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     ABSTRACT 
               This study examines the inter-relationship between globalization, 
consumerism and prostitution and the role Buddhist ethics may play in tackling 
these problems. Background research revealed that although consumerism is 
beneficial in general, excessive consumerism or uncontrollable desires to consume 
bring about many subsequent problems, one of which is prostitution. One of the 
important factors driving people into prostitution is the need for an extra income for 
fulfillment through material possessions. Prostitution, therefore, is not caused solely 
by the drive to be free from poverty, but also by excessive desires. When these 
desires cannot be met by the compensation from decent employment, prostitution 
seems to stand out as a prominent shortcut. Religiously speaking, prostitution 
undermines the moral values in a society. Buddhist teachings must be applied to 
give guidance concerning prostitution quoting principles such as the Middle Way, 
knowing moderation and right livelihood - Knowing wise consumption will lead to 
well-being.  
              According to the case study at Dok Kham Tai Village, the consumption 
pattern has been influenced by consumerism and perceived more as a "means" of 
having higher prestige, rather than an “end” in itself. The addiction to status 
symbols means people give more importance to a material than its essence per se.  It 
may be concluded then that economic concern is the root cause driving 
girls/children at Dok Kham Tai village to enter prostitution, either as a means of 
supporting their parents and/or family, or out of the desire for a better status of life.  
             Although it is very difficult to prevent girls/children from entering 
prostitution, it is still possible to discourage them from doing so. If for example, 
villagers could practice the middle way of living and right livelihood it would help, 
to a certain extent, to solve this problem. Buddhism does not condemn prostitution, 
but the harm, deceit, and disease caused by this occupation are acknowledged as 
dangerous. It strengthens the lustful while weakening the power of love. With regard 
to economic pressure, people at this village have to put more efforts into working to 
support their families and subsequently incorporate the Buddhist teachings into their 
everyday lives.  Therefore, it is a new challenge for Buddhist monks to help the 
villagers to turn their minds and hearts from being engrossed in materialism to 
spirituality. Apart from this task, the monks have to translate their compassion into 
concrete action by training the villagers to have alternative sources of income to 
supplement their occupations. 
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                                                  CHAPTER I 
 

                                      INTRODUCTION 
 

 
1.1 Problem Stated and Focus of Study  

 
Consumerism, the consumption of goods beyond basic needs, is a worldwide 

and increasing trend in the twenty-first century1. The consumption of goods is a major 
driving force of economies, with both good and bad results for individual people and 
their culture and environment. It is a dominant force, associated with changes in 
culture and in consumption patterns that move away from communal values toward 
individualism and materialism (2001: 325)2. The excesses of modern consumerism are 
directly related to a spiritual crisis, and to gender exploitation in the form of 
prostitution, especially of children and young girls (2002: 14)3. 

 
   Prostitution and consumerism are both social issues concerning with material 
consumption for both physical and mental desire about which religion must show 
concern.  It is interesting to study whether consumerism, the demand for goods and 
services in excess of need, is one key factor in the large-scale existence of prostitution 
in Thailand or not, and is particularly interested in how Buddhist ethics can respond to 
the changes of Thai current society. According to Swearer (1995: 107), religious 
traditions are not static. They respond to social, economic, and political change; 
indeed, they help shape such change. They challenge foreign ideologies and in doing 
so are influenced by them. He added that in stable periods of history, religious 
traditions seem to change only imperceptibly, but in more volatile times the disruption 
and transformation of religious institutions and worldviews keeps pace with and 
sometimes outstrips changes in other areas of life. However, the effect of factors like 
new political and social dynamics and elements of Western modernization like 
technology, consumerism, and capitalism on the Thai’s belief and practice are 
undoubtedly immersed. 

 
                  Consumerism 
 

            Consumerism is the fuel that helps spread the effects of globalization all over 
the world (2001: 2)4. Consumerism creates huge markets by persuading people they 
have a real and pressing need for goods and services beyond those they already possess 
(2001: 325)5. This desire is in many ways the antithesis of Buddhist teaching, where  

                                                
          1 On the Thai Press Eye, Bangkok Post Thursday,15 February 2001 by Songpol Kaopatumtip  
         2  Norman K. Denzin, Journal of Consumer Research Inc..Vol.28, September, 2001. 
         3 The magazine of ILO, World of Work, No. 42, March 2002. 
       4 Lance Bennett, Consumerism and Global Citizenship, paper prepared for the  
            International Seminar on political Consumerism Stockholm University, May 30-June 3,   
            2001. 
         5 Ibid., Norman K. Denzin. 
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the focus is on contentment as the path to a happy and fulfilled life and to eventual 
spiritual liberation (2000: 219-222)6. 

 
     The increasing inter-dependence of the countries of the world is based upon 

trade and the flow of capital for investment, and is accompanied by increases in 
communication and the exchange of ideas across national borders. Some see 
globalization as a triumph of both the democratic ideal such as free trade, and 
capitalism such as the need for constantly expanding market for the products all over 
the world (1999: 3)7, although it affects most countries in both positive and negative 
ways. For example, it is apparent that Thailand has been participating in the spread of 
globalization and consumerism for many years, more so since the end of World War II. 
However, only if better economic conditions permit people to live generally better 
lives, and make more choices about their lives (2000, 2)8. Accordingly, consumption 
becomes a means to flaunt wealth or powerful, and the material consumption and 
spiritual desire takes over.  

 
Prostitution 

 
   Prostitution, providing sexual services for money, is usually regarded as an 

outlaw activity and most countries in the world have legislation controlling it. One 
traditional view of prostitution is that it is a form of sexual slavery and directly linked 
to sexual exploitation ( Anne Rasmusson  :1999  :9 ). Commercial sex and a negative 
attitude toward sexual relations outside marriage and at an increasingly younger age, 
are hardly just a Thai problem; they are a global phenomenon (1999: 28). 
Nevertheless, it is doubtfully why Thailand seems to have an unusually large number 
of prostitutes, for example, there are about 700,00 to one million9 of prostitution in 
Thailand, and make Thailand as an unfortunate international reputation for child 
prostitution (1994: 3,5)10. However, what is known is that women and children enter 
prostitution both voluntarily and involuntarily, and that prostitution is one means by 
which person can earn a substantial amount of money.  

 
   Prostitution, although not unique to Thailand, has been highlighted both 

internationally and domestically as being especially prevalent in Thai society (1994: 
5). It is usually understood that the number of women and children involved in the sex 

                                                
        6 Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics, 2000. 
        7 Riuhei Hatsuse (Kobe University), “Historical Globalization and Asian Implications”, CSGR 3 rd   
             Annaul conferrence, Scarman House, Univrsity of Warwick, 16-18 September 1999. 
          8 Pasuk Phongpaichit and Isra Sarntisart, Thailand: Globalization and Inequality: The case  
             of Thailand, Faculty of Economics, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, 10 November   
             2000. 
          9 The estimation of Dr.Pasuk Pongpaichit, cited from “ Thai Women in Buddhism” by   
              Chatsumal kabilsingh, (<http://keg112.eng.ohio-state.edu/~jirapinyo/profck.html>)  
         10 A research paper by Dr. Julia O’ Connell Davidson and Jacqueline Sanchez Taylor of the  
             department of Sociology, University of Leicester, UK. This paper is published by   
             ECPAT as part of a series for the World Congress Against the Commercial Sexual   
             Exploitation of Children. First published in the United Kingdom, 1994. 
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industry in Thailand is high because of poverty11. This understanding was based on the 
fact that many prostitutes came from agricultural families, where their daily life 
depended on natural and primitive farming as is the case in Northern Thailand (TFRC: 
2001)12. It is notable that since the studies were conducted, government measures have 
been made to help the poor by promoting employment in industrial areas across the 
country, and by launching projects for social insurance and security to support good 
health have much improved a lot of the poor13. However, prostitution is still a 
dominant problem in Thai society. Is poverty the main driving factor for those who 
enter the sex trade? 

 
    The problems relating to child prostitution are deep-rooted, stubborn and 

prevalent. Furthermore, this form of child abuse brings with it a host of other serious 
social problems. As child prostitution and related problems are complex, no single 
remedy can provide an ideal solution, the related social problems worsen, the 
aggravating effects become more widespread14. A great deal of planning and 
cooperation from all parties in society must be involved. It must be realized that many 
children and adults get involved in prostitution not only out of poverty, but also for 
reasons relating to the relationship of people in their families such as to pay gratitude 
and support parents by entering prostitution for more money. 

 
    According to the study made by Thai Farmer's Research Center (1997), one 

factor that drives children into prostitution is broken homes. Young women from 
broken families sometimes choose to leave home in search of a better life. When they 
cannot earn a reasonable living by other means, they may be drawn into the sex trade. 
Women can sell sexual services through agents who serve as middlemen. This research 
also revealed that many young women can be seen plying this sort of business in or 
near the famous pubs along Rama IV Road. A single night's tryst costs around 2,000–
3,000 Baht, the sexual service cost varying with time and travel. Teenagers who earn 
money this way will spend it on alcohol, food, rent and clothes. When they discover 
that the business can be lucrative, these young people may persuade their friends to try 
this line of work as well, because of the high profits associated with the prostitution 
industry. 
 

      The lucrative nature of the sex trade both draws people into it voluntarily and 
increases the incentive for criminal involvement and coercion. Almost all modern 
societies regard prostitution as an outlaw activity, and most countries have laws that 
restrict or forbid the trade. Prostitution is illegal in Thailand in spite of its easy 
availability worldwide15. The usual government, such as of Thailand, response to 

                                                
  11 According to ECPAT(a global network of organizations and individuals working   
      together  for the elimination of child prostitution, child pornography and the trafficking  
      of children  for sexual purposes), commercial sexual exploitation of children is mostly  
     associated with poverty in Thailand. (http://www.ecpat.net/eng/~ = thailnd.html) 

          12 Most of the poor are in the rural, especially in an agricultural sector. Thai Farmers  
             Research Center (TFRC) Co., Ltd. March 2, 2001 
         13 The Ninth Plan development vision framework (2002-2006) of Thailand,  Strategy 1 :  
             Human development and social protection and Strategy 5 : International competitiveness 
          14 such as crime, drug abuse,  and AIDs.  
         15 Prostitution is illegal in Thailand and the Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act  

http://www.ecpat.net/eng/~ = thailnd.html
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prostitution and its associated problems, is to focus on the material and legal aspects of 
the trade. For instance, the government may outlaw prostitution, restrict it to certain 
areas, make the solicitation of a prostitute a criminal act, or may even legally forbid all 
sex outside of the marriage. Similarly, governments try to solve the poverty associated 
with prostitution and provide educational incentives and programs to keep women and 
children out of prostitution16.  

 
   It is interestingly about the comment from NGOs points out that none of any 

measures have been entirely successful, and no country has succeeded in eliminating 
prostitution no matter what measures have been taken. Government action at the 
material and legal levels is imperfect because it lacks an understanding of the mind-set 
of both the people who pay for prostitutes, and those who provide the sexual 
services17.  It also fails to promote a change in the attitudes of the population itself on 
material consumption18. Therefore, the intent of this study is to explore the 
relationships between consumerism and prostitution and how to minimize the social 
problems caused by consumerism and prostitution through Buddhist ethics. Can 
Buddhism still play an important role in Thai society? Specifically, can its teachings 
cope with the prostitution issue? 

 
Buddhist Ethics 
 
     Historically, Buddhist ethics have been in existence for more than 

2,500 years. Until recently, the teachings of Buddha were believed to be the core of the 
daily life decisions and moral choices of millions of people, especially those in 
Thailand19. Fundamentally, Buddhism provides moral guidance to leads people toward 
an understanding of the causes of the actions and human behaviors, the meaning of 
life, and the nature of human beings20. Furthermore, Buddhist teaching describes the 
causes of desire21, including the desire to consume, and the search for happiness which 
seem to be universal characteristics of human society. Buddhist teaching points out that 
the appropriate way to live is to know how to control the internal and external factors, 

                                                                                                                               
             of  1996 defines prostitution as “to accept a sexual act or accept other action or anything  
            for the sexual satisfaction of the other person for the benefit of pay or other interest” 
         16 Thai government  launches the project of the vocational training and has promoted the   
            industrial areas across country since 1960 (Somsak 1991: 17).  
        17  ECPAT (<http://www.ecpat.net/eng/~ = thailnd.html>) 
       18 According to Leslie Ann Jeffrey, St. Thomas University, "Because They Want Nice                    
            Things": Prostitution, Consumerism, and Culture in Thailand.   
                 (<http://www.aasianst.org/absts/1998abst/seasia/se164.htm>), she examines the way in   
            which the discussion of the problem of prostitution in Thailand today has much to do with   
            Thailand’s ambivalent relationship with westernization/modernization rather than with a  
            concern over women’s exploitation. The most popular understanding of prostitution today  
             in Thailand is its link to the problem of "consumerism." 
        19   ( E.Wells: 1975: xiii) 
        20  such as the law of garma and the teachings about the three common characteristics  
        21  The desire or tanha is the cause of suffering and caused by  thirst for separate existence in  
           the world of sense. 

http://www.ecpat.net/eng/~ = thailnd.html
http://www.aasianst.org/absts/1998abst/seasia/se164.htm
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the causes, of desire in an appropriate manner22, and to conduct life according to a 
“middle way”,23 where human needs are usually fulfilled.  
 

   If the desire to consume in excess decreases, what result might this have on 
prostitution in Thailand? In fact, Buddhist ethics provides the means for people to cope 
with the day-to-day problems of life and to assess worldly pursuits (Swearer: 1995: 6), 
but does Buddhism still have the power to be an effective moral force in modern Thai 
culture? How Buddhism tackle the problems derived from globalization and its 
attendant consumerism?  Therefore, the focus of concern for us must also be on: What 
is it that impels a person to consume even to the point of danger or ruining themselves 
(as in the case of paying for or becoming a prostitute)? To what extent do Buddhist 
ethics support and stimulate, control or reduce that impulse? In addition, what is the 
appropriate way to apply Buddhist teachings to deal with the problems derived from 
consumerism and prostitution? 
 
1.2 Significance of the Study 
 

According to the problem stated above, we realize that prostitution is a complex 
issue, and that the proper response of the government should be to reduce or eliminate 
both prostitution and its linkages. It is usually accepted that a driving factor to enter 
prostitution is poverty, but it is also considered that consumerism, lack opportunity of 
education, unemployment, and sex tourism play an increasing role. Therefore, this 
research aims to provide the understanding about the relationship among consumerism, 
prostitution, and Buddhist ethics which will enable the country to be better prepared to 
face and to minimize the problems derived by consumerism. Specifically our aims are 
to: 
 

1. elucidate that Thailand is now facing with the problems related to 
consumerism and  prostitution;  

2. investigate what are the links between consumerism and prostitution; 
3. challenge for more study of Buddhist ethics, especially as applied to 

modern  Thai society; 
4. study what is a process for the application and use of Buddhist ethics 

to deal with the problems in the present Thai situation. 
 
1.3 Purposes and Objectives of the Study 
 

The purposes and objectives of this study are: 

                                                
       22 The Buddha stated that the way out of suffering is to cultivate detachment form the eye, ear, nose,   
             tongue, body and mind: "When a noble disciple has thus understood consciousness, the origin of  
             consciousness, the cessation of consciousness, and the way leading to the cessation of  
             consciousness... he here and now makes an end of suffering.” (Sammaditthisuttam   
             Mulapannasam No. 9 pp. 53-54) 
 
      23 Majjhima Patipada, or The Middle Way -- the path of practice that is conducive to taming   
          the mind and the desires which lead to suffering. 
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1. To present a short account of the expression of consumerism and its 

influence in Thailand; 
2. To investigate whether the influences of the consumerist mentality 

lead to prostitution,  
3. To examine Buddhist ethics really be an effective moral force in Thai 

society; and  
4. To study the benefits of Buddhist ethics in minimizing the problems 

concerning consumerism and prostitution in the present Thai situation. 
 

1.4 Research Design 
 
              This study will examine Thai society at both the macro and micro levels. At 
the macro level it will investigate the effects of education, economics, politics, and 
government policy, as well as the background role of Thai culture and tradition. On the 
micro level, the scope of the study will be concerned with the study about daily lives 
and choices of those living in the case study area (Dok Kham Tai), especially with 
reference to occupation, social status, family life, and spending patterns as the key 
factor that tends to be the driving forces of prostitution. This research does not set any 
hypothesis or assume that consumerism is only the cause of prostitution. Rather, this is 
a survey study that probes many possible factors such as poverty and the lack of 
educational opportunity. Specifically, this study attempts to examine the inter-play of 
Buddhist Ethics which related to the prevention of prostitution. 
 

          The research methodology used in this study consists of both documentary 
research and fieldwork research. 

 
Documentary Research 
 
1. Literature review of works describing links between economic 

conditions and public attitudes within Thailand on one hand and 
consumerism and prostitution on the other from many sources such as 
researches, texts and statistical information from Thai National Statistic 
Office.  

2. A review of the sources of Buddhist ethics that relate to the theme of the 
thesis such as from Tipitaka (Pali Text Society’s version) and the book 
of  wellknown Buddhist scholars. 

 
 

Fieldwork Research 
 

             1. Questionnaire 
 
             Examine the understanding and attitude about the problem of consumerism 
including its causes and effects, especially as related to the belief in Buddhist teachings 
among the target groups at Dok KhamTai Village by questionnaire. This study was 
based on randomly selected respondents, and an attempt can be made to statistically 
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generalize the results.  The study also tries to probe the thinking of the case study 
groups in Dok Kham Tai Village in order to analyze the interpretation and 
understanding of the findings in the literature. 

 
             2. The case study and in-depth interviewing at Dok Kham Tai Village.  
 
             The primary methods of the study were structured, together with open-
ended/in-depth interviews with some villagers and monks in Dok Kham Tai Village. 
The research focused on the attitudes, social norms, driving factors, quality of life and 
standard of living of the people.  The methods will therefore be primarily intensive and 
qualitative, rather than extensive and quantitative. However, the limitation of the study 
is that as this group of people in the village to interview is quite small, this 
interviewing methodology will cover most of the important   topics  for broader 
analytical insights rather than statistical generalizations from these case studies. 

 
1.5 Reviews of Related Literature 
 

Thailand exists as a small and developing country within the global trend 
towards greater mobility of production, the flow of international capital, and the spread 
of a dominant culture through movies, music and international advertising.  Thailand is 
in a state of flux; changes to the home culture are hard to predict.  The influence of 
globalization, and the pervasive use of communication technology such as radio and 
television, are having a dramatic effect on Thai values and culture. These changes are 
found at every level in society, from formerly remote hill tribes to urban life in 
Bangkok.   

 
For example, Jacquetta Hill (1999), of the University of Illinois in Urbana, 

aids her ethnographic research on cultural cosmologies and cognitive change in 
relation to multiple identity constructions among Lahu highlanders in two elementary 
schools in northwestern Thailand. She finds that the newest generation of minority 
Lahu (Na Shehleh) children in northern Thailand’s rural schools is the first “schooled” 
generation of settled-out “slash and burn” farmers, who anticipate economic prosperity 
and social mobility from their schooling. The ethnography of two rural schools 
revealed that school-based instruction was saturated with political meaning, religious 
ideology and privileged constructions of status and subordination. Research on the 
lives of children in the villages and the school revealed that they were entering the 
hierarchical political world of the Thai state through school and, at the same time, 
experiencing the “horizontal” world of global media, new technologies, new 
commercialism, and consumerism. 

 
Nor does the economic crisis seem to have slowed the shift in Thai cultural 

values toward a more “western” model, with an emphasis on materialism and the 
exploitation of individual freedoms as opposed to more traditional values of 
cooperation and group decision-making.  The modern belief, influenced by western 
values, that sex is a personal right not related directly to marriage or procreation, 
coupled with traditional attitudes in the East which regarded women and children as 
sex-objects, have combined to permit a thriving prostitution business in Thailand. For 
example, Cholada Montreevat (1999) investigated the social construction of gender 
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and morality in a Lahu Community.  Her conclusion was that the present state of Lahu 
society has changed dramatically, resulting in many new social problems.  One 
example cited is the deception of hill tribe women into prostitution.  Montreevat 
suggests that the root cause is in the culture, which lacks preparation for women to 
confront the outside world or share work responsibilities to generate income from 
outside their tribe for the family. 

 
Furthermore, Ara Wilson (Ohio State University) in “The Empire of Direct 

Sales and the Making of Thai Entrepreneurs”24, speaks of the influence of 
consumerism and the increasing material consumption in Thai society in the form of 
direct sales. She pointed out that class, gender and status hierarchies remained just as 
strong in   Thai  social life during this time, even as the social environments  themselves 
were in flux. The proliferation of local and international market venues can be seen as 
the cumulative result of varying economic strategies of individuals and households 
from different classes, that are enacted through available local means and local 
knowledge. Thus, direct sales industries entered an emergent modernity comprised of 
rising consumerism. 

 
The forces of materialistic consumption have also changed traditional 

concepts of what is necessary for the individual.  New connections have emerged 
bdetween consumerism, and  family problems, drug addiction, and especially, the 
problem of the sex trade and child prostitution. Angeline Ames (Centre for the 
Development of Teaching and Learning) and Dr. Todd Ames (Department of 
Sociology --both at National University of Singapore) “Women’s Poverty, Social 
Welfare, and State-Economic Development Policies in Northern Thailand”(2002); 
noted that  key areas addressed within   Thai  national policy and the Eighth Plan were 
the social and economic changes resulting from globalization which have exposed 
women to greater threats in industry and agriculture. While educational opportunities 
remain fairly accessible, disparities in levels of education between men and women 
remain. In the  least educated group, those who are illiterate, women outnumber men 2 
to 1. This study suggested consumerism is stunting spiritual development, the family is 
failing as an institution, and the media is rife with sexist images. While prostitution has 
been outlawed, with heavy penalties imposed on clients and those who broker it, 
(although with reduced penalties for women engaging in it) it is recognized that recent 
rapid changes in the economic and social situations in Thailand have forced many 
women into prostitution. 

 
     Traditional moral values with respect to drugs, elders and sex, seem to be 

changing all over Thailand, particularly among the youth.  Supot Nucharern (1999) 
studied village leaders’ opinions on the behavior of teenagers in the Sop Prap District, 
Lampang Province.  The results of the research showed the triumph of materialism 
over virtue.  The village elders complained that the teenagers' physical behavior 
consisted of drug addiction and loud motorbike racing, which was a nuisance to the 

                                                
       24 Critique of Anthropology  
            Vol. 19(4) 401–422 [0308-275X(199912)19:4; 401-422;010640]   
            Copyright 1999 ฉ SAGE Publications (London, Thousand Oaks, CA and New Delhi) 
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community.  Further, their casual and promiscuous sexual behavior has resulted in a 
greater number of AIDS victims.  The Thai Songkran festival is traditionally a holiday 
during which Thai people travel and make merits.  Many return home for reunions 
with family members who have been scattered by employment or life style.  According 
to the Thai Farmer's Research Center poll, 53.8 percent of the people celebrated 
Songkran with family and friends.  However, many males were also seeking 
commercial sex.  In fact, greater numbers of people than ever were going in search of 
commercial sex during this year's traditional festival (Thai Farmer’s Research Center 
Poll: 2001).  

