dhamma fulfilling the potential of being human; regardless
of our individual characteristics, professional and other responsibilities, and the various
other differences between us, we all require a correct understanding and moral base if we
are to use this life properly. The second way in which Dhamma is essential to everyone is
in assisting the quality of our actions in our work and other responsibilities in life while
incidentally making them enjoyable, satisfying and valuable. At the very least, these two
aspects of Dhamma provide the essential foundations to make you a moral person who in
turn is best able to discharge responsibilities effectively.

On the other hand, if Dhamma is absent, one’s life will be painful, as if it is biting its
owner — ‘a life that bites its owner’ is worse the a dog’s, for who has ever seen a dog bite
its owner!" This type of life is a living hell, dominated by constant bites, from such
feelings as hurt, love turning sour, anger, hatred, fear, concern for the future, yearning for
the past, being hurt by the past, excitement, envy, worry, and jealousy. Such lives that
have lost their way are so intolerable, bitten by their owners to such an extent, that
suicide is frequently considered as a means of escape, even among the wealthy. All this




occurs because the essential foundations of life have not been laid correctly. Where life
turns and bites you there is no calm or peace, joy or happiness, and it is most difficult to
be useful to yourself or to others.
In terms of being useful, the Buddha™
remember well and apply in your lives:
1. being of use to yourself
2. being of use to others
3. being of use to all things in the world — incorporating the first two types within an
understanding that everything in the world is mutually supportive.

spoke of three types utility, which you should

It is our responsibility to observe these three types of usefulness in our lives. If we do not,
an underlying lack of peace will prejudice all our acts, even those aimed at benefiting
ourselves. The ups and downs of life, experienced as sometimes laughing, sometimes
crying, sometimes seemingly crazy, are the result of life lived incorrectly, not in accord
with real nature.

Your work and other responsibilities must be consistent with Dhamma. Whatever your
role, be it rice farmer, horticulturist, merchant, government official, artisan, committee
member, or beggar," your responsibility is to do the best to your highest personal
satisfaction. If conducted with sufficient Dhamma, your work will be enjoyable and easy;
if you sweat profusely it will be as blessed holy water, not the hot water of the restless
and ignorant. This enjoyable, cool and holy sweat of satisfaction arises from the correct
performance of your duty, no matter how hard the task.

Now, consider this question carefully. Is it necessary to conduct your duty, any duty, to
the extent that it is foremost in your life? You might say that ‘it depends on capabilities
and weaknesses of others involved — not just me’, and make excuses that ‘I have made all
the inputs I had to and should not be responsible for the outcome’ — ‘that I was not put on
this earth for this purpose!” — ‘that I didn’t even ask to be born in the first place!” — ‘and
anyway, why am I being forced to do this, do that?” Such modern personal democracy!
So, if you think like this, just try not doing your duty to your utmost — it surely will be a
‘life that bites’ back severely.

You should worship your work, your duty, as the highest action, because it is salvific in
various ways depending your outlook. One way to view it is as the ancients who
believed, as a principle derived from Buddhism, that life was borrowed from nature”
Your life is not your own property as ignorant persons think today. Our ancestors saw it
as a combination of soil, water, fire, wind, air, and spirits and this encouraged them to
care for and develop" themselves spiritually so that they could return their borrowed lives
to their owner in the best condition when the time came.

To consider any aspect of your life as your own and to do as you will is to rob, to
embezzle, and such action will surely come back to bite you. Treating this borrowed life
as if you have created it yourself is to live a lie and leads to lustful desires replacing
moral actions. Just compare the difference yourself, between considering life as pleasing



yourself, or as an entrusted, unconditional, interest- and depreciation-free loan from
nature to develop as skilfully as you can. Nature’s loan of life allows you complete
freedom to choose - developing your life for your own benefit will cause it to bite you.
The alternative is to develop your life morally to your highest satisfaction, caring for it as
a borrowed good to return to its owner on demand. Nowadays there are few persons older
than 100 years, so we might say that 100 years is the duration of the loan. To return it,
metaphorically, as a ‘stinking, rotten dirty mess like a corpse in a coffin that even ghosts
wouldn’t accept’ is not the correct way to repay the loan. Yet this is what life developed
only for self-satisfaction is like; it contains no inner quietness or calm, it is ruled by fear,
subject to oppression, and plagued by unsavoury problems that are eventually so
overwhelming that they cause untimely death.