 
Leslie Ann Jeffrey’s25 article "Because They Want Nice Things": Prostitution, 

Consumerism, and Culture in Thailand” (1998), examined the way in which the 
discussion of the problem of prostitution was conducted in Thailand. She revealed that 
the situation in Thailand today has more to do with Thailand’s ambivalent relationship 
with westernization/modernization, than with a concern over women’s exploitation. 
The most popular understanding of prostitution today in Thailand is its link to the 
problem of "consumerism." While this understanding appears to be a Buddhist critique 
of Western values and the growing influence of international capitalism, her 
application in Thailand was limited to the prostitutes themselves and their families. 
This "consumerism" critique registers alarm over the loss of "traditional Thai values" 
but also indicates who exactly is responsible for upholding those values—i.e., rural 
women. In this paper she argues that this understanding of the cultural role of rural 
women has limited the possibilities for the protection of women in prostitution. It is 
the result of the particular resolution of the events of the 1970s wherein the state 
regained its hegemony through the absorption of certain elements of the student 
movement—by allowing for the growth of development oriented NGOs—and the 
configuring of a rural based national identity to counter communist insurgency. Some 
of these NGOs share with the government a sense of the place of peasant women in 
national culture, and see prostitution as symptomatic of cultural breakdown. The 
answer, therefore, lies in re-integrating the women into "traditional culture"—through 
domestic skills training and handicraft production. Such an approach, however, has 
sidelined attempts by some women’s organizations, and demands by prostitutes 
themselves, to recognize prostitutes as workers who require protection under labour 
legislation. 

 
                According to Yujira Jirapinyo (Bangkok Post, Nov 1994), the number of 
prostitutes in Thailand remains uncertain because many are part-time prostitutes and 
often relocate. Depending on the definition of "prostitute", the data varies. She stated 
that the Crime Suppression Division's estimate was drawn from its cooperation with 
the Public Health Ministry, as well as its experience in suppressing prostitution in 
brothels, second-class hotels, night clubs, ramwongs, bars, discotheques, cafes, tea 
houses and massage parlours. Their numbers showed 6,000 potential prostitution 
places nationwide (with a 10-20 per cent margin for error) and between 150,000 and 
200,000 prostitutes in total. They did not qualify how many were adults or children. 
The Children's Rights Protection Center's statistics were estimates of the "general 
situation" from police raids after tip-offs from the center and rescue operations carried 

                                                
        25 St. Thomas University 

http://kcgl1.eng.ohio-state.edu/~jirapinyo/number.html
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out independently by the center. The number of victims included not only Thais but 
other races such as Burmese and Chinese. The center estimated the number of 
prostitutes by multiplying the number of brothels and places of entertainment, a total 
of 60,000, with an average of 30 and 40 prostitutes at each place, which equals 
between 1.8 million and 2.4 million. Forty per cent, or about 800,000, were under 18,  
according to the center. The center conceded these statistics were not truly 
academically or statistically sound,  but also claimed they were not artificially 
exaggerated. 

 
     Prostitution generally contravenes human rights from the point of view of the 

westerner. Narvesen (1989) reported the much quoted figure of one million sexually 
exploited children in Asia and claimed that the actual number of child prostitutes in 
Thailand was between 15,000 and 20,000, based on his study: The Sexual Exploitation 
of Children in Developing Countries. The author stated, on the basis of uncritically 
examined secondary data, that the at-risk groups of children most likely to become 
prostitutes are those of housemaids, street children and children of women in 
prostitution. Narvesen also claimed that children rarely lose their virginity to 
customers and that they are seldom sold into prostitution entirely against their will.  
Hiew (1992) conducted a study called Endangered families in Thailand: Third World 
families affected by Socio-economic Change ( in G. Albee and L. Bond (eds.), 
Improving Children's Lives: Global Perspectives on Prevention, New Delhi and 
London: Sage. ISBN: 0-8039-4610-4). It is a psychologically based paper that tries to 
map Canadian models of delinquency onto Thailand. Hiew viewed prostitution as the 
‘breakdown of family life,’ especially among slum children and those with parents 
working in the construction industry. He pointed out that children are pulled into the 
sex trade to replace women who serve foreign clients. He also claimed that foreign 
men visit the cheap brothels and that 44 percent of prostitutes under 19 years exploited 
were tested HIV positive in Chiang Mai.  
 

      There are many different types of prostitution for both women and girls. 
Boonchalaksi and Guest (1994) wrote in “Prostitution in Thailand,” that the form and 
nature of prostitution is highly dependent on location. The form of prostitution is 
different depending upon whether it takes place in hotels, brothels, tea rooms, massage 
parlors, or in bars and public places, and upon whether the prostitutes operate as call 
girls. Forced prostitution is usually associated with border brothels, especially those 
that employ illegal immigrants. However, brothels in the rest of rural Thailand are very 
much a part of the community, both socially and geographically. Only 6 percent of the 
prostitutes interviewed said they had been forced to work as a prostitute. The vast 
majority was very aware of the drop in income if they changed jobs. Seventy per cent 
of brothel workers and 90 percent of massage parlor workers interviewed said they had 
some savings. Twenty-five per cent of brothel workers and 50 percent of massage girls 
surveyed owned a house. Almost a third of the sample entered into prostitution before 
reaching the legal age; 20 percent started between the ages of 13 and 18.  
 

     According to the study by Wanjiku and colleagues (1995), Child Prostitution 
in Thailand, child prostitution remains a widespread practice in Thailand despite the 
government’s efforts to eliminate its occurrence. A great deal of time and money is 
spent on establishing the exact numbers of children involved in the sex business. 
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However, this is an impossible task, as child prostitution is highly concealed, which 
makes determining the nature of the problem difficult. The co-operation of government 
agencies and non-governmental organizations in this endeavor is necessary.  

 
    Wanjiku and colleagues proposed that there is a need for a balance between 

economic development and social, culture and spiritual values. Thailand has no need to 
rush in developing itself into a newly industrialized country in the next few years, 
neither does its population require the maintenance of such a high level of luxury. The 
urban elite has no right to demand that the rural population curb its desires for material 
goods. Buddhism has historically been a counter-balance to the pursuit of unbridled 
materialism. However, at present, Thais seem less adherent to Buddhist doctrine and 
more to the observance of rituals and offerings.  

 
  Similarly, in “Boy Prostitution: A Study of Runaway Boys in Sex Service” 

(1997), Kittikun Arngasai studied the causes and factors that make runaway boys get 
involved in sex services. The outcome of the study, covering Silom Road and Lumpini 
Park, indicated that boys became prostitutes resulting from their own decision, as they 
have to struggle for survival in the outside world where money is the most important 
factor. When facing money shortage problems, earning money by having sex with 
anyone who will pay for it is the solution. Additionally, sex service is a way to fulfill 
their natural sexual desires. Additional reasons are the demand created by homosexual 
customers, the social background and the up-bringing of the boy. Their way of life has 
changed due to the situation. The more money they earn, the more they spend, on 
entertainment, computer games, expensive cloths, junk food and narcotics – they 
usually do not save any of the money. The impact of the sex industry on the boys is to 
promote promiscuity, as they make that behavior a common practice. Some are 
infected by sexually transmitted diseases and some reject social norms, becoming 
thieves, gangsters and are involved with drugs. But they still maintain their original 
role as prostitutes.  

 
     In 1996, Natthiya Boonapatjarern studied Factors Influencing Women in 

Becoming Prostitutes: A case study of Gredtrakarn Women’s Home Nonthaburi 
Province. The purpose of the study was to differentiate the factors influencing women 
to become prostitutes and compare patterns between women who become prostitutes 
voluntarily and those who enter the trade by force. She finds out that those who 
entered prostitution voluntarily had different levels of moral values. The majority had 
a sense of filial obligation toward their families; others were influenced by 
precipitating factors including paying off the debts of their families. This sense of filial 
devotion among women who become prostitutes voluntarily was much stronger than 
in those prostitutes who were forced into the trade. In addition to a sense of family 
obligation, having older and former prostitutes as friends and being in a low economic 
position were encouragements for young women to become prostitutes. More recently, 
scholars in several related fields have shown an interest in studying consumerism and 
its influence on domestic culture. Pimonpoan Isarabhakdi (1997) studied the Sexual 
Attitudes and Behavior of Never-Married, Rural Thai youth (Rural Youth) and how 
these are affected by the social context in which they live, in addition to their 
individual characteristics. She revealed that, in general, female sexual attitudes and 
behavior were bound by cultural obligations and constrained by parental control, but 
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both males and females were influenced both by peers and exposure to modernization. 
Approximately half of the never-married young male respondents had already 
experienced sexual intercourse; only 2 percent of the never-married females had done 
so. She also stated that two factors that significantly contributed to explaining the 
variation in sexual attitudes among males are sex-role attitudes and early sexual 
experience. For females, important factors influencing their sexual attitudes are sex-
role attitudes, early sexual experience, residence area, parent-child communication and 
having sexually experienced friends. 

 
 
     Tourism is inherently connected with the growth of world society. The easily 

accessible information on other parts of the world, a general increase in wealth, and the 
ease of air transportation, all promote tourism. After returning home, tourists further 
the process of globalization through their recently acquired experiences. Tourism is a 
major source of income for many countries, including Thailand. However, one 
undesirable aspect of tourism is the “sex tourist”, especially those who travel from 
their home country to buy sex from local children. Thailand has an unfortunate 
international reputation for both prostitution in general and the availability of child 
prostitutes in particular. However, the extent of the use of child prostitutes by local 
men and women remains undisclosed. There has been no well-conducted research of 
the extent and nature of commercial sexual exploitation by locals. Instead, the majority 
of the research focuses on foreign men, especially the role of the tourist, in 
exacerbating or even creating a local child-sex industry.  

 
               According to the thesis “Social causality, sex tourism and environmental 
degradation in Thailand: An application of the philosophy of the social sciences to 
relations between the Thai state and the business of tourism” (2000) by Ake 
Tangsupvattana, it is the interplay between four major causal mechanisms that causes 
various negative outcomes of social life in sex tourism and environmental degradation. 
The causal mechanisms are:  the structural power of the economy, a culture of 
hypocrisy, the (uncontrollable) juggernaut of bureaucracy, and corruption as a central 
aspect of the tactical power of tourist/business-people. The interplay of the four causal 
mechanisms produces different types and degrees of negative outcomes in the different 
areas of tourist business development. However, the causal impact of these 
mechanisms is also influenced by societal constraints emanating from social 
movements trying to prevent these negative outcomes. This societal constraint by the 
state is more powerful in the area of the environment, imposing some limits upon the 
causal powers of the four mechanisms at work in state-businesses in this domain. It is 
weaker in the area of sex tourism where social movements have been less able to make 
an impact upon the trajectory guided by the four causal mechanisms. 

 
              Tourism has had a particular influence on making the sex industry a common 
economic option for poor women in Thailand. Moreover, sex tourists help fuel the fire 
by making sex work more profitable and glamorous. It is thought  that the large-scale 
prostitution of girls to westerners was rooted in the Vietnam War.  Soldiers were either 
stationed in Thailand, or came here for rest and recreation.  In response to demand, 
brothels, bars and massage parlors, often staffed by girls, were established in ports and 
surrounding areas. Leslie Ann Jeffrey’ thesis, “Sex and Borders: Gender, National 
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Identity and Prostitution Policy in Thailand (1999)” commented that prostitution in 
Thailand has garnered international attention over the past two decades with the 
seeming explosion of sex-related industries in that country after the Vietnam war. 
Moreover, she added that the sex-tourism industry has most recently been eclipsed in 
the international spotlight by the growing awareness of the numbers of women (from 
Thailand as well as other poor countries) working in the prostitution industries of 
Europe, North America and Japan. 
 

 However, Thailand is not only the origin, but also the destination for sex 
workers who have migrated from neighboring countries for economic reasons. 
Compared to neighboring countries in the Mekhong sub-region, Thailand is the most 
economically successful country. Consequently, Thailand is also a hub for trafficking 
children in this area. Kritiya Archavanitkul (1998), an author of Trafficking in Children 
for labour exploitation including Child Prostitution in the Mekhong sub-region, claims 
that one important factor that has stimulated sex tourism is the illegal migration 
movement to Thailand. She found that the decreasing number of girls from the North 
of Thailand in sex establishments corresponds to the increasing number of foreign 
girls. This change goes hand in hand with the influx of illegal migrant workers into 
Thailand over the last decade. Most foreign prostitutes in Thailand are from Myanmar. 
There are an estimated 10,000 Burmese women and children entering Thailand yearly. 
The next largest group of foreign prostitutes in Thailand is from Yunnan. Trafficked 
girls from Loas, Viet Nam and Cambodia are lured into the sex industry in border 
provinces. Similarly, Simon Baker (2000), The Changing situation of Child 
prostitution in Northern Thailand: A study of Changwat Chiang Rai, reports a major 
reduction in the number of children at risk of entering child prostitution over the last 
two decades. Despite the decline in the number of children at risk of becoming victims 
of child prostitution there are still significant groups that are at risk. Of greatest 
concern are those children who are living in poverty. Although improvements have 
continued during the last two decades because of the improving standard of living for 
the majority of Thais, there are still poor. One of the many consequences of this trend 
is the persistence of illegal business, such as sex trade, for the fast income within Thai 
society (2000: 3)26. As a consequence of financial difficulties combining with other 
factors, the following groups are at risk:  
 

1. Children from Myanmar, either thinking of entering into the sex industry 
or coerced into prostitution, are initially seeking other forms of 
employment but have no success because of the lack of job opportunities, 
so are forced into prostitution. 

2. Hill-tribe children who are not continuing their education beyond 
primary          school. 

3. Children from dysfunctional families. This group consists of Myanmar, 
hill-tribe and lowland-Thai children. These children include street 
children, children whose parents have separated or divorced, children 
who have parents with drug or gambling problems, and children who 
have lost one or both parents by death from factors such as AIDS, etc. 

                                                
          26 Pasuk Phongpaichit and others, Guns Girls Gambling Ganja: Thailand’s Illegal  
              Economy and Public Policy, Silkworm Books, 2000.  
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  To focus on Buddhist ethics, it is accepted that the largest group of Theravada 
Buddhist adherents in Southeast Asia is in Thailand. According to Phra 
Dhammapidok27, Buddhism is a teaching of moderation. As in other things, the 
Buddhist teachings steer a middle course, in this case between the two extremes of 
blindly ignoring practical daily affairs and laying down a code of rigid and inflexible 
rules. He stated that many people today look on life in all sectors as a struggle between 
conflicting interests—the "bosses" against the "workers," the "government" against the 
"people," the "rich" against the "poor," and even the "women" against the "men," or 
the "children" against the "parents." When the aim of life is seen as material wealth or 
power, society becomes a struggle between conflicting personal interests, and we are 
in need of an ethic to protect those interests. It is a "negative ethic": society is based on 
selfish interests—"the right of each and every person to pursue happiness"—and an 
ethic, such as "human rights," is needed to keep everybody from cutting each other's 
throats in the process. He added that the Buddhist teachings are a "positive ethic": 
well-being, rather than power or riches, is the aim; society is seen as a medium through 
which all people have equal opportunity to maximize self-development and well-being, 
and ethics are used to facilitate those ends.  

 
  Phra Dhammapidok28 also explains that there are two kinds of happiness 
according to the Buddhist teaching. The first kind depends on external causes, such as 
material goods and thoughts, for fulfilling various wants. The second kind is a 
happiness that does not depend on external causes to fulfill desires. In the search for 
the first type of happiness that is dependent on external causes, this will involve at 
least a relationship between two sides or elements; for example, if two people, or one 
person and one material thing, come into contact and each side has suffering, conflict, 
and deficiencies coming along with it, then this can only increase the amount of 
conflict and violence between them in accordance with their own improper behavior. 
To give a very simple example for the sake of convenience, we might say that one side 
is the consumer of happiness and the other the consumed; both sides have deficiencies 
and conflicts within themselves already. For example, the consumer is not prepared to 
constantly consume according to his desire, and, at the same time, the consumed is not 
prepared to be constantly taken advantage of. In this state of affairs, it is impossible 
that each side gain unless they are both willing to give up something. When either side 
or both sides do not fully realize or accept this truth and only hold on to their 
respective desires, there will be disagreement and conflict arising between these two 
sides beginning with a dislike for one other. Furthermore, when the consumer wants 
something from the consumed, this often extends to wanting that object of desire 
forever. 
 

                                                

   27 “A Constitution for Living” By P.A.Payutto (Phra Dhammapidok) 

           28 “Buddhadhamma: Natural Laws and Values for Life” Phra Prayudh Payutto, Grant A.  
                 Olson, translator, 1995. 
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                According to Khampong Ngampak’s research (1997), “A Comparative 
Study Between Utilitarianism And Buddhist Concepts”, he concludes that both 
Utilitarianism and Buddhism view business ethics as a necessary ingredient in 
conducting a successful business. Futhermore, the practice of ethical business 
principles will be of benefit to society in the field of environmental protection, the 
efficient utilization natural resources to produce the highest possible output. In 
addition, the business corporation can play a vital role in providing a service in 
promoting knowledge and social welfare, for the purpose of enhancement of the well-
being of the general population with regard to the hopes and aspirations of the 
individual. He further states that utilitarianism views that the conduct of business is to 
enhance materialism which shall lead to the greatest happiness to the greatest number 
according to the Greatest Happiness principle. Buddhism views that business entity 
has the duty to enhance the material goods for the purpose of ameliorating the quality 
of life and the well-being of the general people, according to the principles of right 
livelihood and the middle path. Both Utilitarianism and Buddhism stress the 
importance of interdependence of living beings.  
 

     Cyr (1996), in his thesis “A Study in Economics and Religion: The 
Relationship between Buddhism and Capitalism in Thailand,” found that through the 
increase of globalization, many nations find themselves—either by choice or by 
force—accepting the market system and capitalism. Many of the Buddhist nations 
have recently embraced capitalism as their preferred form of economic organization. 
These nations are for the most part unaware or unmindful of the resulting pressures 
imposed on their religion. Essentially, this paper shows that the recent adoption of 
capitalism by Buddhist nations, as exemplified by Thailand, is resulting in at least a 
temporary loss of religious values and traditions.  

 
 

                                               

   Cultural elements like modernism, consumerism, and capitalism have 
irrevocably altered Thai society and thus influenced the religion of its people. 
According to Jesse Durst’s research29, “Buddhism and Science: A Meeting of Two 
Fields through the Study of a Modern Thai Buddhist Reform Movement”, he raised the 
questions that how can we view modern Thai Buddhist reform movements as 
adaptations to these factors. Moreover, how has Thai Buddhism adapted 
philosophically to Western contact? He investigated the philosophical significance of 
contact with the West and searched for an appropriate way of how Buddhism--through 
the development of new movements--has undergone ‘rational adaptation’ to scientific 
knowledge originating in the West. He raised an example of the teachings that 
emphasize humanism, anti-supernaturalism, and a demythologized and systematized 
practice, like those of Buddhadasa, exhibited influence from Western scientific 
epistemology, methods and knowledge in general. He accepted that not only must 
religion adapt to foreign influences, but it will also tend to “challenge alien ideologies” 
that are perceived as threats to traditionally respected elements of local life. Thus Thai 
Buddhism is not only a syncretic adaptation to globalization, but often contains 

 
        29 Jesse Durst, Buddhism and Science: A Meeting of Two Fields through the Study of a       
              Modern Thai Buddhist Reform Movement, Faculty of Social Sciences, Chiang Mai   
              University, May 2001 
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elements of anti-syncretism or antiglobalism. With these things in mind, he suggested, 
the teachings of modern Thai Buddhist movements as regards the use of science and 
technology have become particularly important in an age where problems like 
pollution, resource management, and deforestation have become particularly acute. He 
also suggested that Buddhist reform movement must necessarily deal with increasing 
consumerism, materialism, and secularization in Thai society, elements that challenge 
traditional Buddhist values. Consumerism, he defined, referred to both the increased 
financial power of the populace, as well as the increased emphasis placed on 
consumption itself. This is related to materialism, or the valuation of material goods 
rather than social relationships or traditional, spiritual, and religious values. 
Secularization, however, he added, is a more encompassing process that involves both 
the cutting back on the role of traditional (religious) institutions in society, and the 
increased reliance on ‘universal’ elements like science, state education, etc. 

 
     There are many scholars who believe that the principal strain of Thai 

Buddhism (Theravada Buddhism) is a hybrid of the original Indian Buddhism and has 
had a powerful effect in Thailand for over 700 years. Buddhist values and beliefs 
continue to influence the attitudes and values of most Thais, as over 90 percent of the 
Thai population is Buddhist. In fact, the teachings of Buddhism can be effective tools 
in coping with the problem of prostitution. However, according to Lipi Ghosh30, 
“Evolution of Prostitution in Thailand: An Overview”, Buddhism as an institution has 
always been dominated and controlled by male. It intends to put the blame on 
prostitutes that they are immoral, lazy and promiscuous, instead of focusing on men’s 
unrestrained sexual desire which leads to prostitution.  

 
               However, according to Nicola Tannenbaum (1999), in her article “Buddhism, 
Prostitution, and Sex: Limits on the academic discourse on gender in Thailand”31, in 
analyzing gender in Thailand, many authors have structured their arguments in Western 
theoretical terms that have little to do with ethnographic realities. A major analytical 
flaw has been to conceive Thai society and culture as solely Buddhist and to pair all 
cultural development to Buddhism. As a result, those authors have constructed lowland 
Thailand as culturally homogeneous society, based on Buddhism. The attempt to 
represent constructions of gender in Buddhist terms has further obscured continuities 
and differences between upland and lowland constructions of gender and has also 
isolated accounts of gender in Thailand from broader discussion of gender in Southeast 
Asia. Nicola argued that these cases may not relate to Buddhism. She was astonished 
by the fact that most authors simply assume that because Thailand is a Buddhist 
country; all aspects of Thai culture must necessarily be understood in Buddhist terms. 
She pointed out that the analysts of gender in Thailand have not attempted to 
contextualize their accounts nor placed them in a larger framework because the focus 
on Buddhism and the presumed cultural uniqueness of Thailand makes such an attempt 
both irrelevant and inconceivable. 

 

                                                
         30 Senior Lecturer, Department of South and Southeast Asian Studies, Culcatta University,  
             India.  
        31 cited Peter A. Jackson & Nerida M. Cook, Genders & Sexualities in Modern Thailand,  
             Silkworm Books, Bangkok, 1999. Pp.243-256.. 
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              According to Phra Phaisan Wisalo’s article, “Spiritual Materialism and the 
Sacraments of Consumerism: A View from Thailand” 32, consumerism rests on the 
principle that happiness and success come about through consuming or purchasing 
things, not through creating or realizing it by oneself. This belief causes people to see 
religion as merely another aspect of consuming, rather than something which should be 
applied and practiced. He stated that consumerism functions, up to a point, in the same 
way that religions do, starting with answering physical needs. People today are 
obsessed with accumulating wealth and property. And it's not just a matter of how 
much we have; what or what kind is equally important. He also pointed out that one 
reason that consumerism has power is due to the set of (seemingly rational) ideas, 
which say that happiness comes from consuming, and that the more one consumes, the 
more happiness there is. At the same time, this set of ideas holds that all problems have 
material solutions.  

  
   In fact, religious and spiritual viewpoints of personal and social 

transformation are important resources in expanding the arena of discussion on social 
issues. Today we cannot talk about consumption without discussing consumerism, the 
way of living that centers the meaning of life on acquisition and consumption. 
According to the Buddhist attitude towards materialism, wealth and poverty, progress 
in the material side of life alone is not enough for human happiness. True happiness, 
contentment and harmony come from an emancipated mind. However, the Buddha's 
teaching is a teaching of diligence, right effort and right livelihood. Moreover, what is 
the Buddhist attitude to sex? For a lay person, there is nothing sinful or shameful in 
sex, nor does it carry lifelong burdens of guilt. Sexual desire, in its personal aspect, is 
just like another form of craving and as craving, leads to suffering. Sexual desire, too, 
must be controlled and finally totally eradicated. Meanwhile, sexual behaviour, in its 
social context, demands mindfulness of the fact that at least one other person's 
happiness is at stake and possibly, that of another - a potential child. However, 
Buddhism is not be a teaching for monks only. In a large number of the discourses, the 
Buddha has given practical guidance for the lay life and sound advice to cope with 
life's activities. It is hoped that religious engagement, especially Buddhism in 
Thailand, remains an enormously powerful social force that should not be surrendered 
to globalization.  

                                                
        32 Previously published in Seeds of Peace Vol. 14, No. 3 (Sept-Dec), 1998 (2541)  
            Phra Phaisan Wisalo is Abbot of Wat Pa Sukhato and Wat Pa Mahawan in Chaiyaphum,             
            Thailand and on the Executive Committee of Phra Sekhiyadhamma, a nationwide  
            network  of socially concerned monks.  
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 CHAPTER II 
 

CONSUMERISM 
 
 

    Human beings are social creatures; they ordinarily live together in a group or 
unit.  In early history it is assumed that they lived together in small groups, in families 
of various kinds.  Families then came together into kinship groups and further into 
tribes, but that was about the limit of the growth of the social unit.  These larger 
groups allowed a more efficient division of labour between the men as hunters and 
wide-ranging foragers and the women as local gatherers, child-rearers, and home-
makers, but the land could only support a limited population.  Larger groupings would 
have to wait for improved technology in food gathering and storage. Within these 
small groups of early humans, attempts at communication slowly became language 
and shared experience became custom and tradition.  Man’s consciousness of religion 
probably arose out of an attempt to explain nature—to deal with man’s place in nature 
and with the finality of death. Later, as food became more plentiful, these early 
populations grew.  It is widely thought that the domestication of plants and animals 
began a slow shift from hunter-gatherer societies to agriculturally based economies.  
With the increase in the quantity, quality and reliability of the food supply, the number 
of humans quickly grew.  Life expanded from the country village to include the town 
and even the small city.  Disputes could no longer be handled within a family 
organization; slowly law and the concept of government emerged.   
 

   Fundamental to the concept of law is the concept of rights—rights of the 
state and rights of the individual.  One very basic right is that of property.  Once 
property rights became part of common custom or law, then trade and commerce 
could develop.  It is thought that the wealth derived from trade and the exploitation of 
natural resources, coupled with the technology of the wheel and domesticated animals, 
led to the next population expansion and the city.  Government generally took the 
form of the city-state, and these gradually coalesced into nations. This rich web of 
relationships—the blood ties of family; shared language, customs, traditions, religious 
beliefs and morals, government and trade—form a unified society. A society is like a 
living organism.  It both changes its environment, molding each new generation to fit 
within the complex whole, and changes in response to the environment.  Change 
comes both quickly and slowly.  War causes quick changes, but slower changes also 
come from new ideas and inventions, new patterns of trade, or the insight of a 
religious or political leader.  Societies are not static. They are always changing, but 
today the rate of change has increased dramatically. 
 

    This chapter will be an exploration of consumerism from different 
perspectives within the social sciences. We will trace some of the history of its 
development and reveal the dangers manifested in the chronic purchasing of new 
goods and services with little attention paid to true need or the environmental 
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consequences of the manufacture and disposal of these goods.  We will examine how 
consumerism is driven by huge sums spent on advertising that is designed to create a 
desire to follow trends.  We will also explore the links between consumerism and 
materialism and between consumerism and globalization.  
 

   Scientific and technological progress in the areas of communication and 
transportation has reached the point where the concept of a “global village” is a 
reality.  It takes no more time to phone around the world than it does to phone the 
house next door.  Almost anyplace on earth can be reached in a day’s journey, and a 
package can be delivered from your door to almost any location in the world within 
48 hours.  News does not just travel fast, most people around the world can watch a 
newscast on CNN about an event as it is happening.  Our shared experience, which 
used to be within the family or tribe, is now a shared global experience.  

 
  This global experience is supported by improved agricultural production and 

an ever-expanding network of global trade.  Not only are agricultural products moved 
all over the world, manufacturing has been dispursed by mutli-national companies and 
now takes place within a global rather than a national frame of reference.  It was new 
knowledge of the smelting of iron, coupled with the invention of new machines and 
the harnessing of water and steam power for energy, that led to the industrial 
revolution of the 17th and 18th centuries.  The industrial revolution, in turn, led to a 
surge in the production of manufactured products and the concepts of centralized 
production for efficiency, standardized sizes and continuous production coupled with 
mass distribution to the widest possible market.  This rising tide of relatively cheap 
consumer goods has proceeded hand-in-hand with the globalization of the world and 
has been a major factor in the creation of a new phenomenon, consumerism1. 

                                                
1 The word ‘consumerism’ is of recent spread in English.  The unabridged Random House Dictionary 
of 1966 has no listing for it, nor does the unabridged 1986 edition of Webster’s Third New International 
Dictionary.  However it appears in a 1991 edition of Webster’s as: 
 

“1) The promotion of the consumer’s interests.  2) The theory 
that increasing consumption of goods is economically desirable.  
Also a pre-occupation with and an inclination towards the buying 
of consumer goods.” 

 
                   In the 1994 Webster’s Encyclopedic Dictionary1 only the first of these two meanings is 
given: 

“a modern movement for the protection of the consumer 
against useless, inferior, or dangerous products, 
misleading advertising, unfair pricing, etc.” 

 
              However, the Collins Cobuild dictionary of 1995, based upon the Bank of English of over 200 
million words of spoken and written English actually in use, offers both connotations and shows the 
negative use as more common: 

“1)  The belief that it is good to buy and use a lot of 
goods, sometimes showing disapproval.  They have 
clearly embraced Western consumerism.  2) The 
protection of the rights and interests of consumers.” 
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2.1 Consumerism and Materialism 
 

Originally, the word “consumerism” was used to describe a movement in the 
United States on behalf of consumers to promote the rights of consumers.  Led by 
persons such as Ralf Nader2, the consumer protection movement in the U.S. made 
considerable progress in the 1960’s with car safety and quality as their focus.  More 
recently “consumerism” has come to mean something very close to unbridled, the 
repeated acquisition of an ever-increasing array of goods and services.  Simply put, 
consumerism is equated with excessive consumption beyond the needs of the 
individual, and it is used in that sense in this study.  

 
 Herbert Stein (1916-1999) was a leading influence on U.S. economic policy 

for more than fifty years.  He was perhaps best known for having served as a member 
of President Nixon’s Council of Economic Advisors from 1969 to 1971 and as 
chairman of the council from 1972 to 1974.  His somewhat “tongue-in-cheek” 
definition of  consumerism was:  

 
"A policy of imposing regulatory burdens on 
production which hold down the incomes of 
workers, thereby keeping them from buying 
things they want that aren’t good for them." 3  
 

  One must take into account that Stein’s definition was influenced by his 
experiences at the initial stage of American consumerism in the 1950's which became 
a key component of the American Dream.  People bought suburban homes and 
purchased the newest appliances and modern devices. The government actively 
encouraged consumption by directly linking consumerism to the American ideals of 
freedom and democracy.  It was against this backdrop that legislation slowly started to 
build up regarding standards; including safety, fitness for purpose and truth in 
advertising.  Stein’s remarks are in line with some of the paternalistic attitudes held by 
some as the shift of power from producers to consumers took place in America. 

 
This study is concerned with the negative aspects associated with the excessive 

consumption of goods—that is with the negative connotation as given above.  In this 
sense there are many, such as William A. Callahan and John Laird, who point out that 
consumerism is not related to the basic needs of people or to quality of life, but rather 
that it is a force that feeds on itself, especially in the way a commercialized "quality of 
                                                                                                                                       
              Similarly, the 1996 Oxford English Reference Dictionary offers both connotations, although in 
the opposite order: 

“ 1) the protection or promotion of consumer’s interests in 
relation to the producer.  2) (often derogatory) a pre-
occupation with consuming goods and useless 
acquisition.” 

 
2 Nader, Ralph.  1965.  Unsafe at Any speed: The Designed-in Dangers of the American Automobile.    
    New York: Grossman.  
3 <Http://www.aei.org, American Enterprise Institute for  
  Public Policy Research Newsletter, October 1999 
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life" is depicted in the mass media.   They posit that a genuine quality of life is 
dependent on a healthy, accessible, green environment and suggest these elements 
have received too little emphasis.  They predict that our culture will become even 
more consumer-oriented in the future.  “Commercialism, spurred on by increased 
competition, will seek more ways to invade our personal space and consciousness”.4 
 

  Many feel that the negative aspects of consumerism are, in fact, linked to the 
other connotation of consumer protection and consumer power.  Once the buying 
power of the consumer was recognized as the engine of the economy, clearly the path 
to economic growth was more consumption.  Ralph Nader, a consumer attorney 
closely associated with the consumerist movement in the U.S., noted that "the best 
way to ask society how the economy is doing is to measure the health, safety and 
economic well-being of consumers."  Health, safety and economic well-being became 
the touchstone of consumerism as promoted by Mr. Nader.  However, it is significant 
to note that his concepts sprang from a legal perspective.  Mr. Nader's training as a 
lawyer and his enunciation of consumerism clearly set forth the common law legal 
standard that marked safety and health policies underlying injury and death cases 
caused by defective products.5 
 

  Dr. Fritz Brunner, a psychologist, explains how consumerism, from his 
psychological point of view, is an extra-personal relationship, one that is outwardly 
personal, having a relation with the surface or exterior and focused on the physical 
self rather than on the mind or spirit.   In other words, consumerism is a way of 
defining the self in relationship to others.  These extra-personal relationships focus on 
things or on people as things.  Brunner’s emphasis is that the extra-personal 
relationship is a new type of relationship that results from, or is a symptom of, the 
pervasiveness of consumerism in human society.   He points out that: 

 
“Consumerism is the water in which we all swim. 
However, our general level of awareness about 
how and by whom our fish tank is filled and 
tended is little more than that of the guppy in his 
childhood tank.  Furthermore, those that fill and 
tend the tank know far more about oneself than 
those did about their guppy. Consumer 
psychology, the advertising industry, and the 
public relations business add to this knowledge 
daily.” 6 

 
   Brunner further suggests that the history of consumerism shows a relationship 
between changes in culture and changes in consumption patterns.  These changes 

                                                
4 Source Thai Development Newsletter No 27-28 Publication  Date 1995 Originally Published The   
   Nation 
5 Ralph Nader founded the Public Citizen’s Organization in USA in 1971that aims to provide a full-  
    time advocacy organization for citizens and consumers. 
6 “The psychology of Extra-personal Relationships” By Dr.   Fritz Brunner,   
      <http://www.Webnet.net/~brunner>) 
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involve a move away from communal values toward individualism and materialism. 
The effects of this are seen or felt in the relationship between desire or need and the 
pursuit of meaning.  For many, the pursuit of happiness has become the pursuit of 
goods, and consumerism is their new religion.7    
 

   Dr. Elliott Barker, 8 a forensic psychiatrist currently in private practice, and 
principal organizer and active advocate of the Canadian Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Children, suggests that psychiatrists must broaden their training to deal 
with the problems created within a society bent on consuming things:  

 
“It would be appropriate to add a brief bit about 
economic theory, a subject not generally thought 
an essential part of medical training, and certainly 
never part of mine. The theory and measurement 
of consumer behaviour forms an important part of 
modern economic theory.  It was first developed 
during the 19th century on the basis of the 
following conceptions.” 
 
“The purchase of any commodity gives the 
consumer a positive satisfaction; however, the 
satisfaction derived from additional purchases of 
the same commodity declines as the consumer’s 
supply of that commodity increases; and with a 
given amount of money to spend, the consumer 
distributes the expenditure among commodities to 
maximize the total satisfaction or utility attainable 
from all those purchases.”9 

 
   Although the definition of consumerism will probably continue to have two 
different connotations for some time, negative and positive aspects, consumerism in 
the sense of incentive or even self-desire to purchase more and more goods has 
become a dynamic force in its own right.  The modern consumer has become aware of 
having both rights and power.  A growing trend toward materialism, both in the 
religious sense and as connoted in the acquisition of goods, is being fueled and 
supported by big business.  As multi-national corporations become aware of the power 
of their corporate images and of global advertising, the same products and brand 
names are appearing on shelves all over the world.   
 

  Excessive consumption is not a new phenomenon.  Consider the need for 
water. Man must have water to live; it is one of the basic physiological needs.  
Although the lack of water can lead to severe problems of dehydration and even death, 
                                                
7 Ibid. 
8 Psychopathy and Consumerism:  Two Illnesses That Need And Feed Each Other By The Canadian  
    Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children Box 700, 356 First Street, Midland, Ontario,   
    Canada, L4R 4P4 
9  Ibid. 
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drinking too much water is almost unheard of.  No one becomes addicted to water, nor 
does drinking large quantities seem to cause any problems other than frequent trips to 
the bathroom.  However, most people are not content to drink water alone.  For 
thousands of years, man has mixed water with other substances for both taste and 
effect. Fruit juice was included for taste, and perhaps some noticed its healthful side 
effects.  Wine and beer have been consumed for more than 8,000 years for both their 
taste and intoxicating effect.  Tea as a stimulant was used in China by the 10th century 
BC, from which time written records of its use survive.  About five hundred years ago, 
coffee and cocoa were introduced to Europe from Arabia and South America, 
respectively. 
 

  Many of these products can be consumed in excess; some, such as alcoholic 
beverages, with very negative effects.  Wine, beer and coffee are addictive.  Many 
people have desired or craved more of these beverages without any influence of 
globalization.  Therefore, consumerism, if defined as “excessive consumption beyond 
the needs of the individual”, is certainly not a new thing.  What does change with 
globalization is the nature of the production of these goods and the source of the 
desire for them.  Originally, the desire to consume came from within, but with 
globalization and its adjuncts of marketing and advertising, it also comes from 
without. 
 
   The effect of this process is also seen in such products as Coca-Cola® and 
Pepsi-Cola®, which are produced to a common standard in almost every country of 
the world and supported by huge advertising budgets.  In the short span of just over 
one hundred years10 these two products have eliminated scores of local competitors, 
and their respective manufacturers have grown in size to a point where their combined 
revenues exceed those of many countries11.  The specific desire to drink Pepsi® or 
Coke® comes not just from within (taste, thirst) but from the specific and deliberate 
link these products have with lifestyle, as promoted by their extensive global 
advertising. 
 
   There is now almost no corner of the earth that has not been fulfilled by these 
and other global advertisers.  Blue jeans, cola drinks and rock and roll—to have all 
these is to belong to the modern world. Lacking of them has become the stamp of 
abject poverty, ignorance and backwardness.  More and more the desire to have and 
possess things—consumerism in the guise of materialism—is the thoughtless religion 
of the masses.  Man is no longer defined by his relationship with his community, 
nature and god; man is defined by the quantity of goods he has acquired. 
 
 

                                                
10 Coca-Cola was registered as a patented trademark in 1893; the Pepsi-Cola Company was formed in   
    1903. 
11 Estimated year 2000 revenues for PepsiCo Inc. are 20,367 million US dollars, and for The Coca-  
    Cola Company, 19,805 million US dollars.  Source: May 2000 publication, Hoover’s Inc., Austin   
    Texas. Compare this with the GDP estimates for the year 2000 of Nigeria (42,000 million),   
    Bangladesh (42,300 million), The Dominican Republic (16,000 million) and Ecuador (19,000  
    million).  Source: Microsoft Encarta, 2001.  
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2.2 Consumerism and Globalization 
 
  Western countries have made great technological advances in materials and 
production techniques.  They have spread their influence throughout the world by 
trade in these products, by military strength, by scientific and technological expertise, 
and even by the export of their cultural values.  International trade binds countries 
together within regional blocks, such as the European Union (EU) and the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) as well as an ever-increasing global 
exchange.  Trade is not the only mechanism of globalization.  First the European 
nations, and then the United States have used their military power to gain concessions 
and territory from the countries in Asia and Africa many times.  Similarly, 
Christianity, the dominant religion of the Western nations, has also been spread all 
over the world. The totality of this change, and the growing inter-dependence of 
nations throughout the world, is the force of globalization.  While historically there 
were previous periods when the influence of country, such as Italy, Greece, or Mongol 
China, spread over a large area, never has there been a global phenomena like this. 
Globalization and westernization, perhaps even Americanization, are almost 
synonymous.  As globalization has spread, so has the particular western pattern of, 
and attitudes towards, consumption.  Obviously each country in the world had its own 
patterns of consumption, but these are shifting now towards the western model as 
counties adapt and absorb western goods, technologies, and cultural values.  Thailand 
has obviously been affected.  Cars are used instead of carts, western clothes have 
replaced traditional dress, and food is eaten with a spoon and fork instead of the hand.   
 

     Globalization and consumerism are symbiotically inter-related. 
Consumerism is the fuel that helps spread the effects of globalization. Consumerism 
creates huge markets by persuading people they have a real and pressing need for 
goods and services beyond those they already possess. Globalization, the trend toward 
global uniformity in matters of trade, economy, capital markets, and even culture, is 
driven and abetted by the rapid advances in communications and information 
technologies. The increasing inter-dependence of the countries of the world, driven by 
increases in trade and the growth of multi-national companies is based upon trade and 
the flow of capital for investment and is accompanied by an increase in 
communication and the flow of ideas across national borders. Many see globalization 
as a triumph of both the democratic ideal and capitalism, although it affects most 
countries in both positive and negative ways. Globalization has seen huge pools of 
investment capital develop, and the world’s capital markets feed the production and 
distribution of goods. These goods need consumers, and it is this calculated and 
deliberate increase in consumption that completes the cycle and returns money to the 
global capital markets. 

 
     The process of globalization, in which cultures are exposed to each other 

more and more, leads to a tendency for all cultures to change toward a common set of 
core features related to the conduct of business.  The dominant economic trading 
blocks of the modern world are based upon the “Western” countries of North America 
(primarily the United States), Europe, and Japan. Given the pre-eminence of the U.S. 
in the fields of communication and information technology, globalization is seen by 
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many people as synonymous with westernization, or even Americanization.  However, 
this identification is an over simplification of a very complex process and ignores the 
major role played in Asia by Japan as an economic power.  
 

      Globalization is not a new process.  Craig A. Lockhard of the University of 
Wisconsin, Green Bay, argues that the long-distance trade and interaction that took 
place across Asia between 1000 and 1500 sowed the seeds of modern globalization.12  
Contact along the “silk road” and the “spice trail” between Europe and the countries 
of the Middle East and China, began as early as 1000 A.D.  The rise of Maritime 
trade, driven by the use of maps and the use of the compass as a navigation aid, 
increased continually, until by 1500 it is estimated that goods shipped by sea exceeded 
all land trade. 

 
   The reasons China in particular did not go on to become the dominant world 

power are beyond the scope of this research.  What is clear is that the impetus for 
globalization switched to the countries in Europe, and it was they who colonized 
North and South America, building world empires based upon trade and the 
exploitation of the natural resources of these new territories. Global trade and 
commerce, and the exchange (if somewhat one-sided) of cultural ideas, has expanded 
to the point where it seems to have an impetus and driving force all its own.  There 
are many multi-national companies whose perspective is trans-national, and whose 
budgets exceed those of most of the developing countries of the world.  The world is 
coalescing into trading blocks, with the North American Free Trade area of Canada, 
the United States and Mexico and the European Union as outstanding examples.  The 
European Union countries in particular have merged sovereignty to the extent of 
having a common currency, a common job market with free access across borders, 
and almost total free trade between the nations of the group. 

 
     Thailand exists as a small and developing country within this global 

tendency for greater mobility of production, the flow of international capital, and the 
spread of a dominant “western”  (and to some extent Japanese) culture through 
movies, music and international advertising.  Thailand is in a state of rapid change.  
Increasingly, the life of the ten million or so Thai who live in and around Bangkok is 
becoming separated from the culture and traditions of the majority who live in the 
country.  We may soon have to speak of two Thailands rather than just one. On the 
social front, the Thai people have wider access to various types of information, 
technology, and all of the goods made possible by international trade.  It is easy to 
argue that in a material supply life for the average Thai is much better than before.  
On the other hand, the influence of globalization and westernization and the pervasive 
use of communications technology such as radio and television are having a dramatic 
effect on Thai values and culture.  Advertising and recreational activities without 
proper scrutiny may well result in the promotion of undesirable values based on 
unbridled materialism, excessive consumerism, and extravagance within Thai society, 
to say nothing of strengthening the consumerist mentality. 

 

                                                
12" Seeds of Globalization."Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 2001. © 1993-2000 Microsoft   Corporation. All rights reserved. 
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     A clear example of the dominant force of globalization and the strength of 
the international capital markets was provided by the Thai baht crisis of 1996.  The 
Bank of Thailand was unable to support the value of the baht on world currency 
markets and eventually was forced to let the baht float free.  It almost immediately fell 
to less than half its former value, although it has since risen to a level of 
approximately 60 percent (44 baht to the US dollar, as opposed to a long-standing 
supported exchange rate of 25 baht to the dollar).  The effect on the Thai economy 
was sharp, dramatic and painful.  The real estate bubble burst, non-performing loans 
at most banks rose so sharply only government intervention saved them, and the 
government was forced to seek an influx of capital through the International Monetary 
Fund or IMF. In spite of this devastating economic crisis, the process of globalization 
in Thailand seems to be proceeding unabated, as if there is no turning back the clock.  
The desire for more consumer goods has not halted, and the major shopping discount 
malls such as Big C, Macro and Lotus are continuing to spread.  At the retail level, 
modern convenience stores such as 7-Eleven have almost eliminated the older 
Chinese style shops. 

 
2.3 Various Dimensions of Consumerism 
 
            This chapter will be an exploration of consumerism from different perspectives 
within the social sciences. We will trace some of the history of its development and 
reveal the dangers manifested in the chronic purchasing of new goods and services 
with little attention paid to true need or the environmental consequences of the 
manufacture and disposal of these goods.  We will examine how consumerism is 
driven by huge sums spent on advertising that is designed to create a desire to follow 
trends.  We will also explore the links between consumerism and materialism and 
between consumerism and globalization. 
 
   To study more closely the nature of the changes in consumer behavior that 
have resulted from globalization, we need to reflect on the position of the consumer in 
society.  We will look at the phenomenon from the different perspectives of 
Sociology, Economics and Psychology.  These fields of study do not view the 
consumer in the same way, but each has some insight into the relationship between the 
consumer and the whole society and the forces that cause consumption in excess of 
needs. 
 
        2.3.1 Sociological Dimensions 
 
  One of the founding fathers of Sociology was Max Weber (1864–1920).  
Weber was an economist and social historian who was disturbed by the historical 
materialism of his contemporary, Karl Marx.  Marx held that economic forces shaped 
society, but Weber felt that this analysis ignored the effect of religion and ethical ideas 
in the structure of society. He agreed with Marx that capitalism—the rational pursuit 
of profit in business—was the predominant social force in modern European history: 

 
“The most fateful force in modern life is 
capitalism. The impulse to acquisition has existed 
always and everywhere and has in itself nothing 



Fac. of Grad. Studies, Mahidol Univ.                                Ph.D.(Religious Studies)/   27 
 

to do with capitalism.  Capitalism is the pursuit of 
profit, and forever renewed profit, by means of 
continuous, rational, capitalistic enterprise. This 
enterprise must be continuous, because in a 
capitalistic society, anyone who did not take 
advantage of opportunities for profit-making 
would be doomed to extinction(1976: 17)”. 13 

 
   However, unlike Marx, Weber argued in: The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
of Capitalism14 that religious forces played a major role in the development of 
capitalism in Europe, and then in his series The Religions of the East15 that capitalism 
did not develop in the East in spite of favorable economic conditions, also because of 
religious values. Weber maintained that the key aspect of western thought that 
permitted the rise of capitalism was rational thought; and that the rationalization of 
organizations, in both the political/administrative and economic/business realms, led 
to bureaucracies.  Bureaucratic coordination of activities is the distinctive mark of the 
modern age and is necessary for capitalism to flourish.   
 