How can we develop or improve ourselves spiritually when we act in total opposition to
nature, destroying forests, watercourses and waterholes, and roads and canals built by our
forefathers? In fact, today we don’t tend to develop anything personally because we have
allocated that role to the government, or have manufactured other reasons for our lazy
inaction. We don’t personally care about maintaining natural beauty and its integrity; nor
do we seek to co-exist with nature in the manner of our grandparents. However the fact
is, there is no need to bother the government for such community matters. For example,
the traditional annual processions of Buddha images along roads and canals once
prompted communities to say ‘we will be proceeding along the roads and canals with the
respected image, we should extend, repair, beautify and maintenance them out of respect
for the teachings and ceremony’. In this way infrastructure was developed and preserved
without any recourse to government.

Nevertheless, today we prefer to rely on government out of selfishness and laziness. We
seek advantage over competing persons and envy those who attract assistance before us
rather than develop local facilities ourselves, and in so doing we foster ingratitude, waste,
dishonesty, and crime to such an extent that it is now almost impossible to find a safe
place. Many decades ago, I went to Bangkok and felt that it was safe everywhere,
anytime of the day or night; but in recent times it has deteriorated to the extent that one is
constantly aware of crime. In addition to such unskilful development, we further damage
ourselves through vices and the allurements that lead to them in such forms as
amusement halls, excessive alcohol consumption, and undesirable nightlife. One of the
resulting problems is drug addiction, which may now be seen worldwide — it is much
more than a national or personal problem. Such problems make modern society’s pride in
its progress laughable when one considers that primitive man had no such social
problems.

Similarly, while disease is an ever-present human phenomenon, we are now globally
subject to diseases that humans should not be, and from which even ‘dogs do not
suffer’.”" You will have all heard of the global efforts to control such diseases. All these
are products of our misguided development, which makes us the laughingstock of

‘ghosts, monkeys, and primitive man’. This is all ignorant development.



Today’s education is highly developed for health, politics, economics, and technology.
Computers appear to be everywhere in the world. So, why is the world not at peace? Why
does it have rising and intractable problems associated with crime? The answer is clear —
because each development has been oriented to our greed or lust for a selfish benefit. By
not developing in a manner that suppresses greed, we have increased selfishness in a self-
feeding cycle where development is for selfish ends - because it is devoid of Dhamma. It
only has cleverness, cleverness that allows travel to the moon and stars as if strolling in
the backyard. Such cleverness produces no peace or happiness because it lacks Dhamma
and because the education oriented to such cleverness is mad, and this madness is global
yet Thailand, a small country, follows the behind of the foolish larger countries.
Education produces such cleverness that graduates do not know how to use it except in
seeking selfish ends. And so everything is oriented to selfishness'" — the poor, the rich,
beggars, labourers, employers — all think of themselves first, even the election of political
representatives involves payments — all totally inconsistent with Dhamma. Selfishness
pervades and everything crumbles; that is why it seems we can never have enough jails,
police, or courts.

Try being unselfish. Just that one thing, not being selfish, eliminates all wrongdoing. We
could then do without jails, police, courts, laws, and even religion. Please remember this,
and if you don’t agree you’re free to reject it all! Without selfishness, we can do away
with laws and religion, because the essence of religion is to teach unselfishness, so if
there is no selfishness, what need is there for religion? However, today’s society is selfish
and no number of laws can ever be sufficient to control its effects; religion assists in
maintaining order but is insufficient. So society has become riddled with wickedness and
greed - just take a look!

From this perspective we can say that we have not developed or progressed correctly.
Education teaches irresponsible cleverness, not Dhamma. In contrast, back in the early
days, Dhamma was integral to education, as we can see in the basic and advanced
education that was once conducted at the temples. In the past, young temple boys were
trained in Dhamma, including not being too selfish. You may not know the detail of the
life of temple boys — they had to serve the senior monks from preparation of the two
meals of the day to cleaning duties, especially the accommodation, but also the various
religious and administrative function rooms of the temple, rising before and retiring after
their teachers. After five or ten years of disciplined and unselfish attention to their duties,
as ordained monks they were allowed out of the temple and overall they remained
unselfish, because they had learned and acted the Dhamma. Their academic knowledge
was not great but they were unselfish, honest, expressed gratitude, and reciprocated
kindness. And so life in the villages, cities, and all social gathering points was peaceful
and happy.