   Bureaucracies are organized according to rational principles.  Responsibility 
is delegated to an office, not a person, and offices are ranked in hierarchical order.  
The operations of each office and the relationships between offices are characterized 
by impersonal rules.  Office holders must follow these rules or be rejected by the 
bureaucracy.  Appointments to offices are made by qualifications and ability, not by 
friendship or privilege.  The office is separated from the home, and the life of the 
office holder within the bureaucracy is not affected by life outside the bureaucracy.  
Business and personal life are separate.   
 

The driving force of capitalism is profit.  Profit is rationally pursued, and all 
income and expenditures must be tallied accurately so that profit can be calculated.  
The mechanism by which profit is obtained is investment, and investment is organized 
and managed by the bureaucracy.  Science and technology are also rational forces and 
can be used by the bureaucracy to enhance profit. Weber did not claim that all 
bureaucracies met this model of rationalization, but he did note the trend toward 
rationalization in all areas of western culture—science, religion, the military, 
government and law. 
 
 Weber focused his vision on the rational organization of society as it related to 
capitalism.  He was concerned more with production and its regulation than with 
consumption.  However, his vision of rational capitalism and a rational market 
requires rational consumers who, by the pattern of their purchasing, drive the market 
toward the optimum point of value for each purchaser.  In particular, he did not agree 
with Marx that the consumer was the “dupe” of the capitalist.  However, Weber was 
not happy with his own vision of a bureaucratic future: 

                                                
13 The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York, 1976 
14 Ibid. 
15 1920-1921, 
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“Imagine the consequences of that comprehensive 
bureaucratization and rationalization which 
already today we see approaching.  Already 
now…in all economic enterprises run on modern 
lines, rational calculation is manifest at every 
stage.  By it, the performance of each individual 
worker is mathematically measured, each man 
becomes a little cog in the machine and, aware of 
this, his one preoccupation is whether he can 
become a bigger cog…It is apparent today we are 
proceeding towards an evolution which resembles 
[the ancient kingdom of Egypt] in every detail, 
except that it is built on other foundations, on 
technically more perfect, more rationalized, and 
therefore much more mechanized foundations.  
The problem which besets us now is not: how can 
this evolution be changed? – for that is 
impossible, but: what will come of it? (1971: 
231)”.16 
 

   Weber may not have been entirely happy with what he saw happening in the 
world, but Thorstein Bunde Veblen (1857–1929), an American economist and social 
historian, took a much harsher view of the capitalistic society than did Weber.  In his 
classic work, The Theory of the Leisure Class17, he characterized the “leisure class” 
which owns factories and business enterprises, as predatory, and described them as 
parasites on society; as opposed to the “industrious classes” who produced the goods 
for their masters.  He introduced the term “conspicuous consumption”, the 
ostentatious display of wealth in order to maintain or secure rank or status in society: 

 
“Conspicuous consumption of valuable goods is a 
means of reputability to the gentleman of leisure.  
As wealth accumulates on his hands, his own 
unaided effort will not avail to sufficiently put his 
opulence in evidence by this method.  The aid of 
friends and competitors is therefore brought in by 
resorting to the giving of valuable presents and 
expensive feasts and entertainments.  Presents and 
feasts had probably another origin, that of naïve 
ostentation, but they acquired their utility for this 
purpose very early…Costly entertainments, such 

                                                
16 Coser, Lewis A.  1971.  Masters of Sociological Thought: Ideas in Historical and Social Context,   
     second edition.  New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.   
17 Veblen, Thorstein, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions, Macmillan,   
     New York, 1902 
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as the potlatch or the ball, are peculiarly adapted 
to serve this end. (1902: 72)”18 

 
   In his analysis of the business enterprise,19 Thorstein explained that the 
motive of business is pecuniary gain, with the aim and usual outcome being the 
concentration of wealth in the hands of the few.  Men whose aim is not the increase of 
possessions do not go into business, particularly not on an independent footing.  He 
noted that the mechanization of industry had permitted great wealth to be extracted 
from the production of trade goods.  Before the modern age, business enterprise on 
any large scale commonly took the form of commercial business—merchandizing or 
banking.  He pointed out that shipping was the only form of business that necessitated 
a considerable investment in extensive mechanical appliances and equipment but that 
shipping was really an extension of merchandizing. 
 
  What had emerged in the industrial era was a new class of wealthy factory 
owners, and these people were using their wealth in a conspicuous way to demonstrate 
their place in the social structure.  Thorstein was perhaps the first theorist to point out 
the shift in consumer motivation.  Goods and services are not only consumed for their 
immediate benefit, but also for the tertiary benefits of status and power.  Where before 
this ostentatious display had been for the benefit of kings and despots, now it was the 
common prerogative of the emerging wealthy class.  After Thorstein’s death in 1929, 
and with the advent of the Great Depression and the World War that followed and 
government interventions in the form of income tax and monopoly regulations, much 
of the arrogant display of wealth of the 1920’s diminished.  However, “keeping up 
with the Joneses” became a feature of American life in the 1950’s, and many say it is 
very much a part of the modern and globalized world. 
 
  Theodor Adorno (1903–1969) was a German born musician and social 
philosopher.  He was a member of the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, both in 
America during the Nazi regime and later in Frankfurt from 1953, becoming director 
of the Institute in 1959.  The members of the Frankfurt Institute based much of their 
work on the earlier analysis of Karl Marx; in fact, members of this group are often 
referred to as “Western Marxists”.  Adorno himself was much concerned with the 
theory of aesthetics and held that science in general, and the “scientific method” in 
particular, should be treated with the greatest suspicion.  His main interest was in the 
relationship between the arts and culture, specifically the role of mass media in dulling 
the public sensibility: 

 
         Adorno argued that capitalism fed people 
with the products of a 'culture industry'—the 
opposite of 'true' art—to keep them passively 
satisfied and politically apathetic.  
         Adorno saw that capitalism had not become 
more precarious or close to collapse, as Marx had 

                                                
18 Ibid.  
19 Veblen, Thorstein, The Theory of Business Enterprise, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York, 1904 
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predicted. Instead, it had seemingly become more 
entrenched. Where Marx had focused on 
economics, Adorno placed emphasis on the role 
of culture in securing the status quo.  
Popular culture was identified as the reason for 
people's passive satisfaction and lack of interest in 
overthrowing the capitalist system.  
         Adorno suggested that culture industries 
churn out a debased mass of unsophisticated, 
sentimental products which have replaced the 
more 'difficult' and critical art forms which might 
lead people to actually question social life.  
False needs are cultivated in people by the culture 
industries. These are needs which can be both 
created and satisfied by the capitalist system, and 
which replace people's 'true' needs - freedom, full 
expression of human potential and creativity, 
genuine creative happiness. Commodity fetishism 
(promoted by the marketing, advertising and 
media industries) means that social relations and 
cultural experiences are objectified in terms of 
money. We are delighted by something because of 
how much it cost.20  

 
   According to Adorno’s view of society21 the world has been so thoroughly 
determined by the advance of technology that the corresponding social relations that 
once defined capitalism—the transformation of living labour into commodities and 
therein the opposition of classes—is becoming irrelevant.  As an example, he pointed 
out similarities in terms of living standards and class-consciousness between the cold 
war United States and Russia.  In spite of opposing views on the social order, 
capitalism vs. communism, there was in fact less class difference within these two 
countries than in the first decades after the industrial revolution.  In his cultural 
criticism, Adorno claims there was an important difference between ‘essence’ and 
‘appearance’, and he was deeply disturbed by what he saw as the superficial nature of 
appearance in modern capitalist society.  He held that the contemporary social 
structure is not rational, as Weber would have it, but inherently irrational.  Goods and 
commodities—the things people consume and the things they display to show their 
wealth—are only images.  Commodities hide the truth of their illusory nature behind 
their appearance; the truth of the ‘phantasmagoria’ of commodity production is that 
we are not free.  We have restrictive forms of thought and action forced upon us by 
the existing social conditions of capitalist production. 

 

                                                
20 http://www.theory.org.us/adorno 
21 Theodor Adorno, Late Capitalism or Industrial Society? Opening Address to the 16th German    
    Sociological Conference, Translation by Dennis Redmond, 2001.    
     http://www.efn.org/~derdmond/AdornoSozAddr.pdf 
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“Without the masses, and indeed precisely 
because of their social integration, having any 
more control over their social destiny than 
120 years ago; they lack not only class solidarity, 
but also the full consciousness of this, that they 
are objects and not subjects of social processes, 
which nevertheless animate them as subjects”22 

 
   In fact, the model of capitalism, in Adorno’s view, never applied as purely as 
its liberal apologists wished to think.  The supposed rationality of the market, the 
negotiation between the consumer on one hand and the producer on the other over the 
price of goods, ‘mediation’ in Adorno’s terms, is a myth.  Capitalism does not give 
rise to freedom, but rather to the illusion of freedom.  What looks like freedom is the 
forced sameness that results from the forces of technological change or elements of 
bureaucratic organization.   
 

“Everything is one. The totality of the process of 
mediation, in truth that of the exchange-principle, 
produces a second and deceptive immediacy.  It 
makes it possible for that which is separate and 
antagonistic to be, against its own appearance, 
forgotten or to be repressed from consciousness. 
 
This consciousness of society is however an 
illusion, because it represents the consequences of 
technological and organizational homogenization, 
but nonetheless fails to see that this 
homogenization is not truly rational, but remains 
itself subordinated itself to a blind, irrational 
nomothetism [Gesetzmaessigkeit: lawfulness, 
juridicality].  No truly total subject of society yet 
exists.  
 
The mere appearance ought to be formulated as 
follows, that everything socially existent today is 
so thoroughly mediated, that even the moment of 
mediation is itself distorted by the totality.”23  

 
  Adorno also notes the importance of mass media in shaping a homogeneous 

world view and a common understanding amongst the population.  This same mass 
media is the chief marketing tool of those who would sell to the consumer, carrying 
advertising for the mass market.  Advertising is not limited to information about a 
product that leads to a rational purchase; it is designed specifically to arouse a desire 
and interest in purchasing the product. Thus, the rational consumer of Weber is, with 

                                                
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
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the spread of affluence and globalization, becoming the conspicuous consumer of 
Thorstein.  Adorno further suggests that the consumer is fooled and lulled into easy 
acceptance of the status quo and is not nearly as free or as rational as one might think. 

 
             However, according to sociological dimension, one of the most frequently 
used illustrations of the sociological perspective is the theoretical discussions on how 
consumerism is promoted by the mass media. A lot of examples is used to illustrate 
the sociological perspective to understand the social current events such as the 
development of the major technologies of mass communication (printing, 
photography, telephone, radio, film, televisions and video); the relationship between 
media and macro-structures like economics and politics; how and why the media 
present society's members and activities in stereotypical formats and with what 
consequences; the problem of media effects; the impact of media on a wide range of 
social activities; the significance of global media systems; and the social implications 
of changing technologies of new media. 
 
      2.3.2 Economical Dimensions 
 

  Bartering for goods, including paying with tokens such as money, is at least 
as old as the village market, and the production of simple items of trade is almost as 
old as that.  As we look at different economic theories and their application to our 
interest in the consumer and consumerism, we must keep in mind that people have 
been happily buying things since the dawn of history without worrying about theories 
of economics.  As George Soule pointed out, “In real life, economic activity is for the 
purpose of survival.  It began long before there was any attempt to theorize about the 
phenomena which arise from this activity” (1958: 7).24  During the 19th century and 
the early part of the 20th century until the Great Depression, Classical theory25 held 
sway in economic circles.  Classical theories held that if markets work freely and 
nothing prevents their rapid clearing, then the economy prospers.  The role of 
government was to protect and ensure the free operation of the market using ‘supply-
side’ policies and a balanced budget, and, specifically, that the government should not 
interfere with the market to stimulate demand. 
 

  Classical economists tend to agree with Say’s Law of Markets26, which holds 
that the danger of either unemployment or a glut of goods in the market is negligible 
in a truly competitive market; because the system is auto-correcting.  Supply creates 
its own demand.  If there were, for example, a large group of unemployed—an over 
supply of labour—then wages would tend to drop because of competition for scarce 
jobs.  With falling labour costs, goods and services become cheaper.  As goods 
become cheaper, demand for them increases so production must increase.  As 
production increases, there is a demand for more labour until a market equilibrium is 
reached. 

                                                
24 George Soule, Ideas of the Great Economists, a Mentor Book, USA, 1958. 
25 Walter Eltis, the Classical Theory of Economic Growth, 2nd edition, Palgrave Publishers Ltd,   
     Basingstoke, England. October 2000.  According to Eltis, the classical theorists include Fançois  
     Quesnay, Adam Smith, Robert Malthus, David Ricardo and Karl Marx. 
26 Named after French economist Jean Baptiste Say 
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Unemployment 
(a surplus of 
labour) 

⇒⇒ A fall in 
wages ⇒⇒ 

Falling 
prices and 
Increased 
demand 

⇒⇒ 
Need for 
more 
labour 

⇒⇒ 
Market 
equilibrium 
restored 

 
  The classical theorists take a view of the consumer much like that of Weber.  

He is a rational consumer in a rational and free market.  However, classical economic 
theorists had great trouble explaining why the Great Depression of the 1930’s kept 
getting worse and worse.  There was massive unemployment and a huge supply of 
surplus labour, but the market did not correct itself. 
 

  John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946), a British economist who studied the 
failure of the market system during the depression, published his ideas in The General 
Theory of Employment, Interest & Money, in 1936.  Keynes suggested that there was 
no market mechanism to automatically recover from a depression, and that the fear of 
job loss was so high that savings were being hoarded rather than being re-invested in 
the market in the form of purchases or direct investment.  This hoarding prevented the 
neat circular flow of money that is needed to correct the market imbalance.  
Consumers were not buying goods, even at cheaper prices, and business had no 
money to invest in new technologies, increase inventories, or build new installations. 
His solution was for the government to intervene on the demand side of the market.  
Considered the father of ‘macroeconomics’, Keynes shifted the focus from the simple 
market balance model to that of the ‘aggregate demand’ for goods and services, the 
total combined spending of the private, business and government sectors.  If demand 
in the private and business sectors was too low, it followed that the government itself 
should increase demand.  In the case of a market slow-down, reduced interest rates 
and easy credit might be sufficient.  However, in the case of a major depression, 
Keynes felt that the proper job of government was to promote employment by 
spending massively on public works and/or by providing direct subsidies to the 
affected groups, running a deficit budget as necessary.  When the economy recovered, 
the government could recoup its investment, pay off its debt, and return to a balanced 
budget. 
 

  In both the United States and Great Britain, Keynes’ theories supported the 
actions already being taken by both governments to pull their respective countries out 
of the Great Depression.  The combined effect of the ‘New Deal’ policies of the 
Roosevelt administration in the U.S. and the economic surge caused by wartime 
production in a country whose territory was not directly attacked during World War II, 
produced a huge post-war economic boom in the U.S.  Consumers returned to the 
market in force. Television, which had existed before the war in several small, almost 
experimental forms27, developed rapidly after 1946.  Television was a much more 
powerful media for advertising than radio, and the advent of color television in the 
early 1950’s made it even more effective.  The “American Dream”, that every family 
had a house and every house had a television inside and a new car parked outside, 
became a reality for millions.   Economic recovery in America was complete, 
                                                
27 Public broadcasting of television started in England in 1936, and in the USA in 1939, but had   
     limited impact. 
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Keynesian economics seemed vindicated, and the consumer was king, at least that is 
what the advertising agencies wanted the mass market to believe. 
 

  Keynesian theory suggested that when the economy recovers, the government 
should recoup its investment in public works and return to a balanced budget.  
However, a number of forces caused the governments in the United States and many 
other countries to continue running a deficit budget.  In democracies, an easy election 
promise is to lower taxes while providing even more in health and social support.  The 
rapidly growing civil service of Public Health and Education, supported in part by 
public demand for government services and a general feeling of prosperity, 
contributed to a continuing budget deficit, as did the huge spending on defense 
prompted by the ‘cold war’ between the western democracies and the soviet block.  
The ‘oil crisis’ of the late 1970’s28 exacerbated the trend and had a dramatic effect on 
non-oil producing countries all over the world.  The result was huge budget deficits in 
most western nations, a staggering public debt, and rampant inflation.  The United 
States was typical of this trend: 

 
“Not since the late 1960s has the annual federal 
budget shown a surplus. By the early 1980s, 
annual budget deficits routinely exceeded $100 
billion.  The gross federal debt more than 
quadrupled from $994 billion in 1981 to more 
than $4 trillion in 1992; by the early 1990s, the 
annual payment on this debt amounted to about 
$200 billion, more than 13 percent of the total 
budget.”

29
 

 
 Once more the economy was in crisis. Inflation was eating away at the 

savings of the elderly, and weaknesses in the Keynesian approach seemed obvious.  A 
new solution was required. 
 

  Milton Friedman (1912– ) is an American economist and proponent of 
economic monetarism and liberal democratic thinking.  As early as 1956 Friedman 
was advocating careful control of the supply of money through government control of 
interest rates (1969: 53-67).30  He also did much work with the “Expectations-
Augmented Philips Curve”.  The Philips curve, the work of economist A. W. Philips, 
suggested that any government could choose to control inflation or provide full 
employment, but could not accomplish both simultaneously.  Friedman suggested that 
the key to successful management of the economy lay in minimum government 

                                                
28 The price of oil went from about 2 US dollars per barrel in 1973, to nearly 40 dollars a barrel by     
     mid 1981, primarily as a result of the successful campaign of OPEC nations to increase prices by  
     restricting  the supply to the market 
29

"Budget.” Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 2001. © 1993-2000 Microsoft Corporation.   
     All  rights reserved. 
30 Milton Friedman, The Optimum Quantity Theory of Money and Other Essays,  (The Quantity   
    Theory of Money, a Restatement, in Studies in the Quantity Theory of Money, ed. M. Friedman.    
    Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  1956.), Macmillan, 1969. 
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intervention with the activities of the free market and slow but sustained control of the 
money supply through the interest rate.  Friedman’s ideas of sustained monetary 
policy found favor during the 1980s with the conservative-minded governments of 
Ronald Reagan in the U.S. and Margaret Thatcher in England.  Both politicians 
reflected the public’s mood of unease with the growing deficit and a grudging 
acceptance of the necessity for strict budget control.  Both governments started a 
general trend toward a reduction in the size and scope of government and an 
approximate return to the earlier free-market approach of classical economics, 
however, with government control of the monetary system.  Governments in both 
England and the U.S. accepted the necessity of very high interest rates to reduce 
inflation and accepted the resulting high unemployment caused both by private lay-
offs and a calculated campaign of public-service lay-offs and privatization of what 
formerly had been public services.   In a general trend, governments all over the 
western world slowly returned to a balanced budget and general economic health. 
 

   Another contributor to the understanding of economic recovery from the 
forces of inflation was the Austrian economist Ludwig Von Mises.  Mises is one of 
the leading proponents of the ‘over-investment’ theory; which suggests that the 
instability in business cycles is the logical result of expanding production to the point 
that less effective and efficient resources and methods are used.  At that point, prices 
must rise, and if the public refuses to buy at the higher price a market correction in the 
form of lay-offs and rising unemployment is inevitable.  Mises points out the 
independent nature of economic study: 

 
“Economics is the youngest of all sciences. In the 
last two hundred years it is true, many new 
sciences have emerged from the disciplines 
familiar to the ancient Greeks. However, what 
happened here was merely that parts of 
knowledge which had already found their place in 
the complex of the old system of learning now 
became autonomous… But economics opened to 
human science a domain previously inaccessible 
and never thought of.  The discovery of a 
regularity in the sequence and interdependence of 
market phenomena went beyond the limits of the 
traditional system of learning. It conveyed 
knowledge which could be regarded neither as 
logic, mathematics, psychology, physics, nor 
biology. (1961: 1)” 31 

 
              However, Mises is careful to recognize the limitations on human actions—the 
physical-physiological, the psychological and what he calls the praxeological 
(economic): 
 
                                                
31 Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A treatise on Economics, 3 rd Revised Edition, Contemporary    
     Books, Inc. Chicago, 1966.  
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“Man's freedom to choose and to act is restricted 
in a threefold way. There are first the physical 
laws to whose unfeeling absoluteness man must 
adjust his conduct if he wants to live. There are 
second the individual's innate constitutional 
characteristics and dispositions and the operation 
of environmental factors; we know that they 
influence both the choice of the ends and that of 
the means, although our cognizance of the mode 
of their operation is rather vague.  There is finally 
the regularity of phenomena with regard to the 
interconnectedness of means and ends, viz., the 
praxeological law as distinct from the physical 
and from the physiological law (1961: 885).”32 
 

Mises also pointed out that: 
 
 “The only goal of production is to provide for the 
satisfaction of wants, that is, consumption.  The 
eminence of the market economy is to be seen in 
the fact that all production activities are ultimately 
directed by the consumers.  Man is sovereign in 
his capacity as a consumer (1961: 885).”33 

 
  By the late 1990’s, the consumer was still ‘king’, but the king had learned to 

accept the necessity of paying for public services through taxation.  Originally, 
consumer protection movements had produced a mass of government regulations on 
product standards, with direct government intervention.  Now, there was broad 
acceptance of these standards without the need for so much direct governmental 
control.  The electorate—in essence the consumers of politics—had finally reacted to 
economic necessity and allowed the reduction in government services required by 
balanced budgets with tolerable levels of taxation.  The mass market and the electorate 
also merged in the sense that political parties became very sophisticated in using 
advertising to ‘sell’ their appeal to the electorate.  However, as Adorno pointed out, 
the consumer and electorate as ‘king’, may be more illusion than reality, for the mass 
market is the battle-ground of the advertiser. 

 
In conclusion, according to economical dimensions, all over the world, the 

situation of individualistic whims and practices is becoming the universal rule. 
Competition, business, money, consumerism are breaking down the traditional values 
which are stimulating the emergence of a new cultural model such as, positively, the 
role of  government to develop and help for building alternative futures. The 
government has to work with all the other institutions of society as a joint undertaking 
making aware that the survival of one really depends on the survival of the others. 
                                                
32 Ibid.   
33 Ibid.  
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Negatively, the differential growth has been set on a market economy. The current 
environment is upset since the economy has taken world-wide dimensions. The world 
of labor is split; unemployment is increasing. The public democracy creates social, 
ethnic, even sexual tensions. Moreover, the disparity in income levels between the 
developed states and the developing countries has made these last the most attractive 
destinations for tourists, thus leading to a social, psychological, ecological and 
economical dislocation. 