As far as we know, today’s separation of education from Dhamma, or if you like,
religion, derives from the great universities such as Oxford and Cambridge. Before this,
education was conducted through the respective religions and was based on self-control
prohibiting greed. Later, schools progressed with society to the extent that they became
independent of religion, and education changed. The gentlemanly products of the past



who looked to the Dhamma, have now replaced by seeming gentle-men and -women who
look only to themselves as a result of an education system separated from religion and
freed of morality — students were once refined in the Dhamma, now they are refined in
selfishness. The system reveres cleverness, which in the absence of moral context, is
applied to selfish ends rather than to the benefit of the community, religion, the world,
and society. This selfishness is now so deep that it would be difficult to control or solve,
and this product of separating education from religion is what we call ‘secularisation’ — a
devilish cleverness used to gain personal advantage over others. I call this type of
education wrong, a crazy cleverness, the opposite of applying knowledge to the benefit of
others.

The world today is as it is because it does not have Dhamma. I have spoken this way in
order to have you understand that Dhamma is essential to being completely human. It is
necessary for the best performance of your work and other duties, and for the whole
global society to have peace and happiness. It can redefine the shape of the world, in
contrast to its current shaping by selfish desires. This crazy, ignorant selfishness has
created a world defined by money. Some people misunderstand and think that if they do
not look out for themselves, then no one else will. Please don’t think this way, it is
wrong! Selfishness produces no good at all, it seeks only its own reward; we can roll all
of the words related to lust and desire into this one word, selfishness.

With the wisdom of insight, no action related to ourselves is selfish, but may rather be
termed ‘self control’, ‘self-respect’ or ‘self-development’. Don’t worry that being
unselfish means that you will not accomplish much, in fact when you will act with the
correct feeling of responsibility and respect for yourself, you accomplish more while at
the same time developing to your highest potential. This life is but a fixed term loan from
nature, so our time should be used wisely not frittered away — to do otherwise would be
wasting the privilege of having been born.

So how should we develop our life? From ancient times, there has been a style of
instruction based on listening to stories about the life of the Buddha.™ One such story
relates to successful development of life. It concerns a self-satisfied successful man who
had followed the social rules of morality and retired from his profitable business, with
honour, power, and general good fortune. Having passed responsibility to his children so
that he could relax, ‘dress in white clothes, wear white shoes, and carry a white umbrella’
while leisurely strolling in the forest, he was the very epitome of a successful man of his
day. The story continues that, one day he met the Buddha who had also entered the forest,
and boasting to the Buddha of his success, looking down on him - as if he was a beggar
for he was dressed in simple monks’ rags - as one who had not conducted his life
successfully. The Buddha showed no anger or hatred, but simply asked ‘when the
children of such a successful merchant die, how would he feel?” Eventually the boaster
replied that he would weep with unhappiness. The Buddha then replied that such a life is
still subject to suffering and has not been successfully developed.”

There is no need for problems to occur, for life to retain worries such as those of the
retired merchant who didn’t fully understand himself. The story continues — the retired



merchant realising that he had not developed his life correctly, asked the Buddha what to
do. The Buddha taught the Dhamma to him at a higher level than the normal moral
precepts, noting that developing life in accordance with the basic principles of Dhamma
is only the beginning. He then explained how living in accord with the Dhamma banishes
worries, frustrations, anxiety and all such concerns that may be grouped as suffering. He
explained the causes and relationship of death and separation from Dhamma in terms
transcending the ordinary world until the retired merchant saw the truth that his life had
been developed in ignorance, and with that knowledge, the retired merchant realised the
real meaning of successful spiritual development of life, above and beyond any worldly
sense.

To summarize, Dhamma first provides us with the basis for being a moral person and for
developing our lives in the everyday world, and it then provides for a higher level of
development beyond that world as well. This is the story of Dhamma that I would have
you all understand. I personally know this Dhamma as the truth to my complete
satisfaction. Use your time here to find the path of Dhamma so that you may apply it in
the conduct of your life as you perform your professional and other duties to your fullest
capability at all times, for your life is but a borrowed good.

Now I will talk about the meaning of Dhamma in the performance of professional duties.
From our first school teachers through, we have been told that Dhamma is the teachings
of the Buddha, but just think of the various different meanings that are given to
‘Dhamma’. The real meaning of Dhamma in the original Indian Pali language™ according
to the dictionary is ‘duty’. Our Thai meaning of Dhamma as the teachings of the Buddha
is limiting, because the Pali meaning encompasses the teachings of all religions, from
anywhere. If there are ten other alternative religions to Buddhism in the world, their
teachings are all considered to be Dhamma —choose whichever you like, it is Dhamma.

No, Dhamma is duty, and duty is Dhamma; it is an escape or saving mechanism that
guides into moral thought, deeds and all facets of life from birth to death. It is like a
system of behaviour, a systematic method for the execution of your duty that is
completely appropriate for both body and spirit, as it provides a release from the cycle of
death™ and suffering throughout life to the benefit of ourselves and others. It especially
benefits others, for no one lives alone in this world. Who, if the whole world was given to
them, could abide living alone? It is unnatural. The Dhamma of life did not create the
world for one person to live alone, but for large numbers of persons to live together, with
large numbers of trees and animals. Living alone cannot save you from death or
suffering; the release from these requires us to think about ourselves and others within the
Dhamma as the essential duty. This is life at its highest level, where lust and desire are
extinguished, where there is no thoughtless laughter, no crying, no birth, old age, pain or
death;™ one no longer feels that suffering is an unavoidable part of life. Even, the world
of money has its own limited dhamma, in its accepted truth that suffering in inevitable,
but the true Dhamma requires us all to actively develop ourselves spiritually for the
benefit of those trapped in such suffering.



Now I want to talk about the Dhamma for agriculturists. You are university students,
teachers, professors, and government officials concerned with agriculture with diverse
responsibilities and life experiences. Agriculturists’ duties are important in therms of self-
reliance and self-determination, and there is also an important association in the Sanskrit
and Pali languages from which the Thai word for agriculture is derived — it concerns the
land and its produce. The historical progress to agriculture, which included such
innovations as ploughing, is used by archaeologists as an indicator of the beginning of
civilization and culture. Prior to this, humans were naked, lived in the trees or holes in the
ground, yet they had few of what modern persons consider problems. They didn’t
cultivate plants and they didn’t hoard, and they didn’t have the problems we worry about
today.

The advance of agriculture led to organization of work oriented to a productive
agricultural output. This required management and coordination by a local leader of each
agricultural community, whose role gradually expanded to that of lord of the land with
command over all matters of the community. These roles were at those early times
invested in that one person, but today in Thailand require 13 or so ministries. The
evolution of small cultured agro-city societies and increases in population eventually led
to major cities and countries developing. The ability of one person to control all matters
in a larger society or a country was soon exceeded and required delegation through
formal administrative structures. The utility of the approach was probably highest at its
carly stage when agriculture was the primary focus of a local ruler and the pivotal role of
farmers was recognised.™

This development of agriculture is an allegory for spiritual development. The land may
be seen as the body developed into a rice field with its canals, which in turn represent the
flow that calms the mind and leads to the bountiful harvest of nirvana.”™ Nirvana may
also be seen in the act of working the rice field, what the Buddha called an undying™"' rice
field, with faith that there will be a bountiful harvest, with the perseverance of sustained
growth-giving rains, and the wisdom of well-ploughed furrows that produce the undying
harvest — each stage in its sequence. Nirvana in this sense is farming, and as farming is no
small thing, neither is the spiritual abstraction in this analogy of nirvana and rice farming.
Rice is not really produced in this way these days, because selfish production objectives
have intruded, and these are necessarily lacking Dhamma. Failure to understand the
essence of duty as Dhamma in rice production has removed the enjoyment of farming’s
hard work. If we undertake our human duty properly, recalling that duty means Dhamma,
then we will cultivate ourselves spiritually as our primary action.

The Dhamma in rice farming, with its dutiful ploughing in the hot sun behind a
buffalo,”" is enjoyable and conducted with a felt smile. The early rice farmers knew such
satisfaction because they felt their duty as their most important moral responsibility and
action. The most important thing that we can do is our duty. We can call it ‘farming’
using the ordinary materials — natural resources - to produce the harvest, which when we
commit our minds and spirits, is nirvana.



Nowadays we notice obstacles to the successful production of ordinary rice resulting
from selfish desires. There is no love of the Dhamma, so there can be no love or
committed execution of duty — as soon as the sweating starts, they say ‘it would be easier
to steal’ - they seek a short cut to wealth out of selfishness. If it is the true rice produced
with a pure heart, then there is delight when the sweating starts and the farming is fun and
productive. Pure hearts don’t get drunk or use other drugs, they don’t seek out
allurements that lead to ruin, and they don’t contract diseases from unskilful behaviour —
‘diseases that even dogs don’t contract’. If farmers and you agricultural specialists
understand that farming seen in this spiritual way has been humanity’s highest duty since
antiquity, this would be a great thing — your harvest would be a useful life, it would be a
profitable harvest that may be considered timely development of this borrowed life from
nature.