 
         2.3.3 Psychological Dimensions 
 

  Sociology looks at broad social forces and trends, and economics studies the 
market system and the flow of money, but buying something is in essence an 
individual decision. Understanding the motivation that lies behind any action, such as 
a purchase, is the general study of the field of psychology: the scientific study of the 
relationship between behavior and the mind.  The roots of psychological study go 
back at least to the Greek philosophers, but modern psychology as a discipline arose 
only at the end of the 19th century.  Early work in the field was closely linked to 
physiology, and much psychology is very biological in its interpretation of human 
behavior.  The pioneering work of Sigmund Freud can be seen in this light: 
 

“Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of 
personality is the cornerstone of modern 
psychology. This theory was built on the premise 
that unconscious needs or drives, especially 
sexual and other biological drives, are at the heart 
of human motivation and personality (1994: 
128).” 34   

 
  Psychology, like Economics, has experienced a continual development, with 

different schools of thought gradually merging into a composite whole.  The problem 
of the study of the mind, especially the subconscious, is that it is very difficult to 
measure or directly observe.  Proponents of the behaviorist school wanted to note only 
the conditions and then the response of human behavior.  Humanists like Abraham 
Maslow developed a theory of behavior based on human needs but extended Freud’s 
rather narrow definition to include ‘self actualization’, the fulfillment of self-image 
and standing within a social group.  Maslow’s classification of the hierarchy of needs 
is often used in the study of motivation: 
 

“The American psychologist Abraham Maslow 
devised a six-level hierarchy of motives that, 
according to his theory, determine human 
behavior.  Maslow ranks human needs as follows: 
(1) physiological; (2) security and safety; (3) love 
and feelings of belonging; (4) competence, 

                                                
34 Leong Schiffman & Leslie Lazar Kanuk, Consumer Behavior, 5th ed. Prentice Hall International    
     Edition, New jersey, USA, 1994. 
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prestige, and esteem; (5) self-fulfillment; and 
(6) curiosity and the need to understand.”

35
 

  
  Modern Psychology has itself divided into many sub-fields, but the one of 

most interest to this study is the psychology of consumer behavior. 
 

“The term consumer behavior refers to the 
behavior that consumers display in searching for, 
purchasing, using, evaluating, and disposing of 
products and services that they expect will satisfy 
their needs. The study of consumer behavior is the 
study of how individuals make decisions to spend 
their available resources (time, money, effort) on 
consumption-related items. It includes the study 
of what they buy, why they buy it, when they buy 
it, where they buy it, and how often they use it 
(2001: 7).”36 

 
  People buy things for both internal and external reasons.  As human beings 

we have needs from which the internal pressure to consume comes.  Here the 
heirarchy  proposed by Maslow is very usful.  We must fulfill our psysiological needs 
or we will die.  All other purchasing is usually suspended until these needs are met.  
Once we have food and water, we must make sure we are not threatened by forces 
from without, including natural forces like the weather.  Clothing and shelter come 
very high on our needs list, as does the security of our family and relatives from 
threats by other groups, tribes or nations.  However, external factors impinge on our 
buying decisions.  Our need for prestige and esteem opens us to influences from our 
family and peers and, indirectly, to advertising.  These external factors may cause us 
to purchase things more quickly, purchase more than we need, or purchase a certain 
kind of item because of its perceived status or ‘fashion’.  The strength of advertising is 
even such that it can deflect us from one purchasing decision and/or cause us to 
purchase before we have an actual need, or at a price higher than we can really afford. 
 

  Advertising tends to appeal to all our needs, often more than one need at one 
time.  Cosmetics are displayed on beautiful models who are dressed in high fashion 
and exhibiting a wonderful life style.  Beer drinkers in commercials are young and 
energetic, enjoying the time of their life; never old, ugly or drunk.   By the late 1980’s 
many became highly critical of the advertising industry and the way it distorts reality.  
Martha Nussbaum wrote: 

 
“Advertising simplifies us, when I think what we 
want to do is to become more aware of 
complexity, nuance, and the complicated 
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messiness of human situations.  Advertising gives 
us a simple, two-second message in language that 
has to be grasped right away, whereas the great 
works of literature draw us into a complex, highly 
textured language that is much more adequate for 
a grasp of ethical reality (1989: 459).” 37 

 
  The consumer may, indeed, be ‘king’, sovereign in the market, but an 

uneducated consumer is essentially defenseless against the deluge of advertising.  
Advertising surrounds us; it is in our morning newspaper, on the radio as we drive to 
work, on billboards alongside the road and inside the bus, in the magazines we read, 
and most especially on the television we watch.  What is needed is a form of 
consumer education so that at a minimum the consumer is aware of how his desires 
are being tugged and manipulated.  Further, in many societies such as Thailand, even 
though there is a campaign to promote Thai goods, it is necessary to convince the Thai 
consuming public of the value and worth of goods manufactured locally.  Price and 
quality being equal, many Thai still choose foreign imports and “name brands” over 
locally produced products.  
 

  In summary, our understanding of the way in which the process of trade 
shapes and molds society is assisted by all of the social sciences, including, in 
particular, Sociology, Economics and Psychology.  From Sociology we gain the 
knowledge of the way in which capitalism has shaped our modern society.  From 
Economics we gain a more abstract view of the flow of money and the way the market 
works through the business cycle to shape the economic health of nations.  Finally, of 
key importance is the work of the psychologists, who are striving to understand the 
mechanisms that lead to consumers’ purchasing decisions. 

 
Significantly, consumerism  is usually concerned with the negative aspects 

associated with the excessive consumption of goods—that is with the negative 
connotation as given above.  In this sense, consumerism is not related to the basic 
needs of people or to quality of life, but rather that it is a force that feeds on itself, 
especially in the way a commercialized "quality of life" is depicted in the mass media.   
They posit that a genuine quality of life is dependent on a healthy, accessible, green 
environment and suggest these elements have received too little emphasis.  They 
predict that our culture will become even more consumer-oriented in the future.  
Commercialism, spurred on by increased competition, will seek more ways to invade 
our personal space and consciousness. 
 

  Many feel that the negative aspects of consumerism are, in fact, linked to the 
other connotation of consumer protection and consumer power.  Once the buying 
power of the consumer was recognized as the engine of the economy, clearly the path 
to economic growth was more consumption. However, consumerism, from 
psychological point of view, is an extra-personal relationship, one that is outwardly 
personal, having a relation with the surface or exterior and focused on the physical 
                                                
37 Betty Sue Flowers Editor, Bill Moyers: A World of Ideas, Published by Doubleday, New York,  
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self rather than on the mind or spirit.   In other words, consumerism is a way of 
defining the self in relationship to others.  These extra-personal relationships focus on 
things or on people as things and the extra-personal relationship is a new type of 
relationship that results from, or is a symptom of, the pervasiveness of consumerism 
in human society.    

 
              However, the history of consumerism shows a relationship between changes 
in culture and changes in consumption patterns.  These changes involve a move away 
from communal values toward individualism and materialism. The effects of this are 
seen or felt in the relationship between desire or need and the pursuit of meaning.  For 
many, the pursuit of happiness has become the pursuit of goods, and consumerism is 
their new religion.   The purchase of any commodity gives the consumer a positive 
satisfaction; however, the satisfaction derived from additional purchases of the same 
commodity declines as the consumer’s supply of that commodity increases; and with a 
given amount of money to spend, the consumer distributes the expenditure among 
commodities to maximize the total satisfaction or utility attainable from all those 
purchases. 

 
2.4 Expressions of Consumerism in Thai Society 
 

  Thailand’s contacts with the greater world, and hence the start of its path 
toward globalization, probably began when the Thai state was formed.  Certainly by 
the time of the Ayutthaya kingdoms, ships from many nations were able to sail up the 
Chao Phraya river to trade with the Thai.  Early visitors were from the surrounding 
countries of China, Japan, India and Persia, but the Europeans had arrived by the late 
1500s.  From these small seeds, the roots of globalization started to penetrate every 
aspect of Thai life.  As a small but significant example, the chili, today so closely 
associated with Thai cooking that many Thai’s regard it as an indigenous plant, was 
introduced from South American by the Portuguese.   

 
  The pace of globalization increased significantly as the European powers 

fought over territory in the late 17th and 18th centuries.  By then the Ayutthaya 
kingdom had fallen to Burmese invasion, and a new center of government had been 
established in Bangkok by the Chakri dynasty.  Since then, many historians divide the 
history of Thailand’s relations with the outside world into three periods: a long period 
of English (and some French) influence, followed by shorter periods of first U.S. and 
then mixed U.S. and Japanese influence. 
 

  The fourth king of the Chakri dynasty, known as Rama the fourth, or King 
Mongkut, loosened trade restrictions with the outside world and signed treaties with 
many of the European powers.  This was a delicate balancing act. France was on one 
side in Laos, and England to the south and west in Burma and Malaysia.  In 1855 
King Mongkut signed the Bowring Treaty with England, which served as a model for 
treaties with several other nations.  In these treaties, Thailand gave up considerable 
powers, including extraterritorial rights, to Britain.  However, Thailand escaped 
colonization. The Bowring Treaty opened the doors wide for western trade and 
influence into Thailand.  As Neils Mulder comments: 
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“So, while the Bowring Treaty stands at the 
beginning of Thailand’s gradual involvement in 
the world economic system, it also signals the 
entry into participation in the world-wide 
circulation of ideas, of a dawning awareness of 
events going on elsewhere in the world, and of the 
first devising of strategies to cope with global 
political developments, above all the 
encroachment of the European colonial powers in 
Southeast Asia. All this comes clearly into focus 
during the reign of Mongkut’s successor, King 
Chulalongkorn (2000: 5).” 38 

 
  At that time Thailand was still a feudal and agricultural society, with all 

political and administrative power centered in the King.   The King had many wives 
and a large family, which helped provide sons to act as ministers of state.  King 
Mongkut was remarkably well educated; adept in Sanskrit, Pali, Latin and English; 
and well versed in the western sciences, especially Astronomy.  The changes and 
modernizations that he initiated, including establishment of a printing press and basic 
educational reforms, bore fruit in the reign of his son, King Chulalongkorn. 
 

  Rama the fifth, King Chulalongkorn, reigned from 1868 to 1910, ushering 
Thailand into the 20th century at the height of Victorian English power.  The industrial 
revolution was long established in Europe, and the second phase of mass production 
was about to start in the U.S.  Change in Thailand was influenced both by these 
outside sources and by the direct will of the King. The King, who had had western 
tutors as a child, broke with tradition by traveling abroad to see the world for himself, 
including taking a trip to Europe in 1876.  He started construction of a railway system, 
founded the postal system, abolished the feudal slave system, and required his subjects 
to adopt western-style last names.  Many feel his deliberate desire to modernize and 
even westernize the country was prompted by his fears of Thailand falling to one of 
the colonial powers that surrounded her.  He continued the strong alliance with 
England started during the Bowring Treaty, but carefully invited other European 
powers and the United States into the country as a balance. 
 

  The establishment of the printing press, the railways and a postal system 
facilitated the spread of western ideas and culture throughout the country.  As trade 
with the outside world increased and capitalism began to replace feudalism, Thailand 
started developing economically along the world model.   Partially as a result of this 
development, Thailand was among the Asian countries strongly affected by the 
general world depression which started in 1929.  By 1930, times were hard, and there 
was growing dissatisfaction with the monarchist system.  A coup lead by European-
educated civilians and army officers overthrew the monarchy in 1932 and established 
a new democratic government.  During the next 25 years the industrialization and 
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urbanization of Thailand accelerated, albeit with mixed results, as pointed out by 
Doner and Ramsey: 

 
“With the 1932 overthrow of the absolute 
monarchy, there developed a more nationalist 
approach to development, revolving around the 
need for state intervention to stimulate industry 
and to improve the lot of the farming majority. 
The result was poorly developed policies 
promoting non-agricultural employment and 
investment by ethnic Thais.  These policies led to 
limited investments by the state and its 
enterprises.  It also saw renewed efforts to 
establish and consolidate domestic banks.  Indeed, 
the period between 1932 and 1957 saw almost all 
of the domestic commercial banks that existed 
through until the 1990s established (Doner and 
Ramsey: 1997: 245 cited from Kevin Hewison: 
2001: 4–5).”39 

 
  The second phase of economic development in modern Thailand happened 

when the United States became the dominant outside influence in Thailand after the 
end of the Second World War.  A series of post-war governments with very strong 
military ties kept Thailand firmly onside with the U.S. struggle against the spread of 
communism.  The organization of the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO) 
in 1954, only two months after the French agreement to withdraw from Vietnam, was 
an attempt to consolidate the anti-communist forces under U.S. leadership (1997). 40  
 

  During this period, Thailand benefited from considerable U.S. investment and 
the establishment of U.S. military bases within the country.  The presence of large 
numbers of American soldiers within Thailand and the development of Pattaya as a 
“rest and relaxation”, or R&R, port for American soldiers fighting in Vietnam, 
increased the penetration of western ideas into Thai life.  Although there had always 
been prostitution in Thailand, bars sprang up wherever the young soldiers were, to 
provide both alcohol and girls in a typical western mode of prostitution. With the end 
of the Vietnam War in 1975, Thailand’s role as a military staging base and R&R 
center greatly shrank.  However, tourism began to fill the void left by the departing 
American soldiers, and many of the bars remained.  As the U.S. withdrew from the 
region, Japan stepped in, and the third phase of economic development began. Foreign 
investment from Europe and America continued, but investment from Japan surged.  
Thailand became a manufacturing center of electronic parts and equipment, including 
computers; an industry in which Japan had a very strong presence.  As manufacturing 
became more expensive in Japan as a result of the strength of the Yen in world 
                                                
39 Cited from Kevin Hewison, Pathways to Recovery: Bankers, Business and nationalism in Thailand,  
    Southeast Asia Research center, City University of Hong Kong, 2001. 
40 The Royal Thai Embassy, Washington, D.C.,Thai-U.S. Relations,  
    1997(<http://www.thaiembdc.org>) 
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markets, the Japanese started to look for foreign partners in countries with lower 
labour costs.  Thailand was a favored destination: 

 
“Due to the appreciation of the yen, Japanese 
companies vigorously moved into Thailand in 
the1980s. Presently more than 1,000 Japanese 
companies are registered at the Japanese Chamber 
of Commerce in Bangkok. 39.9 percent of all 
direct investment in Thailand is coming from 
Japan (based on the 1997 figure approved by the 
Board of Investment), a total amount which is 
larger than that of any other country's”.41 

 
   Thailand and Japan have become close trading partners, although there is a 

net trade imbalance as Thailand buys more goods, especially consumer electronics and 
cars, than it exports: 

 
    “As of March 1998, 15% of Thailand's total 
exports was for Japan and 24% of the country's 
imports was from Japan. Thailand has suffered an 
adverse trade balance because the country largely 
depends on imports for most of their intermediate 
and capital goods, which are serving for Thai 
export.  Since the beginning of 1996, however, 
Thai imports from Japan have been decreasing 
due to the economic slowdown, so the trade 
imbalance between the two countries is now 
becoming smaller.”42  

 
   Recently there has been some reaction within Thailand against the possible 
domination of the country by Japanese firms, and the tax concessions the government 
has used to assist Japanese investment within Thailand43.  The recent economic 
downturn has quieted such protest, as has the shift of much of the computer industry 
to countries with lower production costs than those of Thailand. 
 

  For a very long time, Thailand was an agricultural and rural society, and 
agriculture is still an important export earner.  However agriculture is now only 
13 percent of the GDP, with industry at 40 percent and the services sector at 
47 percent.44  The shift from an agricultural economy to an industrial one can be seen 

                                                
41 (http://www.mofa.go.ip/region/asia-paci/thailand) 
42 Ibid 
43 Chinvanno Chulacheep and Teambunlertchai, Somsak. 1993 cite from Stephen Nicholas, Japanese   
     Multinationals in Thailand: The Impact of Incentives on the Location Decision, (paper presented to   
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in the value of exports, which rank, in order, from computer and computer parts, to 
textiles, integrated circuits and finally rice.  Regardless of this shift in economy, much 
of the social organization of the country is rooted in its agricultural past.   

 
     The importance of agriculture to Thailand is evident, considering the sector 

absorbs approximately 60 percent of national employment and the majority of Thais 
continue to draw their principal income from agriculture.  During the economic boom 
preceding the baht crisis of 1996, and driven by the rapid growth of the financial sector 
and bank credit on the back of strong and persistent capital inflows; the rural economy 
of Thailand became more industrialized and monitized.  With the need for new and 
modern equipment, chemical fertilizers and pesticides, bank credit became much more 
important in the production of agriculture.  In the past, because of the high risk and low 
returns inherent in the farm sector, the flow of bank credit to agriculture had not been 
large relative to that sector’s importance to the economy.  As a result, the flow of credit 
to agriculture had to be sustained by special governmental directives in the form of 
rural credit policies. 

 
     In parallel, there was also a greater presence of non-formal agricultural credit 

as an important supplement to credit from the banking system (Somsak 
Wongpanyathavorn : 1999).  The result was that that many Thai farmers became 
heavily indebted, sold or lost their land as a result of mortgage foreclosures, and did 
have not enough liquid cash reserves to plant a new crop. Suthep Sanmonkol (1999) 
studied the formation of the "Debt Relation" of Cash Crop Peasants at Mae-Ai District, 
Chiang Mai Province.  He investigated the rural peasants' debts, which had steadily 
increased to the extent that 84.34 percent of rural peasants across the country were 
indebted.  In addition, this problem has periodically been raised as a social issue and 
submitted to the government to find an effective means for its solution.  Suthep added 
that this cash squeeze necessitates the farming households to attempt another way out 
by becoming wage laborers in off-farm employment, or those who have already 
shouldered a big burden of indebtedness might run away from their debts. Thus, the 
rural heartland of Thailand is suffering a debt crisis. At the same time, Thai values and 
culture, especially for those resident in large cities, is under stress from the exposure to 
the forces of globalization and westernization.   

 
     Chatthip Nartsupha has closely studied the economics of rural Thai society.  

He points out that agricultural life required close cooperation for success and was 
regulated by the seasons.  There was a communal sharing of land, a time for work, 
and, equally, a time for relaxation and pleasure (1999: 10). 45  Of considerable 
importance, Thai society is Buddhist, and the wat was, and is, the center of village 
life, as well as, formerly, the center of education.  Temples up-country have always 
been leaders in social development (1984: 75),46 and the steady pace of seasonal 
agricultural work gave the farmers plenty of time to celebrate their religious life.  
During planting time they are very busy in the fields, but there is plenty of time before 
and after harvest for religious life. The wat and the close cooperation required by the 
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agricultural life formed strong and close-knit communities.  Villagers took part in the 
administration of the temples (1977: 19),47 and the center of trade and commerce—the 
market—was usually located near or beside the temple. 
 

  The industrialization and urbanization that have come with globalization have 
changed this bucolic picture.  The demands of the factory and modern business know 
no season; work is an eight-hour-a-day, five- or six-day-a-week regimen.  School is no 
longer centered at the wat, the market is along the street, and holidays are restricted to 
a few long weekends during the year plus some few weeks off at the discretion of the 
business management.  Coinciding with these changes in work habits has been an 
influx of new ideas and attitudes, many of which clash with the original Thai values.  

 
  This process has not been accidental.  The Thai government has actively been 

shifting the Thai economy away from agriculture and into industry since the 1960’s48.  
The strict time demands of industrial production and the introduction of machinery 
into the agricultural sector have changed life forever.  Farmers now use machines to 
plow the fields and harvest the rice.  They travel by car and pick-up truck instead of 
by cart.  They eat pre-packaged food and shop at the local supermarket, as well as the 
traditional outside market.  They have machine-made clothes to wear, and they use 
concrete, bricks and mortar instead of wood to build their houses and barns.  At night 
they turn on the electric lights and watch television.  All these changes have a 
cumulative effect on society and daily life.  The strong social ties formed around 
agricultural life and the temple have eroded.  Of course, life in the city runs by the 
clock, not by the season.   

 
“This backdrop is important if we consider the 
varying responses of local communities across 
industrializing, urbanizing Southeast Asia to the 
intrusions of state and market over the past decade 
of rapid economic growth in the region.  In urban 
and suburban areas in Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and Thailand in the 1980s and 1990s, 
industrial estates, residential subdivisions, and 
golf courses began to displace rice paddies and 
peasant villages, and department stores and 
shopping malls came to replace ‘traditional’ 
markets and local ‘mom-and-pop’ stores (2001: 
11).” 49 

                                                
47 Somboon Suksamran, Political Buddhism in Southeast Asia, St.Martin’s Press, New York, 1977. 
48   Nualnoi Treerat, The Economic Crisis and the Role of the State in Thailand, 
    The paper was written under the auspices of the Project on Latin America and the Pacific  
    Rim at the University of California, San Diego, where she was a visiting fellow in February- 
    March 1999: financial support for the UCSD Project came from the Ford Foundation,    
     The Center for Global Partnership, and the Project on International Security Affairs   
     and the Pacific Rim Research Program of the University of California. 
49 John T. Sidel, From Riots to Pogroms: Shifting Patterns of ‘Disorder’ in Indonesia, 
     School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, Publikasi Permias Vol 1(1),   
    March, 2001 
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  Like most developing nations, Thailand has had a series of  five-year 

economic plans as the government has attempted to guide the country into an 
increasingly globalized world.  These plans have not always been successful in their 
objectives50, but they have been a persistent feature in the governments’ attempts to 
bring economic prosperity to Thailand since the first plan developed in 1961–66.  
Early plans tended to support the growth of the infrastructure, such as roads and the 
electric power grid, and large mega-projects.  This support did result in growth, but 
the economic benefits were very unevenly divided.  An attempt was made in the 
1972–1976 plan to improve the quality of life in all regions of the country and to place 
some brakes on the surging urban populations.51  There was a major change of 
government after the student protests of 1976, but the economic plans continued.  Not 
only was there political instability, but also the economy was suffering from the 
worldwide oil crisis and there was a major international trade imbalance.  The 
objectives of the fifth and sixth economic plans were to improve economic stability 
and address the widening gap between rich and poor.  The fifth and sixth plans were 
very successful, in part because they happened at a time of generally increasing world 
trade and prosperity, and the relatively stable conditions in Thailand attracted huge 
foreign investments.  However, the economy began to overheat toward the end of the 
sixth plan, and the seventh aimed for more sustainable growth. 
 

  The stated objections of this seventh economic plan (1992–1996) were to 
achieve sustainable growth by shifting the emphasis from physical development to 
human resource development, the environment and the general quality of life.  As to 
the success of these seven economic plans, the Office of the National Economic and 
Social Development Board states: 
 

“The deployment of these seven plans for 
Thailand resulted in economic development and 
growth which quickly expanded to more than 7% 
a year.  Average annual incomes have increased 
from 2,100 Baht in 1961, to 77,000 Baht in 1996.  
As a result, Thailand shifted from the ranks of 
undeveloped countries to a developing nation.  
During this same time frame, the level of the 
populations living below the poverty line was 
reduced from 57% to 11.4%.  Most people now 
have jobs and are employed, and people have 
received more and better social services (2001: 
1).” 52 

 
   The aim of the eighth development plan was again to correct problems that 
were in part a creation of the success of the earlier plans.  Economic development was 
                                                
50 The released papers of The National Development of Economic and Social Board, “The Outcome of        
     the National Economic and Social Plan version 8 (B.E. 2543)”, 2001 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid.  
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de-emphasized in favor of placing the people at the center of the developmental 
objectives.  Economic development was explicitly seen as a tool to make people 
happy and provide a better quality of life.  Economic stability was seen as more 
important than growth (2001: 2).53  However, this plan was barely initiated when the 
currency crisis struck Thailand.  In July 1997, the government decided to float the 
baht in an attempt to stabilize the currency on the international money market.  The 
attempt was a failure, and the value of the baht plummeted from an average of 25 baht 
to a U.S. dollar to a low of 60 baht to the dollar, before beginning a gradual recovery.  
This instability triggered a wave of bankruptcies as companies found it nearly 
impossible to repay foreign-denominated debts.  The bankruptcies in turn triggered a 
collapse of the banking system, which was saved only by direct government 
intervention and a $17-billion bailout package from the IMF.  The goals of the ninth 
economic plan will undoubtedly be to re-establish sound economic growth and to try 
to prevent the weaknesses in the banking sector from re-occurring.  It should be noted 
for the purposes of this study that the government of Thailand is committed to over-all 
economic growth; which is to say, the government itself is an agent fostering the 
spread of globalization into Thailand. 
 