Today, the failure to apply Dhamma to professional and other duties is not due to its
absence, but rather to an insufficient understanding resulting from the most cursory study
of Dhamma. Farmers still revere the traditional holy water ceremonies, observed
according to ritual but without commitment — I say, there is no holy water in that, go and
work until your sweat becomes the real holy water, but they prefer the ceremonies and so
there is no sweating because of selfishness, they want to put themselves to the least
effort. They look to themselves rather than looking to and loving Dhamma. Those who
love the Dhamma, don’t fear sweating, if fact they fear nothing, they commit themselves
to following the natural law — morality, rather than selfish ways. Selfishly looking to
yourself can never coincide with looking to Dhamma, and precludes your looking to
other persons. Looking to the Dhamma and therefore others gives satisfaction, even when
sweat floods from you, for you see it as holy water that is the symbol of having executed
your duty correctly. When you don’t look to that sweat, you do not look to Dhamma but
to yourself, preferring idle sensual pleasures, which is in fact looking to or lusting after
your own desires.

These days, the whole world worships such idle sensual pleasures in the materialism that
promotes existing and new desires and excesses, such as superfluous fashions in housing
and decorative items - even to the extent that medicines are used recreationally and to
excess. The engine of development within this system is greed, which is promoted to
further the selfishness that fuels the engine. Such development has no orientation to the
suppression or control of greed. Education does not serve to reduce greed; it only
encourages cleverness which better equips persons to look to their own gain, making
them just self-centred educated slaves to greed who respond to desires with more desires,
causing all the problems that I have mentioned.

Let me emphasize that the highest Dhamma is that of unselfishness; if you pursue this
highest Dhamma, you will see that the reality of selfishness is laziness, lying, cheating,
taking advantage of others, envy, wastefulness, destruction of communal values,
pollution, and the cause of car, fire, and other serious accidents such as reported in
newspapers. Accidents arise from self-centred actions that lead to carelessness in matters
that may not seem to benefit the self; this can extend to wrongful actions, such as in cases
where a person who should not be driving becomes a danger to himself and others. Thus,



ego-centricity causes accidents. Such self absorption extends to destruction of public
facilities, taking ‘short cuts to riches’, resulting in robbery, cheating, and standover
tactics with everything serving a lust for personal gain and ego; the same causes are
active in serious sexual and other crimes, drug addiction, and ‘diseases that even the dogs
don’t contract’.

No matter how many jails are built in such circumstances, it is never enough —alternative
means of curbing excessive behavioural cannot replace jails and in any case, no matter
how many devices are created, it will never be enough. Self-centredness continually
increases itself. There are not enough psychiatric hospitals either, because selfishness in
the form of ego crises produce madness as people lose their way, even to the extent that
some kill their parents, spouses, children, and themselves as well. When the ‘final curtain
falls’ like this, it is madness, and if we look at all the patients in psychiatric hospitals, the
root cause of their various complaints is excessive selfishness. This leads people to lose
their way to the extent that they either go crazy or die.

Let’s help each other. Whether we are rice farmers, horticulturists, or whatever, don’t
sacrifice yourself to selfishness — it is the evil I have described. We should commit
ourselves completely to correct actions by looking to the Dhamma and to others. We
should perform our duties usefully for others, not for ourselves alone or in a manner that
exploits others. Without selfishness, there would be no murders, stealing of other’s
wealth, lying, cheating, drunkenness, or effects from evil deeds. However, the current
pervasive wrong and unskilful behaviour leads to criminal courts being overloaded. If
anyone can find any criminal act unrelated to selfishness, I would be willing give you
your choice of a prize — [ am sure it would be donated if I asked for it! Because all evil is
sourced to selfishness.

If there was no selfishness, evil acts and criminal cases would disappear. If the populace,
elected representatives, the government, civil servants, monks - everyone - ceased to act
selfishly, their would be no need for law, religion, or government oversight because a
populace not centred on self would not require overseeing; there would be nothing to
oversee. Thousands of years ago, Lao-Tse said this when he described the best form of
government as a system that requires no governing, where all persons behave morally,
look to their work as their duty, and where selfish desires are subordinated to work and
helping others. When such persons meet someone, they ask straight away — ‘how can I
help?’ - not thinking ‘how can I steal from this person?’, or ‘what advantage over them
can I gain?’, or envying the other party.

Unselfish behaviour does not require laws or religion, because the unreality of self is, in
fact, the highest teaching of religion itself. So please, commit yourselves to looking to the
Dhamma and fellow humans and beings, and then your various types of work will
progress, not only in agricultural fields. The highest teaching of the Dhamma is therefore
to not be self-centred. If you have come here seeking the Dhamma, you must study the
essence of such unselfishness — read books, listen to tapes, look at the instructional
pictures™" to gain the understanding of non-self as Dhamma.



Look to the Dhamma, look to the very detail of correct behaviour, and whenever you
think of yourself with Dhamma, raise your hands in a wai*™ to yourself immediately, but
if you think of yourself without any trace of Dhamma and cannot face yourself, do not
wai for there is nothing there. When you think of yourself, look at the morality of your
body, speech and mind, then you can wai yourself — that is Dhamma. The essence and
totality of Dhamma may be summarized as unselfishness in the sense that the self does
not exist,™ so study it and look to Dhamma. Behave just as if you are on loan from nature
— don’t think in terms of a self existing, of things being of one’s self. Beware the ever-
demanding ego! We are a loan from nature to develop spiritually to know the experience

of nirvana — this is what is called Dhamma.

It is Dhamma that you have come in search of means of integrating these truths into your
duties, work and life to make your lives worth living, your work worthwhile, yourself a
moral person, and to work to the benefit of humanity. Dhamma is duty to act morally,
which leads only to correct outcomes, including release from all the sufferings of worldly
life, both physical and mental for yourself and others. May all of you know and
understand the Dhamma, receive Dhamma, act with and for Dhamma, and find beauty in
the complete success of your professional duties and your whole life. May your life not
‘bite its owner’ but proper with Dhamma, may it be happy, calm, and cool - and thus
nirvana, as you develop yourself while helping others on their paths and living within the
understanding of the interdependence of all things.

Let me finish here.

Notes:

' “Dhamma’, being the Pali language form of the more common Sanskrit ‘Dharma’, refers to the essential
truth of life, which is able to be known through insight. However, the word is variously used, as explained
in a Thai example in the text of the lecture, and its definition is often limited to the teachings of the
Buddha. The original meaning appears to be ‘to hold’ and relates to holding the essential truth or way, and
need not limited to the Buddhist or Hindu religions. Written without a first capital, dhamma is also
sometimes used to mean the delusions that pass as ‘truth’ within worldly situations.

" One can imagine the dogs wandering unhampered through the gathered audience — Buddhadasa Bhikkhu
commonly used expression such as ‘a life which bites itself” to describe the self-inflicted suffering common
to worldly persons, and emphasised his point by comparing this to a dog’s life - a comparison with greater
impact in the Thai language in which relating humans to dogs may, in other cases, be considered insulting.

i 1) the Theravadan Buddhist tradition common through Burma, Cambodia, Lao-PDR, Sri Lanka, and of
course, Thailand, such references are to the earliest texts, the Tipitaka, which were written at the first
meeting of Buddhist elders centuries after the death of the historical Buddha (Sakyamuni Gotama) in order
to promote common understanding of the insights and teachings of the Buddha. Their detail and length is a
testimony to the discipline of the oral tradition of the era.



¥ Cultural attitudes to beggars may confuse the intent of the teaching. It is not meant to be a comment of
‘lifestyle choices’ as begging may sometimes be represented in some Western cultures; rather it is one in a
list of sample situations in which persons find themselves for whatever reason, and assumes the Buddhist
teaching of contentment with one’s situation, provided it is not immoral in terms of Dhamma, as the
context in which one practices the Dhamma.

"The Thai word ‘Thammachat’ is usually translated as nature, although this fails to capture its full meaning
and, in particular, the meanings drawn out by Buddhadasa Bhikkhu. Many of his writings and lectures use
‘Thammachat’ to express a concept of Dhamma (Thamma) as natural law and moral actions towards all
beings and ‘chat’ (birth, life incarnation, nationality [modern]), to provide a series of meanings that range
from the natural environment to the behaviour of an enlightened being. In this context, the analogy of life
being borrowed from nature may be seen to be self evident if one accepts the origin of the word
Thammachat as relating to Dhamma and life incarnation.