         2.4.1 The Effects of Consumption on Thai Society 
 

  As seen at the beginning of this chapter, where the forces of globalization 
have been at work consumerism seems to inevitably follow.  Consumerism is so 
tightly connected with globalization that it is very difficult for any country to 
participate on the world stage and avoid this disease. This increase in consumerism is 
probably derived from many sources: more choice of inexpensive goods, a wider 
exposure to western ideas through the media, the increasing study of English, contact 
with tourists, and the push/pull of advertising.  The advertising industry itself is aware 
of this phenomenon and of the attraction Thai’s have for luxury goods such as Rolex 
watches, Mercedes Benz cars and expensive perfumes: 
 

“Conspicuous consumption amongst Asian 
consumers was chiefly responsible for the so-
called “artificial boom” in the decade leading up 
to 1997.  Asia was still in the grips of the 80’s 
“greed is good” mantra, with flashy consumption 
driven by the preponderance for status and image, 
virtually at any cost.  Money no object. 
 
Ostentation was the name of the game.  It all 
equalled “face.”  Hence Rolex and Mercedes 
Benz became the lead icons of personal economic 
“arrival,” with Gucci, Versace, and other flash 
Europeans starring in support roles.”54 

                                                
53 Ibid.  
54 Stuart Lloyd, writing in the April 23d issue of RetailAsia Magazine, published by Retail Asia   
    Publishing Pte Ltd., Singapore.  Stuart Lloyd holds degrees in psychology and mass communication  
    and is a frequent contributor to Asian marketing journals.   
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   This is the conspicuous consumption of Thorstein, only now it is the common 
man – the middle class – who are caught in the net of not just ‘arriving’, but showing 
that they have arrived.  Not only does the man at the top drive a Mercedes Benz, 
people expect that he will drive an expensive car like this.  This expectation is so 
strong that a man who does not project the image of wealth and power, may actually 
lose wealth and power.   
 

The Baht crisis of 1987 sent the Thai economy into a depression, and many 
people had a rude awakening to the suffering that can be caused by debt.  It was 
potentially a time for people to re-orient their lives and return to Buddhist values.  
Certainly His Majesty, the King of Thailand, was calling for such a reappraisal when 
he spoke of the need for a “sufficiency economy”55. However, the truth is that: 
 

 “As soon as the economy began to show signs of 
recovery and Thai people felt the pressure easing 
after two years of economic crisis, they resumed 
spending once again. The monthly record for 
April showed an impressive increase of 103.7 
percent in imports of consumer goods from the 
corresponding period last year.  From January to 
April, imports rose by 22.9 percent, lead by an 
80.5 percent rise in liquor sales.  Around 15 
percent more Thai people are expected to travel 
overseas, with shopping expenses up by 13 
percent. The automobile market showed good 
recovery signs, with total sales moving forward 
progressively since February.  There was a 2.3 
fold increase in the sale of multi-purpose vehicles 
in the first five months of the year. Sales in luxury 
goods are likely to go up, following July tax cuts 
intended to boost the economy.  The price of 
luxury items will decline by 15 - 20 percent.”56  

  
   The tone of this article by the Thai Farmer’s Research Centre, sponsored by 
one of the major banks in Thailand, is clearly upbeat.  Consumerism is good; material 
goods are the mark of progress.  Liquor sales—hardly an essential item—are up 
80 percent, and “multi-purpose vehicles”, neither a pickup nor a car, but rather a 
typical toy of the newly rich, are up 230 percent.  And, of course, tax cuts in luxury 
items are just the thing we need to stimulate the economy.  The language of excessive 
consumerism and the thinking of materialism have become so prevalent in our society 
that sometimes we do not recognize the hidden messages implied.  We truly are 
overwhelmed by materialistic desire. 
 
                                                
55 Given by His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej in the 1999 TDRI Year-end conference   
     Distribution Material 
56 Thai Farmers Bank Research Center, July 14, 1999 
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 Of course people have the right to choose and purchase items whether those 
items are cheap or expensive, but the actions of these people also affect other people.  
A purchase made by a rich person as a minor indulgence becomes a model for others 
who are desirous of that life style.  This desire is abetted and fuelled by advertising, 
which implies that the life style goes along with the acquisition of the physical product 
or service.  The result is a materialistic society bent on consumption as a means of 
establishing self.  This society, in turn, tears at the social fabric as values and morals 
shift and change in response to the influences.  Three major institutions that are part of 
the foundations of Thai society are under threat from these changes: the family, the 
school system and Buddhism. 
 
          Family 
 
   Family is the foundation unit of most societies and certainly a strong 
institution within traditional Thai life.  In agricultural societies, the family is a labour 
unit, and large extended families are the norm.  Thailand has been blessed with fertile 
soil and a good climate, and the land could support a large number of these families in 
reasonable, if basic, comfort.  Poverty was not a great issue when there were a limited 
number of goods to buy and limited expectations.  Extended family ties and societal 
values of cooperation and sharing helped families through the bad times. 
 
   With the advent of ‘modern’ life, basic comforts are no longer seen as 
enough.  The conveniences of modern life are alluring, and electric appliances such as 
fans and televisions have been redefined as necessities of life, even for the poor.  
Many have sold their land or entered into debt to try to meet the new ‘standard’.  As a 
result many families have moved to urban areas to find work, or the father has left the 
family and gone to seek part-time work during the slack seasons of the year.  The 
natural rhythm of the rural life has been disrupted, and the parents no longer have time 
for each other or for their children, as was once the norm.  Once purchased, the 
television is a conduit through which the urban and global values enter the home and, 
in particular, through which advertising directly affects the family.  The family, 
especially the easily influenced children, can now define their poverty in terms of all 
of the possessions they lack.  Desire for these possessions replaces acceptance of life 
as it is, and the children’s demands place further strain on the family. 
 
   A host of new appliances promises a better and easier life for the family.  The 
vacuum cleaner will clean better and save time and energy, and the micro-wave cooks 
food more efficiently than the charcoal, wood or gas stove.  If the husband is off on a 
wage-job and the children are in school longer to prepare them for the new age; of 
course there are fewer hands to do the work and effectively less time to do it in.  
Ironically, the wages earned are usually significantly less than the savings or real 
value of any of these appliances.  However, easy credit can be extended with the land 
as collateral, or various forms of time payment can be arranged, permitting some of 
these amenities to be purchased.  As a result, the family is easily placed in a situation 
where a very limited supply of money is being hounded by a seemingly endless supply 
of bills and demands. 
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   The pride of the family in their financial independence and ability to live 
from the land is shattered.  To avoid feeling inferior to others, many seek to re-
establish their pride in the possession of things, but at the same time they further 
increase their debt and financial instability.  The young people, in particular, now 
realize their family is poor and may develop an inferiority complex as a result.  This 
sets the stage for the family to consider illegal activities as a means of earning money.  
Of course, one option is prostitution, including the direct prostitution of their children 
or the ‘sale’ of a young daughter (or son) to a broker for undisclosed employment in 
the city.  If the daughter is at school, she herself may choose prostitution as a means to 
either assist her family or simply as a way to acquire the goods and ‘life-style’ she 
sees some of her friends have.   
 

  Fashion is a very strong lure for young people, and the temptation to own an 
expensive handbag, mobile phone or other mark of status may be too strong for a 
young, immature mind to resist.  As for the parents, they would love a bigger and 
better home with the same electric appliances their neighbours have.  If the daughter is 
helping build this new dream, the parents are less likely to question where the money 
comes from or consider the morality of the situation. 
 
          Educational Institutions 
 
  Education is the primary process by which people can improve their position 
in life.  An advanced education offers the promise of a stable occupation with good 
salary, and a happy life in the future.  In response to the demands of the modern 
world, the Ministry of Education has now mandated a longer period of basic education 
for all Thai children.  It is seen as essential that children are not only literate, but that 
they are able to cope and compete in the modern technological world. 
 
   However, this demand of the modern world which requires children to stay in 
school longer, deprives the family of a traditional source of labour and simultaneously 
increases family costs.  Although basic education is ‘free’ in Thailand, there are a host 
of expenses associated with the start of the school term, and expenses continue at a 
lower rate throughout the school year.  Education is both the road to the future for 
these children and a major source of economic strain on poor families.  If the 
educational institution for which the family is making great sacrifice instils 
materialistic attitudes in their children, the family’s situation is made even worse.  
Families naturally want the best for their children, and that means the best school 
possible.  However, these best schools are the most expensive and put the most strain 
on the family budget. 
 
  Educational institutions should rise to this challenge by teaching values of 
thrift and self-reliance, and by taking action to avoid fostering the values of 
consumerism and materialism among the students.  In addition to teaching general 
knowledge, schools should teach moral values and knowledge of the value of living in 
harmony with the world and in keeping with one’s budget and resources.  An 
educational institute is not a place where students should be able to display their 
wealth or the financial status of their family.  In theory, the requirement for all 
students to wear the same uniform should accomplish this purpose.  In practice, 
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students are keenly aware of the financial status of their peers and find many ways to 
display their own position in that ranking.  One way to play this game is to earn extra 
money after school, and prostitution is an easy way to do this. 
 
           Religious Institutions 
 
  The major religious institution in Thailand is the Buddhist temple or wat.  
Temples and wats have been part of Thai society since the Sukhothai Kingdom. They 
were the traditional centre of community life, as well as the school for the children.  
However, the temples are increasingly less connected with the community, especially 
in the urban and industrialized areas.  Most schools are now outside the temple 
grounds, and the people no longer have as much time for attendance at temple 
activities.  The rhythm of the seasons, with ample time for temple activities after the 
harvest, has been replaced by the demands of the office and factory, which promote 
working from eight a.m. to five p.m. and one or two days off on a weekly schedule. 
This schedule no longer matches the lunar calendar of traditional Buddhism.  Fewer 
people are hearing the Dharma preached by the monks; for many, a funeral is the only 
time they make a concerted effort to get to a wat. 
 

  Changes in the economic and social climate, largely brought about by 
globalization, are also affecting the daily practice of Buddhism in Thailand.  Somsak 
Duangsisen57 compared the attitudes of agricultural workers toward Buddhism to the 
attitudes of workers in the industrial factories of the Khlongluang district in 
Pathumthani Province.  Almost all of the workers had come from the agricultural 
sector but were now working regular 6 to 8 hour shifts in the factories.  In many cases, 
the factories are open round the clock, and workers must work day, afternoon and 
night shifts.  This causes considerable difficulties for regular merit making.  They 
have less time to go to the temple and/or to make merit by giving food early in the 
morning. Somsak found these workers were rapidly losing their adherence to Buddhist 
values and traditions.  They no longer donated food on a regular basis, did not attempt 
to strictly follow the Buddhist rules, and did not meditate.  He summarizes: 
 

“The changes mentioned above have affected the 
lifestyle of local people, especially for those 
employed in industry, reducing the opportunity to 
give alms or perform other sorts of merit to almost 
nil.  Free time from work such as weekends (but 
almost non-existent for farmers) is usually spent 
pursuing various forms of entertainment or going 
on outings rather than participating in religious 
activities.  The latter activities are often 
considered too difficult, and this discourages 
people from making merit in the temple, from 
keeping the Precepts and from meditating, 

                                                
57 Somsak Duangsisen, The comparative study of the accomplishing of merit making of Thai farmer   
    and factory worker in the newly industrialized society, Kong Luang  Patumthani, 1991, Mahidol   
   University, Bangkok.(Now: he is Phra Somsak Duangsisen) 
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chanting and paying respect to the Buddha.  These 
people have become distanced from the temple 
and the relationship of the people to their religion 
is much less close (1991: 213).” 58 

 
  Although these findings are from just one industrial area in Pathumthani, it is 

highly probable that the same effect upon Buddhist religious practice would be found 
in all the industrialized areas of Thailand.  This inference is supported by other studies 
such as that conducted by the Thai Farmer’s Research Centre59.  
 

     The study by the Thai Farmer’s Research Centre was intended to examine the 
effects of the IMF-induced economic restrictions on the religious activities of the 
people living in Bangkok.  The study was divided into two parts.  First, they polled the 
abbots of 59 temples in Bangkok; then they took a general poll of 1,253 residents of 
Bangkok. The Abbots stated that on average, temple attendance had dropped by 
59 percent and that the duration of each visit had also reduced.  As for the poll of the 
general public, it revealed that 43.5 percent of the people polled stated they had 
reduced their religious activities because of the extra work they had to do to earn 
enough income, and because of generally reduced incomes. Thus, religious 
participation within Thailand seems to be under multiple attacks.  With 
industrialization and urbanization, people have less time to go to the temple and to 
participate directly in religious activities.   
 

     The wat itself has not been immune from the forces of consumerism and 
materialism.  Many monks have possessions that previously would have seemed 
totally incompatible with a monastic life. Some have air conditioning, televisions and 
mobile phones and are commonly seen walking about computer malls looking at and 
buying the latest technology.  The standards imposed upon novice monks are often 
relaxed, and many young men who enter the monkhood for short periods such as one 
to two weeks effectively receive no instruction at all.  Many wats are so focused on 
collecting donations and conducting religious ‘business’ such as funerals, temple fairs 
or the sale of religious charms, that they have neglected their duties to instruct and set 
an example for the people and for their monks to develop their powers of meditation 
and to prepare themselves for nirvana. 
 

    The question of monetary donations to temples is problematical.  True, the 
temples do need money.  Without donations of money and food, temple life would 
cease.  Donations were freely given to monks during the Buddha’s time and have 
continued ever since.  However, there is a question about the correct understanding of 
this practice both on the part of monks and the laity.  Only the donor knows his true 
intent.  However, if the intent of the donor is to show wealth or power or to bask in the 
media event of a new temple or religious structure, then the donation is without merit 
according to Buddhist teaching.   

                                                
58 Ibid.  
59 Thai Farmer Research Center,  
      (<http://www.tfrc.co.th/tfrc/cgi/ticket/eframe1.exe/0400270602/tfrc/eng/ehome>) 
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           Summary 
 
              It is in this age of gloablization, coupled with the cumulative effects of the 
transition from a rural agricultural society to an urban inustrialized one, where the 
problems assoicated with consumerism  are becoming evident. The dominant culture 
of a modernizing invasive consumerism stimulates - yet can never satisfy - the urge 
for a strong sense of self to overlay the angst and sense of lack in the human 
condition. As a result, goods, services, and experiences are consumed beyond any 
reasonable need. This undermines the family, the educational institutions and 
particularly traditional values, religious institutions, and the possibility of spiritual 
liberation. 
 

  The cumulative effect of these threats to the family, the school and the wat is 
a considerable danger to Thai society.  Children are competing within the family for 
the attention of their parents.  These same children, often backed by strong pressure 
from their parents, are competing for entrance to the best schools and universities.  
Their parents, in turn, are competing for better jobs to finance the increasing demands 
of the family, while being distanced from their children by the demands of the job.  
When the family lived as an extended unit on the farm, this was no problem; there 
were plenty of relatives to look after the children.  In the city, however, the family 
tends to be broken up into more nuclear units.  This strain on family life is matched by 
strain in the work place.   

 
  In many respects, these various problems are but symptoms of the root 

problem: excessive consumerism and materialism.  People assume that the path to 
happiness lies in the acquisition of more and more goods, so they continue to seek 
ways to purchase these goods.  Whatever their car or house or clothing, they seek a 
better car or house or more fashionable clothes.  The desire for a better job comes 
from the desire for material things—things for the parents and things for their 
children.  The children want the best education so they can have the best job, and they 
want the best job so they can have the most money and all the things that go with 
money.  The focus of life has shifted to external things rather than an examination of 
the inner self.  People have forgotten the teachings of Buddhism on moderation and 
following the middle way of living, or they simply do not see how the Dharma applies 
to their daily lives.  To paraphrase an earlier quotation, they are overwhelmed by 
advertising, rather than by Buddhist teaching.  If one were to add up the amount of 
time people spend absorbed by commercials while watching television for one week, 
one would see that for most people the advertising time is measured in hours during 
the week rather than minutes.  It would be of more benefit if this time was spent 
listening to Dharma at the temple or thinking or meditating as a part of religious 
practice. 
 

  In conclusion, globalization and consumerism are prevalent processes 
everywhere in the world.  One of the least desirable aspects of globalization is the 
increase in excessive consumerism that usually accompanies it. Neither globalization 
nor consumerism is a particularly new process, but the rate at which they are causing 
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change in society has increased to a dramatic level. Thailand has been rushing 
headlong down the path of globalization and consumerism for many years, and with 
special vigor since the end of World War II.  This rush to develop, industrialize and 
urbanize seems to have the full support of the government without necessarily taking 
into account all of the consequences to the long-term health of the country.  It is true 
that better economic conditions in general permit people a generally better life and 
more choices about their lives.  They are no longer overwhelmed by the needs of their 
own immediate survival.  However, once basic needs are met, consumption goes far 
beyond need. Consumption becomes a means to flaunt wealth or power; consumerism 
takes over people’s lives.  This problem has many consequences, one of which is the 
persistence of prostitution within Thai society, a problem that will be explored in 
Chapter 3.   
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CHAPTER III 
 

PROSTITUTION IN THAILAND 
 
 

     For the purposes of our exploration of the inter-relationships among 
consumerism, prostitution, and Buddhist ethics, we will focus on prostitution as it has 
developed and exists today in Thailand. After placing prostitution in its proper 
historical context, we will look at the present-day situation. Next we will examine 
many of the phenomena involved with prostitution, child prostitution in particular, 
and complete our discussion of the subject by considering some of the causes of 
prostitution in Thailand. Actually, prostitution can be examined from both the supply 
and the demand for sex service. Without demanding from customers, there would be 
no prostitution.  

 
     It is generally accepted that there has always been a demand for sex outside 

of marriage in all societies and at all times, so from time to time there has always been 
prostitution. Prostitution is often referred to as the “oldest profession”. We will 
address sex tourism, and other aspects associated with the demand side of prostitution, 
moreover, most of the studies conducted into the causes of prostitution focus on the 
supply side of the situation. Therefore, the study is concerned with the relationship 
between poverty, consumerism, education, tourism and prostitution. Both poverty and 
the personal self-reward system based on acquisition -- the result of consumerism -- 
are key factors in the number and nature of prostitution in modern society and in Thai 
society in particular. 

 
3.1 Historical Overview 
 
              In general, Thai country is open and has been able to harmoniously adapt 
external cultures to its own way of life. The Thai people adhere to Buddhism 
principles based on rationality and moderation, and the monarchy has for centuries 
been a principal of cohesion among all Thai people. The culture of Thailand is 
associated with the two great cultural streams of Asia—China and India. The way of 
life of the Thai and Chinese mix very well, but less so with that of the Indians, even 
though both Thailand and China have inherited considerable Indian culture, including 
Buddhism. It is this gift of Buddhism from India that is at the root and heart of the 
Thai culture. Everything—art and literature, the social system, and the habits and 
customs of her people—are all developed and clustered around her religion. It is only 
in quite recent times that there have been some changes in the culture resulting from 
western influence, especially consumerism. Thai culture tends to diversify and 
become secular in the developing parts of the country.  
  

            The unfortunate international notorious of Thailand for prostitution is echoed 
in almost every international travel book on the country. For example, Joe Cummings 
from Lonely Planet1(one of the most widely read guidebooks for Thailand) has a 
                                                 
1 Joe Cummings, Lonely Planet Thailand 8th Edition, Lonely Planet Publications, Melbourne, 1999. 
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separate entry which provides a complete summary of the history of prostitution in 
Thailand, and reads in part: 

 
“Thai’s generally blame 19th century Chinese immigrants 
for bringing prostitution to Thailand, but in reality 
Thailand was fertile ground because of its long-standing 
concubinary tradition, a legacy inherited from India. The 
first known literary references to this tradition were 
recorded by Chinese visitors in the early 1400s. Dutch 
merchants visiting Pattani in 1604 commented that ‘when 
foreigners come there from other lands to do their 
business … men come and ask them whether they do not 
desire a woman’ and that in Ayuthaya most of their peers 
‘had concubines or mistresses, in order (so they said) to 
avoid the common whores’. Seventeenth century 
Ayuthaya, in fact, had an official Thai government office 
in charge of operating a corps of 600 concubines at 
large.” 
 

   According to Joe Cummings, although there is no clear evidence as to when 
prostitution in Thailand became first widespread, it is ambiguous that the long-
standing concubinary tradition in Thailand might be the possible supporting factor of 
prostitution. Because polygamy show the responsibility of the man who have more 
than one wife, but a person who deal with prostitution seem to be a person who seek 
for sexual pleasure rather than take responsibility for his sexual partner. Therefore, 
polygamy is acceptable. It is interesting that at the former time prostitution in Thailand 
was legal, such as Cummings wrote that;   

 
“Until 1934 Siam had no laws forbidding polygamy – or 
even a word for this Judaeo-Christian concept. Most men 
of wealth counted among their retinue at least one 
sohphenii (from the Sanskrit term for a woman trained in 
the Kamasutra and other amorous arts), a word often 
translated as ‘prostitute’ in English today but which might 
better be translated as ‘courtesan’. In addition, the 
traditional Thai mia yai, mia noi (major wife, minor wife) 
system made it socially permissible for a man to keep 
several mistresses – all Thai kings up to Rama IV had mia 
noi (or sanom, as the royal version was called), as did 
virtually any Thai male who could afford them until 
recent times. Even today talk of mia noi hardly raises an 
eyebrow in Thailand as the tradition lives on among 
wealthy businessmen, jao phaw (organized crime 
‘godfathers) and politicians.” 
 

   There is an incorrect used word above that according to Thai language “major 
wife” is “mia luang”, not ‘mia yai”. However, there is an argument here that although 
the long-standing concubinary tradition in Thailand may be the possible supporting 
factor of prostitution according to Cummings’s commented, “mia noi” or minor wife 
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has a difference form from prostitution. Mia noi, such as sanom, may be respected by 
people in society and can be known in public. But prostitute can not present her status 
openly. Furthermore, according to Boonchalaksi2 prostitution houses were situated in 
the area occupied by the Chinese community in Ayuthya, but Cummings stated that;   

 
The first brothel district in Thailand was established by 
Chinese immigrants in Bangkok’s Sampeng Lane area in 
the mid-19th century. In the beginning, only Chinese 
women worked as prostitutes here: when Thai women 
became involved at the turn of the century, they usually 
took Chinese names. Prostitution eventually spread form 
Sampeng’s ‘green-lantern’ district’ to Chinese 
neighbourhoods throughout Thailand, and is now found in 
virtually every village, town and city in the kingdom. 
Ethnic Chinese still control most of the trade, although 
the prostitutes themselves now come for almost every 
ethnic background. In the last few years Bangkok has 
even seen an influx of Russian women – most on Tourist 
Visas – participating in the sex trade through escort 
services. Women from nearby countries, particularly 
Myanmar and China, have also found their way – 
willingly and unwillingly – into the trade (1999: 153).”3 
 

              It is noticed that although prostitution is not a bloodline career of people to 
transmit from parents to their own children, it has long been part of the society from 
time to time. Generation after generation of prostitutes had provided sensual 
escapades to many people.  As long as people have basic sexual desires, they will 
potentially exist, though in different forms. Such as Boonchalaksi concluded that; 
 

 “…the patterns of development of prostitution during the 
19th and early 20th centuries in Thailand were connected 
with the large scale immigration of Chinese migrants and 
the institution of slavery. On the one hand, economic 
development provided migrant communities whose 
members were eager to purchase sexual services, while, 
on the other hand, the bonded status of many women 
meant that there was a supply of prostitutes. Prostitution 
was profitable, legal, and, to some extent, acceptable in 
Thailand.”   

 
     Therefore, prostitution is hardly new in Thailand. Traditionally men in power 

had more than one wife and many minor wives or mistresses. Girls were married very 
young, possibly in part a result of the influence of Indian child marriages. Although 
these wives and minor wives were not prostitutes per se, this historical background of 
easy male access to multiple sex partners undoubtedly played a role in shaping the 
current pattern of prostitution in Thailand.  
 
                                                 
2 Boonchalaksi and Guest, “Prostitution in Thailand”, 1994. 
3 Ibid. Cummings 
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          3.1.1 Prostitution: Its Meaning 
 

  There are many terms used when talking about prostitution and the “sex 
industry”, and the question of definition is not trivial.  The definition of prostitution is 
based on culturally determined values that have differed in various societies and at 
various times.  Prostitutes are generally females, with males as their clients; however, 
most modern definitions accept that the prostitutes may be of either sex, of any age, 
and may rent their bodies for either homosexual or heterosexual activity.  There are 
suggestions in the literature that there is much more homosexual prostitution than in 
times past, and a similar increase in the amount of child prostitution. 

 
    The definition of prostitution as given by the Encyclopedia Britannica: 

“Prostitution is the practice of engaging in relatively indiscriminate sexual activity, in 
general with individuals other that a spouse or friend, in exchange for immediate 
payment in money or other valuables.” 4  Generally, if the prostitute is under the age of 
eighteen, then he or she is a child prostitute5. According to the Prevention and 
Suppression of Prostitution Act of 1996 of Thailand, prostitution is “ sexual 
intercourse, or any other act, or the commission of any other act in order to gratify the 
sexual desire of another person in promiscuous manner in return for earning or any 
other benefit, irrespective of whether the person who accepts the act and the person 
who commits the act are the same sex or not”. However, there is no “age” of the person 
indicated in this law. 

 
    The word prostitute has a stigma attached to it in most societies.  Indeed, in 

most countries of the world, prostitution is illegal.   To avoid this stigma, prostitutes 
are sometimes referred to as “sex workers”, however the use of this term is 
controversial, especially to those who see prostitution as a morally abhorrent practice 
irrespective of the legal position.  The term “sex worker” is preferred by countries 
which have legalized prostitution, such as Holland and Germany6, and by some groups 
of prostitutes themselves.   The term suggests that prostitution is a job in the service 
sector, that it is a trade or a skill which can be practiced to earn a living.  Those who 
oppose the use of this definition do so in part because it impacts the definition of  
“sexual exploitation”. The Coalition Against Trafficking in Women7, a feminist human 
rights Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) that works internationally to oppose all 
forms of sexual exploitation, defines sexual exploitation as: 
  

"Sexual exploitation is a practice by which person(s) 
achieve sexual gratification or financial gain or 
advancement through the abuse of a person's sexuality by 
abrogating that person's human right to dignity, equality, 
autonomy, and physical and mental well-being. Sexual 

                                                 
4  (http://www.britannica.com) 
5  According to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989); Article 1:  “For the purposes of  
   the present Convention, a child means every human being below the age of eighteen years, unless  
    under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.” 
6 BBC NEWS (http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/europe/newsid_1721000/1721434.stm) 
7   (<http://www.catwinternational.org/philos.htm>) 
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exploitation includes sexual harassment, rape, incest, 
battering, pornography and prostitution.”8 

  
   Countries that prefer the term “sex worker”, “see abuse or exploitation of 

women in the sex industry as accidental, not integral, to the prostitution…”9, whereas 
the attitude of most in the feminist movement is that prostitution (and pornography) are 
always and inherently degrading to the prostitute or “model”. The focus of those who 
speak of  “sexual exploitation” is usually on women and children, in part because these 
groups are seen as less able to defend themselves and their rights than men, and 
perhaps in part because of the very active participation of feminist groups and NGOs in 
the formation of new legislation and international conventions.  Thus, the United 
Nations has generally defined the sexual exploitation of children as:10 
 

“The commercial sexual exploitation of children is the 
use of a child for sexual purposes in exchange for cash or 
in-kind favours between a customer, intermediary or 
agent, and others who profit from the trade in children for 
these purposes.” 

   The United Nations by its various charters and conventions, has outlined the 
forms of the sexual exploitation of children, which are: 
 
 Child Prostitution11: 

 

"Child prostitution is the act of engaging or offering the 
services of a child to perform sexual acts for money or 
other consideration with that person or any other person". 

 
This is similar to Slavery which defines “the sale of children” as: 

 
“The transfer of a child from one party to another for 
whatever purposes in exchange for financial or other 
reward compensation”12  
 

                                                 
8  Ibid. Prostitution, according to The Coalition Against Trafficking   
   of Women, includes casual, brothel, or military         
   prostitution, sex tourism, mail order bride selling and    
   trafficking in women. 
9   From: Guide to the New UN Trafficking Protocol, as prepared by the Coalition Against Trafficking   
   in Women. 
10  Document A/50/456, PROMOTION AND PROTECTION OF THE RIGHTS OF  
   CHILDREN: Sale of children, child prostitution and child  
   pornography, Note by the UN Secretary-General, 20 September  
   1995, p.5. 
11  Ibid 
12  The 1956 Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of  
   “Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions and Practices”.  
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and, Sexual Trafficking: 
 

“Sexual trafficking is the profitable business of 
transporting children for commercial sexual purposes. It 
can be across borders or within countries, across State 
lines, from city to city, or from a rural to an urban 
center.”13 

   An international conference on traffic in persons noted that "force", whether 
actually committed, threatened, or implicit in the abuse of authority or deception, was 
an important feature, though not a defining characteristic, of trafficking.14  Trafficking 
in women and prostitution are seen as situated in a continuum of sexual exploitation 
that perpetuates and continually reinforces the subordinate status of women.  Sexual 
exploitation takes many forms, not limited to pornography, sex tourism, the bride trade, 
temporary marriages, and sexual violence, such as rape, incest, genital mutilation and 
sexual harassment. The United Nations has defined child pornography as: 

 
  “any visual or audio material that uses children in a 
sexual context. It consists of the visual depiction of a 
child engaged in explicit sexual conduct, real or 
simulated, or the lewd exhibition of the genitals intended 
for the sexual gratification of the user, and involves the 
production, distribution and/or use of such material.”15 

 
    According to Anne Rasmusson (1999 : 4)16, child pornography can be divided 

into two subcategories that focus on actual use.  The first is commercial child 
pornography which is produced and intended for commercial sale, while the second is 
homemade child pornography.  Homemade simply means it was not originally 
produced primarily for commercial sale.   This is similar to a legal distinction which is 
made in some countries such as Canada.  If a husband or wife takes a picture of their 
child in the bath, even though the genitals can be clearly seen, this is not necessarily 
pornography.  Such a picture is a private record of a common and perfectly normal 
household and family event.  However, if that same picture was distributed for sale, it 
immediately becomes pornography. This points out the extreme difficulty in legal 
definitions of pornography in general, and child pornography in particular.  In reality, it 
is not the picture, but it is also the mind of the viewer which determines pornography.  
However, the law is not privy to the mind and intentions of the viewer, and the law 
must deal with the picture itself.  The question of what constitutes child pornography is 
extremely complex because the standards applied are highly subjective and contingent 
upon a host of cultural, sexual, moral and religious beliefs that do not readily translate 
into law. (Campagna: 117).17 
 
                                                 
13  Ibid.1995 
14  “Combating Traffic in Persons”. Conclusions of the   
    Conference on Traffic in Persons, 15-19 November 1994,   
    Utrecht and Maastricht, Netherlands institute in Human  
    Rights, Utrecht,1995 (http://www.usis.usemb.se/children/csec/2152.htm) 
15 UN General assembly Document A/50/456, Page 6. 
16 (<http://www.a-stop.org/LitRev.html>) 
17 Ibid. 
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           3.1.2 Status of Prostitution 
 
   In general, almost all of traditional societies have historically regarded women 

or children as the property of their parents, to be treated (or mistreated) in whatever 
way their elders considered appropriate, For example in Thailand, woman must be 
allowed from her parents to marry. In many societies, children and women are usually 
not viewed as having any human or civil rights that might be in conflict with parental 
wishes or the changing values of living.  This involves a very natural tension because 
childhood is a time of progression, from the total dependence of a child upon its 
mother, through increasing levels of knowledge, ability, and independence, until 
adulthood. In most cultures it is seen as a right and proper thing, even a duty, for a 
child to help his parents around the house, and even in the workplace.  However, when 
a child spends hours a day working in his or her parents shop or factory, there is a point 
at which this ceases to be a good thing, and becomes exploitation in the form of child 
labour. The exploitation of children, whether sexual, physical or psychological, is a 
violation of their basic human rights.   

 
    However, according to Catherine A. Mackinnon18, a Professor of Law at the 

University of Michigan Law School, one civil right is so deep it is seldom mentioned: 
to be recognized as a person before the law.  To be a prostitute is to be a legal non-
person in ways that matter.  There are many ineffective measurements to protect and 
cope with this problem as Rachel Baker commented: 
 

“International laws exist to protect children from sexual 
exploitation. However, loopholes and inconsistencies in 
national legal frameworks mean that the law is ineffective 
in many southern countries.  Legal agreement is often 
lacking between neighboring countries whose borders are 
crossing points for large numbers of migrant workers, 
including children.”19 

 
    Prostitutes, both women and children, are often considered more lawbreakers 

than victims, and are therefore given less legal protection when authorities investigate 
the commercial nature of the problem.  Through the ages, prostitutes have usually been 
shunned and reviled by society in general, and punishments have included stoning, 
whipping, branding, imprisonment, and even death.  Their clients, on the other hand, 
have rarely been touched by the law, and in fact, in many societies the frequenting of 
prostitutes may rouse some public indignation, but is also considered a sign of male 
virility. In most public discussions, prostitution is not seen as a big problem.  For 
example, in many large Asian cities, prostitution is tolerated: law enforcement agencies 
are more concerned with regulating the crimes associated with prostitution.  For 
example, there are several laws already in Japan that could be used to punish persons 
who traffic in women.  These include the penal code and Japanese "special" laws 
                                                 
18 (<http://www.prostitutionresearch.com>) 
19 Rachel Baker with contributions from Rachel Hinton and   
    Sheena Crawford, Children and Development Group, 
    Department of Social Anthropology, University of Edinburgh. 
    (http://www.dfid.gov.uk/public/~.pdf), 2001. 
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regarding prostitution, the entertainment industry, labor standards, and immigration.  
These laws include many provisions that could address the slavery-like practices 
involved in the recruitment and employment of women from Asia and elsewhere and 
that could provide compensation to victims.   However, the actual application and 
enforcement of these laws is sporadic.   

 
Japan was formerly seen as a center for child pornography.  However, in addition 

to the Prostitution Prevention Law, a new law prohibiting child prostitution and 
pornography was passed in 1999.   The Legislation on Punishment for Child 
Prostitution and Child Pornography covers sexual intercourse and/or similar acts 
performed by adults with any person under the age of eighteen by offering or 
promising compensation to him/her.  It includes penalties for clients as well as for third 
parties involved in facilitating child prostitution.  It is also extraterritorial in scope, so 
that it can be applied to Japanese perpetrators whether they have committed their 
crimes in Japan or abroad.20  Similarly, in Thailand prostitution is illegal. According to 
The Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act of 1996 defines prostitution as “to 
accept a sexual act or accept other action or anything for the sexual satisfaction of the 
other person for the benefit of pay or other interest”. This law has been the penalties 
for both agent and person who are the owner or manger of prostitution business. It 
includes the highest penalty to imprisonment for life. Moreover, it most concern about 
the resolution of prostitution problems such as the rules and procedures for the 
commission of persons (prostitutes) to primary Admittance Centers and Protection and 
Occupational Development Centers. 

           
    For the fact that prostitution can be examined from both the supply and the 

demand side. Without demand from customers, there would be no prostitution. 
However, there is no penalty for the client who buys sex service. In addition, it is 
understood that the business of sexual workers whose age above 18 years is legal. It is 
interesting that in some countries, denial is a common approach.  In Asia, for example, 
Chinese officials maintain that prostitution no longer exists in their country.  
According to the Law of the People’s Republic of China on the comprehensive and 
systematic manner, there are four that set out the rights of women in the political, 
cultural, educational, labor and economic sphere, as well as in marriage and the family 
and with regard to the person21. There is no mention of prostitution at all. 

 
 Prostitutes usually have very low social status. Catharine A. MacKinnon 

commented that, “women in prostitution are denied every imaginable civil right in 
every imaginable and unimaginable way, such that it makes sense to understand 
prostitution as consisting in the denial of women's humanity, no matter how humanity 
is defined.  It is denied both through the social definition and condition of prostitutes 
and through the meaning of some civil rights.”22Throughout Asia, the trade continues 
to flourish openly.  Until the mid-20th century, it was almost the only occupation open 
to women responsible for their own support. However, although women or children 
working in the sex industry are held in low legal status, the relationship between 
prostitutes and the sex industry cannot be viewed as a simple case of exploitation, as 
the relationships are very complex and involve benefits for both sides.  The sex 
                                                 
20 (<http://www.hrw.org/reports/2000/japan/9~response~japan.htm>) 
21 (<http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cdaw/20report.pdf>) 
22 (<http://www.prostitutionresearch.com>) 
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workers need to work to earn money and the desire of the sex industry is to obtain 
profits. 
 
3.2 The Present Situation 
 

 The fact is that, Thailand is notorious internationally for prostitution. 
Newsweek Magazine ran a cover story on Thailand in it’s July 12th 1999 issue 
entitled: Beyond Sex and Golf23, which featured a quotation from an unspecified 
western diplomat speaking about Thailand’s economic advantages over its 
neighboring countries. “Thailand has two comparative advantages," the source said: 
"sex and golf courses." This caused a furor in Thailand, but to the rest of the world it 
seemed a reasonable summary of the countries’ economic standing in the region. 
 

     Many think that the current large-scale prostitution of girls to westerners was 
the largely result of the Vietnam War. Soldiers were either stationed in Thailand, or 
came here for rest and recreation. In response to demand, brothels, bars and massage 
parlors, often staffed by girls, were established in ports and areas surrounding.24 
Moreover, Thailand, with a stronger economy that its neighboring countries in the 
Mekong sub-region, appears as the main destination for trafficked girls from most 
surrounding countries (1998: 19).25For centuries, brothels, bars and massage parlors 
have existed in Thailand, but over the past few decades the sex industry has expanded 
rapidly and has become a considerable part of the Thai economy and society.  

 
          3.2.1 Child Prostitution 

 
              It is difficult to say to what extent child prostitution have choice in their 
occupation as child prostitution could be considered as voluntary and involuntary. One 
view of child prostitution is to consider those in the sex industry as “sex workers”. A 
sex worker might be a prostitute, a model in a pornographic movie, work in a strip bar, 
work as a go-go dancer, or work in any other occupation where the primary service 
offered is sex. Obviously, a child of very tender years does not, while an older teenager 
may be considered to have some possibility for choice, and for voluntary entry into the 
sex industry. The concept of children “working” in the sex industry is usually 
relevance to poor countries, especially those in which the concept of family, and of 
familial obligation, is very strong. In these countries, children work to supplement poor 
family income or otherwise to help the family business.  
 
              It is interesting that some children are exploited intentionally and not 
intentionally even by their parents. In every corner of developing and under developed 
countries, especially in Thailand, children can be found doing all kinds of jobs. Many 
of them are in exploitative conditions with low wages, long working hours, no medical 
or welfare facilities, no proper meals or accommodation, and no permanent 
employment status. They are exposed to a dangerous working environment and have a 

                                                 
23 Newsweek Magazine, International Edition, July 12, 1999. 
24 Manderson, Lenore(1995) “The Pursuit of Pleasure & The sale of sex”  
(<http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/organization/healthnet/Sasia/rep…pursuit_of_pleasure.htm>) 
25 Archavanitkul, Kritiya, Institute for Population and Social Research, Mahidol University, a research     
   report on “Trafficking in Children for labour exploitation including child prostitution in the Mekong  
   sub-region”, Bangkok, Thailand, July 1998. 
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total lack of educational opportunity. Some children are working under bonded and 
slave-like conditions, which are harmful to their physical and emotional growth. . 
These children are often treated badly by their controllers (sometimes parents, 
sometimes not), and are really only one step away from the real street children—the 
children who live permanently in the streets, without parental support, and who must 
find whatever money they can, whatever way they can. With the demand for children 
as sex workers high, is it any wonder many of these children either enter the industry 
as a choice better than abject poverty and starvation, or are tricked or forced into it? To 
look at prostitution in terms of the economic choices that poor, unskilled child workers 
have to make, and child prostitution may be one end of the spectrum.  
 

    According to involuntary child sex worker, because of the easy and 
inexpensive access through computer based information networks such as the Internet, 
child pornography that is the cause of child prostitution has increased in recent years 
and appropriate legislative remedies have become increasingly difficult. According to a 
UNICEF estimate, in 1996 there were about 300,000 youths under the age of 18 being 
prostituted in Thailand. Most of these young persons were from Myanmar, Cambodia 
and Laos. Many were from the hill tribes in the North. At first, they found work in 
factories or restaurants, but gradually they entered the flesh trade. The price of a virgin 
teenage girl might be Bt 10,000, depending on her beauty and the deal brokered 
between the brothel owner (or patron) and the buyer. However, the figures calculated 
by UNICEF suggest to the Thai Farmers Research Center that the average fee for 
sexual use in Thailand is between Bt 300 and Bt 700 per session. The child is generally 
used by the controller or pimp once daily. Thus, a rough estimate would be that the 
child sex service industry produces not less than Bt 55,000 million annually (tax free). 
It is estimated that during the five-day Songkran festival of 2001 more than 1 billion 
Baht was circulated in this trade by the clientele (TFRC : 1997).  
 
          3.2.2 Numbers of prostitution 
  

  According to the present context of Thai Society, the increasing numbers of 
prostitution is one of the urgent problems to be solved. A very useful overview of 
current findings has been provided by Professor Chatsumarn Kabilsingh, a professor of 
religion and philosophy at Thammasat University. Her commented is as follows: 

 
“Statistics on the number of prostitutes has always 

been controversial between government organizations, on 
the one hand, and non-government organizations on the 
other. Because prostitution is illegal, there is no official 
record of prostitutes. Morris G. Fox, a United Nations 
consultant in social welfare who did a study on 
prostitution in 1957, reported 20,000 prostitutes, half in 
Bangkok. Dr. Pasuk Pongpaichit, an economics professor 
at Chulalongkorn University, says that the current number 
of prostitutes is between 700,000 to one million . This 
figure is generally accepted by many organizations 
dealing with the problem of prostitution. This includes 
approximately 200,000 Thai prostitutes working abroad. 
Pasuk gives a regional breakdown: 43% from the north, 
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26% from the northeast, 20% from central Thailand, and 
4% from the south. The prostitution industry is spread 
throughout various " professions." Arathar Dilok - 
Udomchai reported that 41% of the prostitutes worked in 
restaurants, 20% in brothels, 13% in hotels, 11% in rented 
houses, 3.8% in barbershops, 2.5% in bars and 1.3% in 
massage parlours.  

 
  Interestingly, estimates of the number of women and children involved in 
prostitution in Thailand vary wildly, from low numbers of around 20,000 in 1957 up 
to a high current number of 1.0 million. According to Asia’s Week, the estimate 
number of prostitution in 1997 is 2.8 million. In addition, on the demand side, it is 
estimated that some 4.6 million Thai men use prostitutes annually, along with 500,000 
foreign tourists (1997).26 Often numbers are quoted more for shock value than out of 
any real scientific basis. For instance, for there to be 2.8 million prostitutes would 
require that more than one out of every 10 females in Thailand of 15 to 59 years of 
age is a prostitute27.  
 

    Furthermore, statistics on the number of child sex workers are of very 
uncertain quality. Many governments and police agencies would like to ignore the 
problem. At best, they report arrests or convictions. In contrast, NGO’s, usually come 
up with much higher figures, based upon various estimates, guesses and definitions. A 
reasonable estimate seem to be that the number of children under 18 involved in 
prostitution as sex workers exceeds two million, one million of whom are in Asia and 
300,000 in the United States.28 Thailand has an unfortunate international reputation for 
prostitution. To illustrate the problem of determining how many prostitutes are in 
Thailand, and how many of these are children, a fact sheet prepared by UNIFEM East 
and South East Asia, states the following: 

 
“Estimates of the numbers of prostitutes in Thailand 

vary widely, depending on the source of the figures and 
the method of estimation. In 1995, the Public Health 
Ministry estimated that there were 81,384 Commercial 
Sex Workers (CSW’s) of whom 16,383 were direct 
CSW’s and 65,001 indirect CSW’s. The total number of 
brothels was reported as 6,563, 1,799 of these being 
outright brothels and the remainder places where 
prostitutes were available but not the main business. 
These figures were based on a twice-yearly survey of sex 
establishments related to surveillance of venereal 
diseases.” 29 

                                                 
26 Asiaweek, February 7, 1997 (http://www.catw-ap.org/facts.html) 
27 Ibid Assuming a population of 60 million, 50% of which are female. The 1990 Thai census  
    (Population and Housing census, 1990, national Statistical Office of Thailand) gives the   
     percentage of the population between 15-59 years as 63.4% in 1990. 
28 (<http://www.un.org/rights/dpi1765e.htm>), 2002  
29 (http://www.unifem-eseasia.org/Gendiss/Gendiss2.htm) 
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Moreover, the Police Department provides the highest estimate of the 
numbers of CSW’s – 500,000 based on the number of registered entertainment places. 
The National Commission on Women’s Affairs estimated the number of be 150,000 to 
200,000, of whom not more than 20 per cent were thought to be children.  By contrast, 
NGO’s working on children’s rights issues estimate the number of prostituted children 
to range between 200,000 (ECPAT 1994) and 800,000 (Center for Protection of 
Children’s Rights (CPCR, 1989). The latter figure seems too high; implying that one of 
every four females aged 11 to 17 was a prostitute. Academics from the Population and 
Social Research Institute of Mahidol University, the most respectable data, estimated 
the numbers to be between 200,000 and 300,000. However, in defense of the estimate, 
the figure includes not only Thai children, but also those from the northern hilltribe 
minorities, Burmese, Chinese, Lao and Cambodian children who are trafficked into 
Thailand’s sex industry. [Caye, 1995: 30-33”]30  

 
    It is notable that the actual number of child prostitution is difficult to 

estimate, as the background supporting factors of prostitution in Thailand are many. 
Each life story is different, some women choosing prostitution as the lesser of several 
evils, some seeking quick riches, and many being forced or tricked into the trade. 
Therefore, when we consider child prostitution in Thailand, we should first be 
understood that Thailand has one of the strongest economies in Southeast Asia, 
especially in the Mekhong sub-region. Therefore, Thailand appears as the main 
destination for trafficked girls from most surrounding countries (1998: 19)31. The 
number of foreign prostitutes from this area is estimated 16,423, 30 percent of them 
under 18 and 75 percent of whom became prostitutes when they were under 18 years 
(1998: ii).32  

 
          3.2.3 Recent Discussion on Child Prostitution 

 
    Throughout Asia children enter prostitution both voluntarily and 

involuntarily. Most children who enter prostitution voluntarily do so for financial 
reasons, to alleviate poverty and subsidize their families. The exception is in the 
developed countries, where children voluntarily enter prostitution for reasons relating 
to consumerism, domestic violence or child abuse. However, it must be remembered 
that prostitution is not a career for life. Even if a boy or girl enters prostitution at a 
very young age, it is unlikely their occupation will last more than twenty years. Age 
will make them unattractive, even if sexual disease, drug use, or violence does not end 
their career earlier.  
 