¥ “Develop’ or ‘development’ has a deeper meaning than these English words. Elsewhere Buddhadasa has
explained that the Pali word used in Thai language as ‘phatana’ to translate the English word
‘development’ is a recent innovation in the social and economic context, and that its original usage related
to spiritual progress or development. This provided the basis of his comparisons of, and puns on, economic
and spiritual development in this lecture.

¥ This may sound euphemistically diplomatic in English as a means of not mentioning specific diseases,
but the reference to dogs in the Thai in fact emphasises baseness of human society.

vill <Selfishness’ or ‘looking to oneself’, or ‘ego-centricity’, or ‘self-centredness’ are used throughout the
lecture to describe an attitude or orientation of individuals that is so pervasive as to have influenced the
structure of society to serve selfish ends, thereby redefining selfishness into various socially accepted
guises, which in turn obscures understanding of the Dhamma. Buddhadasa’s emphasis seems to be that the
intention of an act determines its effects, and a general intention to look after oneself above others, referred
to here as self-centredness, leads to effects unforeseen in the narrow-minded actions of the selfish. Refer
also to note xx.

 Such stories, some apocryphal, others with probable historical origins, are contained in the Jataka and
other texts of the Tipitaka, or sometimes are later inventions. They have been used as a means of relating
moral behaviour and explaining the operation of natural law including karma, in everyday terms.

* Refer to note vi.

* The common language of the time of Buddha in northern India and the language in which the original
texts, the Tipitaka (‘Three Baskets’ of texts) were recorded.

*I “Death’ may be understood as referring to the sorrow of loss of attachments ranging from ideas to
possessions of one’s self (refer to note xx). This relates to the central Buddhist insight of Dependent
Origination, which is the cycle of ‘birth’ through consciousness, attachment, disappointment and ‘re-birth’
common to everyday existence. In this context, ‘death’ is not necessarily meant to refer to the end of a
biological life.

*i The concepts of birth and death, for example, may be interpreted according to other Buddhist teachings
to mean the arising and decline of new and illusory ideas and material objects of desire in the ordinary
mind that is ignorant of the Dhamma. See also note xii.

*V This historical view is close to the current knowledge of the region that became Thailand, which
emerged from hunter-gatherers to agriculture with migrating rice growers who established small
communities united through shared irrigation schemes in river valleys with the water-controller being
allocated the most important and powerful role. Codified responsibilities of the controller were retained as
communities merged and more powerful local leaders arose, and this trend continued until local kings



emerged, still retaining names, positions and responsibilities related to agriculture. Today, vestiges remain
in the public ritual roles expected of the King. (Refer to the book ‘Thai Agriculture: Golden Cradle of
Millennia’, Kasetsart University, Bangkok — 2000; 495 pages).

* “Nirvana’ (‘Nipphan’ in Thai and Pali) refers to a state of absolute calm or enlightenment, and seems to
have literally meant ‘to cool down’, possibly by wind blowing on a hot object. It is the objective of spiritual
development, possibly the original intended meaning of being in the Kingdom of God or Heaven in
Christian references.

I “Undying’ might also be rendered as eternal or immortal, although the Christian uses of these terms can
lead to confusion. The intent here seems to be to relate actions to the undying or omnipresent true nature of
existence, which is the Dhamma.

il Agricultural analogies all refer to wet rice cultivation, which is a critical component of the food, culture
and history of the region. Refer also to note xiv.

il The complex at Suan Mokkh has a large collection of tapes of lectures by Buddhadasa, a bookshop with
a range of his and other Buddhist books, and a gallery of thought-proving murals and pictures used for
instructional purposes.

*X “Wai’ is a cultural gesture of respect, performed by placing one’s hands palm to palm against the upper
chest and raising them toward one’s head.

™ The teaching that the self does not exist is perhaps the most difficult, for a culturally Western reader, of
the concepts related in this lecture. It derives from the insight of spiritually advanced persons, commonly
referred to as mystics in the West, that the mental construct which arose to aid communication in the
material world is usually erroneousnessly and subconsciously extrapolated to assume that each person,
particularly while alive, is a separate and continuing self. Various intellectual arguments against this
illusion are propounded in Buddhism, and the essential realisation of this truth beyond intellectualisation
through experience is the objective of meditative practices.
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