   The characteristics of the commercial sexual exploitation of children are 
different for each country. According to the study of ECPAT,33 the pattern of child 
prostitution in North-East Asia (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan) differs from that of 
South-East Asia. In Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, the commercial sexual 
exploitation of children is related more to consumerism than poverty. In these 
                                                 
30 (http://www.unifem-eseasia.org/Gendiss/Gendiss2.htm) 
31 Ibid., Archavanijakul, Krittiya. 
32 Ibid.p.ii 
33 ECPAT is a global network of organizations and individuals working together for the elimination of   
    child prostitution, child pornography and the trafficking of children for sexual purposes.  
    (<http://www.ecpat.net.template4DB.asp?srcfile>) 
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countries the wide spread availability of new technology such as beepers, mobile 
phones and the internet has facilitated the procurement of children for sexual services 
and the generation of child pornography in both electronic and simulated forms. Some 
light on this connection between child sexual exploitation and technology can be seen 
from a study done in America. Nineteen percent of the 1,500 surveyed youth aged 10 
to 17 who use the internet regularly reported getting solicited, presumably by adults. 
Solicitations were defined as requests to engage in sexual activities or sexual talk, or a 
request to give personal sexual information.34 According to David Finkelhor and 
Kimberly Mitchell of the Crimes Against Children Research Center at the University 
of New Hampshire, in Durham: 
  

"In terms of risk, girls and older youth (14 -17 years) 
were more likely to be solicited. Risk was higher for 
youth who were troubled. It was also higher for those who 
used the Internet more frequently, participated in chat 
rooms, engaged in risky behavior online, talked to 
strangers online, or used the Internet at households other 
than their own (2002)." 35 

 
    Following initial contact on the Internet, one quarter of these children were 

subsequently approached in person, or enticed on the telephone or by regular mail.  
The situation in less developed countries is different. Based on the research of 
ECPAT in Mongolia and the countries of South-East Asia such as Cambodia, Laos, 
Myanmar, Thailand, the Philippines and Vietnam, commercial sexual exploitation of 
children is mostly associated with poverty and a lack of education. Children and girls 
in particular are forced into prostitution to help subsidize their family’s income. A 
lack opportunity of education and vocational skills means that these children have few 
employment options.36  

 
    However, these two different forms of commercial sexual exploitation of 

children are not clear-cut, such as when in China poor rural children in the southern 
state of Yunnan are trafficked for sexual purposes into neighboring countries. The 
evidence that ECPAT has indicates some child prostitutes in Yunnan remain in 
contact with pimps through beepers and mobile phones. Further evidence in Yunnan 
also suggests that the characteristics of commercial sexual exploitation of children in 
North East and South-East Asia are increasingly becoming interchangeable due to the 
rapid spread and widespread availability of new technology. However, in common 
with findings from developed countries such as the United States, a large number of 
the child victims of commercial sexual exploitation in both North-East and South-East 
Asia have previously experienced sexual abuse or domestic violence, or come from 
broken homes.37 These two factors, poverty and consumerism, affect the way that 
children may voluntarily slide into prostitution by their own actions.  However, there 
are a number of ways that children get involved involuntarily in child prostitution. 

                                                 
34 The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children on online Victimization, USA, 2002. 

  (http://www.copacommission.org/papers/ncmec.pdf) 
35 Ibid. 
36 (http://www.ecpat.net/eng/~ = thailnd.html) 
37 Ibid. 



Phra Somsak Duangsisen                                                                                Prostitution in Thailand /  68 

Firstly, some parents sell their children into prostitution for money. This prostitution 
of children amounts to actual slavery. The mechanism of this slavery in many places, 
including Asia, is the traditional system of debt bondage, whereby a person sells 
his/her labor for a lump sum. Secondly, children have been lured into prostitution 
after accepting offers of employment as domestic servants, factory workers or models.  
Rachel Baker suggests that the forms of sexual exploitation leading to prostitution are: 
 

- the sale of children into the sex industry through organized networks both   
   within and between countries; 
- sexual abuse by children’s employers or fellow-workers; 
- payment in cash or kind for sex with tourists or development workers, many    
  of whom are part of large pedophile networks; and 
- demands for sexual favors (with rewards or through coercion) by teachers,   
   family members, social workers or ‘strangers’ who befriend children on the    
   Internet.38 

 
    The demand for underage females, may, in fact, rival that for adult prostitutes. 

This suggests that profit expectations were linked to several factors such as the 
hustler’s age and appearance (the younger, the more expensive) and the safer from 
disease. The ILO39 stresses that whereas adults could choose sex work as an 
occupation, children are invariably victims of prostitution. "Child prostitution differs 
from—and should be considered a much more serious problem than—adult 
prostitution." Children, in contrast to adults, "are clearly much more vulnerable and 
helpless against the established structures and vested interests in the sex sector, and 
much more likely to be victims of debt bondage, trafficking, physical violence or 
torture. Commercial sexual exploitation is such a serious form of violence against 
children that there are life-long and life-threatening consequences (1998)." 
 
          3.2.4 The Measure of Thai Government 
 

    In 2001, there has been considerable action by the government to enforce 
existing laws – in part to control or limit prostitution.  However, Alex Perry of 
“TIME” (2001)40, the worldwide newspaper, is rather skeptical of this action because 
it is unbelievable to be taken in practice.  He mentions in his article the action in 
enforcing social order, a 2 a.m. close of bars and drinking establishments, and random 
drug tests on patrons. He suggested that Bangkok will resume its historic role as a sex 
tourist’s paradise as soon as the minister “has garnered enough law-and-order 
headlines” and also questioned the seriousness of the Interior Minister’s policy to 
crack down on crime in Thailand. He suggested that it’s impossible to avoid the vice 
outside as bar, as karaoke clubs and restaurants offer lines of prostitutes under cheap 
pink fairy lights – all waiting after the bars close. He added that: 

 
“Cleaning up the world’s brothel was always going to 
take harsh measures. Overnight, Bangkok has become a 

                                                 
38 (<http://www.dfid.gov.uk/public/what/pdf/sdd_sewe.pdf>) 
39 WORLD OF WORK No. 26, September / October 1998  

  (http://www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/inf/magazine/index.htm) 
40 TIME Asia, “Walkabout: The Thai Government Responds”, A TIME article on  
    Bangkok’s anti-vice drive comes under fire, September 10,2001. 
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dead zone in the early hours as tourists are turfed out and 
resident foreigners stay at home rather than risk the 
indignity of Thai police drugs test, whatever their 
narcotics predilections. But if this is what it takes to save 
some of the thousands of women and children sold into 
sexual slavery each year in the Thai capital alone, then so 
be it (2001).” 

 
    According to Perry, his article gave some reflections from those who have a 

previous understanding that Thailand is notorious of sex paradise. He might think that 
it is hard to solve the problem of prostitution because a large sum of money to 
Thailand came from sex service.  In response, Interior Minister Purachai 
Piumsomboon argued in Thai Rath, the Thai daily newspaper that: 
 

“Actually, I favor TIME. But, when it criticized Thailand 
as a sex paradise, I won’t buy it anymore. It is unreliable 
that the writer came to Thailand only a few days, after 
talking with taxi driver who offer him for touring, then he 
malice Thailand (2001: 1).”41 

 
Also, The Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs drew to the publics attention that: 

 
“The problems of prostitution, drugs and crime are not 
inherent to Thailand alone. They exist in every country. 
Therefore, it is rather unfair and derisive in singling out 
Bangkok as the epitome of these problems (2001).” 42 
  

   The government attention to prostitution has continued.  However, the 
problem is complicated by the fact that not only does prostitution serve tourists, it has 
Thai bureaucrats among its clients. Interior Minister Purachai warned that civil 
servants who make use of underage prostitutes or of women who have been forced 
into prostitution, will be sacked. For example, recently,43, Thai police and members of 
the Pavena Hongsakula Foundation for Children and women rescued a 12-year-old 
girl from the fresh trade. The girl told police that she had been forced to provide sex 
services to several clients, including a police lieutenant colonel. There have been 
many journalists who have expressed their comments about this issue, among them 
Sanitsuda Ekachai from the Bangkok Post. She pointed out that child rape is an 
appalling obscenity and referred to children’s rights activist and senator Montri 
Sintawichai’s statement that this dreadful crime is not only occurring routinely, it is 
increasing in frequency. Sanitsuda stated that Montri has shocking statistics to prove 
his point. 

 
“In 2001, his organization, the Child Protection Foundation, 
handed 215 child rape cases_39 % more than in 2000. The 

                                                 
41 Thai Rath newspaper, September 13, 2001.  
42 The Letter from Ministry of Foreign Affair to TIME and later it was posted in   TIME Asia’s web site,  
    September 14, 2001. 
43 The Nation, Thai daily newspaper, “Under-age prostitution: Purachai warns civil servants”  

   published on Jan 4, 2002. 
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number of cases of child abuse handed by the organization 
rose 31 % from 126 in 2000 to 164 in 2001. Thirty-eight 
children died as a result of crimes committed against them 
(2002).”44 

 
   Over the last two decades, the commercial sexual exploitation of children in 

Thailand has received much media attention. Reports and stories of children being 
sold into sexual slavery and trafficking abound. These reports and stories are backed 
up by what one can see with the naked eye. In the bars and streets of Bangkok, 
Pattaya, Chiang-Mai, and Phuket, children can be observed offering sexual services to 
passers by. Patpong, Soi Cowboy, Nana Plaza and Pattaya are the main areas of the 
child sex industry (1995).45 Child prostitution takes place mostly in bars, coffee 
shops, massage parlors, beauty salons, dance bars, karaoke bars and brothels. In spite 
of this international attention, and attempts by the government and NGO’s to tackle 
with the problem of prostitution and especially child prostitution, there is evidence 
that sexual crime is still increasing in Thailand, or, at the very least, that arrests for 
sexual crimes are increasing. Table 3.1 shows arrest and conviction rates for several 
categories of sex related crimes over the past five years: 
 

Table 3.1 
 

The Statistics of Reported Crimes of Thailand 
(Sexual Crime) 

 
 
Sexual crime 
 

 
Year      1996       1997       1998       1999       2000 
 

 
Rape    
      

 
N         3,569        3,726      3,516      3,932      4,032  
n          2,566        2,565      2,377      2,598      2,625 

 
Rape and Murder 

 
N           21            15            24            5           16 
n           17             10            14            4           15 

 
Prostitution 

 
N        5,784       4,853       6,327    10,147     11,345  
n         6,085       4,961       6,853    10,272     11,591 

 
Pornography 

 
N        1,506       1,083       1,293      1,461       1,774 
n         1,516       1,102       1,320      1,483       1,797 

 
Kidnapping 

 
N            7              9             15         13           15 
n             6              6             10         10           11  

Note: N = reported number 
          n = arrested number 

Source: compiled from statistics of the Royal Thai Police (http://www.police.go.th)  
   The table shows a fairly steady increase in all levels of sexual crime except 

“rape and murder”, which declined dramatically in 1999, only to increase again in 
2000. However, note that the figures for rape without murder are quite persistent in 
their increase. The figures on prostitution are perhaps puzzling. Prostitution is illegal 

                                                 
44 Ekachai, Sanitsuda, “Is this a society we can be proud of?”, Bangkok Post, January 3, 2002. 
45 Ibid Manderson, Lenore(1995). 
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in Thailand. The Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act of 1996 defines 
prostitution as “to accept a sexual act or accept other action or anything for the sexual 
satisfaction of the other person for the benefit of pay or other interest”, and it is still 
an illegal act, as it had been previously under The Suppression of Prostitution Act of 
1960. It may seem interesting that if the Police department estimates that there are 
500,000 commercial sex workers in Thailand, as reported earlier, that only 11,000 of 
these were arrested in the year 2000. Is sexual crime on the increase, or are the police 
simply coming to grips with the problem in a more realistic way? The figures on rape 
and pornography suggest that sexual crime really is on the increase. Although the 
Royal Thai Police make no inference that these sexual crimes were caused by 
consumerism or poverty, such a conclusion is not improbable because there are many 
indirect causes behind these problems such as poverty, unemployment etc. 
 
3.3 The Issues Still Unsettled 
 

There are many factors lie behind both sexual violence toward women and 
children and their forced entry into prostitution. The traditional male attitude that 
women are of inferior status, the growth of consumerism in society, the rise of the 
commercial sex industry with huge potential for profit, and the similar rise of “sex 
tourism” all contribute toward putting women and children at risk. In this view, the 
exploitation of women and children, involving the sale or trade of persons or of their 
bodies for profit, is inherently violent. 
 
               We deal here not with the demand of (mostly) men for prostitution, but 
rather with the social factors that lead to increasing levels of prostitution. It is these 
factors that form the background for any person’s decision to enter prostitution, give 
their child up into prostitution, or make it easier for one person to trick or force 
another into prostitution. There are many interesting issues still unsettled that the 
cause of prostitution is not only poverty but also other factors. Therefore, it is 
challenge to discuss further.  
 

  Poverty and Tok Khiew 
 

    Tok Khiew is a kind of a recruitment process for entering into prostitution 
related to poverty. An agent makes contact with the person who is going to be a 
prostitute. The agent will advance money to the family or the person who is expected 
to be a prostitute. When that person is at the right age to enter the business, the agent 
comes back to take her to the brothel. 

 
   These girls or their family are willing to receive the money from the agent for 

many reasons—poverty, debt, a desire for property and modern facilities, such as, a 
house, electric appliances, a motorcycle, pickup or other facilities for a better life. But 
“Tok khiew” seems to be a controversial issue; some studies have found that this 
system no longer exists. According to a study by Simon Baker, based on both 
interviews and general discussions with people including some local students: 

 
“Nevertheless, this system no longer exists. In none of the 
sites that I visited did anyone mention this system of 
recruiting girls into prostitution. In the Akha school none 
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of the students had even heard of this system. Only one 
student wrote about tok khiew and the student was writing 
about the past. The ex-brothel owner even suggested that 
the tok khiew system never existed. He said that it never 
happened, as there was no economic sense in paying 
money to families so that in the future the daughter would 
enter into prostitution. Why pay money for a girl so as to 
receive benefits from her in the future, when there was a 
ready supply of girls entering prostitution due to poverty. 
He said that there was no tok khiew, but a period that 
parents would not discourage their daughters from doing 
this work because of poverty (2000).”46 

  
     It is interesting to examine what the representative of the Payao district and  

the Deputy Minister of Labor and Social Welfare, Laddawan Wongsriwong,47 said 
about these problems in her own district and area of expertise.  She was the head of a 
working group for new policy and ideas solving problems, especially social problems 
such as AIDS, drugs, illegal abortion, wrong sexual values, orphans from early 
marriages and quick divorces. The Deputy Minister said that since Payao is her 
birthplace, she has tried to do her in duty in developing and solving problem in Payao 
by studying which problem is the most important and most serious. 

 
“So poor that it is necessary to sell daughter is the 

important and serious problem that I choose as the first 
rank. I have announced that daughter or children must not 
be sold without any idea of how to help them. ... What’s 
happened and why? Their family is so poor that they have 
to show their gratefulness by being prostitute. They have 
had no chance and money to study which make them have 
very little knowledge, so they must become a prostitute to 
feed themselves and their parents. ... I dare to let the mass 
media interview and dare to speak to the government that 
my birthplace is so poor that people have to sell their 
children for living. This is the truth (2001).”48 

 

                                                 
46 Ibid.,Baker, Simon, 2000. 
47 The special lecture on “The Presentation on Pattern of Structure of Family Development Center in  the   
    Community” by Deputy Minister of Labor and Social Welfare (Laddawan Wongsriwong) in the    
    workshop on Project of Family Development Center Establishment in the Community on  
    Wednesday 26th of September 2001 at 11.00-12.15 h. at SD Avenue Hotel, Bangkok.  Laddawan  
    Wongsriwong is also the Representative of Payao District and the President of Child, Youth, Woman  
    and Family Problem Solution and Prevention Committee.  At the time she was appointed to be an  
    Adviser to the Minister of Interior, Major General Sanun Khajornprasart, she was quite intimately  
    acquainted with the Deputy Director General of Community Development Department, Sayumporn  
   Limthai. Both of them cooperated in working with the team of the Minister of Interior in the  
   Community Development Department. Laddawan has fought for the honor, life and safety of children  
   and women in the eight provinces in the upper part of the North and has cooperated with many  
   Ministries, especially Public Welfare Department, the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Industry,  
   Ministry of Public Health, and Ministry of Foreign Affairs.. 
48 Ibid. 
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     This is a very clear statement of the prostitute problem in Payao. Daughters 
have been truly sold to be prostitutes, not only in Thailand but also in other countries 
such as, Japan. It is interesting to note that Laddawan did not use the word “tok 
khiew” at all. Moreover, according to an interview with Mr. Samai Saepae49, the field 
coordinator of the Care Thai Foundation in Payoa Province, “tok khiew” may be the 
behavior of the agents of several years ago, but there is no ‘tok khiew” any more --
because the agent can directly contact and simultaneously recruit the girl to work. The 
non-existence of tok khiew may be caused by many factors. As mentioned above, 
why pay money for a girl so as to receive benefits from her in the future when there is 
a ready supply of girls entering prostitution to escape poverty? Another reason is that, 
according to the Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act B.E.2539 (1996), any 
person who, being a father, mother or parent of a person not over eighteen years of 
age, knows of the commission against the person under his or her control…at such 
commission shall be liable to imprisonment for a term of four years to twenty years 
and to a fine of eighty thousand to four hundred thousand Baht. That may be cause for 
alarm to parents who plan to sell their daughter. 

 
               Poverty and Unemployment 
 

      Poverty is usually suggested as one of the major background factors 
associated with prostitution. A woman who is not being supported by her husband or 
family must find money to survive. If she is desperate enough, she may turn to 
prostitution as a source of income that requires no particular education or training. 
Similarly, a background of poverty and unemployment increases the number of men 
seeking to earn money as pimps or providers, and thus looking for women or children 
to force or trick into prostitution. In this regard, the situation in Thailand, as in most 
developing nations of the world, should be improving, as the level of poverty is 
dropping by most measures. The following table from the National Statistical Office 
of Thailand clearly shows this improvement in economic conditions.  

 
                    Table 3.2 

                    Average Monthly Income And Expenditure Of Households 

 Year 
Average 
House 

Hold Size 

Average Monthly 
Income of 
Household 

(Baht ) 

Percent of 
Change 
per Year 

Average Monthly 
Expenditure of 

Household (Baht ) 

Percent 
of 

Change 
per Year 

Savings 
as a % of 
Income∗ 

1975-76 5.5 1,928 - 2,004 - -3.9 
1981 4.5 3,378 11.87 3,374 10.98 0.12 
1986 4.3 3,631 1.45 3,783 2.31 -4.2 
1988 4.0 4,106 6.34 4,161 4.88 -1.3 
1996 3.7 10,779 14.22 9,190 10.20 14.74 
1998 3.7 12,492 7.65 10,389 6.32 16.83 
1999** 3.7 12,729 1.90 10,238 -1.45 19.56 

 

2000 3.6 12,150 -4.55 9,848 -3.81 18.94 
         * Where savings are understood as the difference between average monthly household income and   
             household expenditure. * *   Data collection period was from June–September 1999  

    Sources : The 1975-1976 1981 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 1999 and 2000   
                Household Socio-economic Survey, National Statistical office  

                                                 
49 No.355/9 Paholyothin Road, Tumbol Maetum Ampher Muang, Payoa. 5600 Tel.054-484677. 
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     In the twenty-five years covered by this table, levels of saving have risen 

from deficit numbers in the early 70’s and 80’s, to a substantial level close to 
20 percent of household income. The economic crisis that swept Asia in 1996-7 ran 
counter to this general trend of rising household income and savings. It is a seeming 
paradox that household income could remain the same while unemployment figures in 
Thailand almost doubled from 1996 to 1998, as shown in the following table.  

 
             Table 3.3 

 
                        Thai Labor Force, Employed & Unemployed Persons 

 

 
Year 

Total Labor 
Force 

Number of 
employed 

Number of 
unemployed

Seasonal 
Workers 

Unemployed 
as a % of 

labor force 

Seasonal 
Workers 
as % of 
labor 
force 

 
1993 
 

32,478,650 30,679,850 843,800 955,000 
 

2.6 
 

2.9 

 
1994 
 

32,602,750 30,694,200 869,550 1,039,000 
 

2.7 
 

3.2 

 
1995 
 

32,633,550 30,815,050 549,300 1,269,200 
 

1.7 
 

3.9 

 
1996 
 

33,237,000 31,424,000 910,000 903,000 
 

2.7 
 

2.7 

 
1997 
 

33,845,000 31,500,000 1,310,000 1,035,000 
 

3.9 
 

3.1 

 
1998 
 

33,566,500 30,213,000 2,171,000 1,182,500 
 

6.5 
 

3.5 

 

 
1999
* 

33,381,000 30,151,000 2,005,000 1,225,000 
 

6.0 
 

3.7 

      Source : compile from Macro Department, TFRC (<http://www.trfc.co.th>) 
      Note : * Estimate  

 
  What has to be understood is that the value of the Baht fell dramatically 

against the U.S. dollar, from 25 Baht to the dollar which held approximately true for 
most of the 1980’s and early 1990’s, to more than 50 Baht to the dollar in early 1997, 
and then to the present value of approximately 44 Baht to the dollar. In terms of real 
purchasing power, especially for any goods with a foreign component, and imported 
products such as oil, household incomes are down considerably. The high 
unemployment figures are particularly devastating for Thai family life because of the 
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lack of any significant social safety net in Thailand. There is no national 
unemployment insurance scheme, as there is in many western countries, nor is there a 
comprehensive government welfare program to benefit all the poor. As is the case for 
most countries in Asia, the family and individual savings are the major source of 
assistance for the unemployed. 

 
    The rapid expansion of the Thai economy before 1996, resulting from 

industrialization and export promotion, has been accompanied by a development of 
production technology. However, we must recognize that technology may affect both 
the labor force and the lifestyle of the Thai people. Much of the recent increase in 
actual child poverty in Asia results from technological changes that have reduced the 
demand for the less skilled workers relative to more-skilled workers, and to the 
increased globalization of the market economies. These changes caused rising 
unemployment in many high-wage Asian countries (such as Singapore, and Taiwan) 
and increased work at low wages in economies with less labor protection and more 
wage flexibility (such as Thailand). The ILO estimates that as a result of the currency 
crisis of 1996, the number of unemployed worldwide rose by 10 million. In Thailand 
the unemployment rate hit 4 percent and then 6 percent. Large numbers of illegal 
foreign workers also lost their jobs, but their fate has not been captured in official 
statistics. Many of the employed are, in fact, 'underemployed' in low-paid informal 
sector jobs. Of those who continue to be employed, many have suffered reduced 
working hours.50 The press was quick to respond to the economic crisis and suggest 
that: 
 

“Experts fear a resurgence of commercial sexual 
exploitation, child prostitution and human trafficking 
across the region, because Thailand's economic meltdown 
has doubled unemployment to more than two million 
people; pay cuts have reduced living standards for 
millions more, and the government has cut social security 
funding. Experts warn conditions are ripe for sex 
traffickers – ‘job brokers’ who sell women and girls to 
brothels in Thailand and overseas (1998).51”  

 
     In a similar vein, the Foundation for Children’s Development surveyed 

143 secondary-school students from rural provinces, whose parents were seasonal 
factory or construction workers, in early 1998. It found that 10 had a family member 
who had been laid off, 11 had a family member with reduced income, and 19 had a 
family member who was unemployed because their firm had gone out of business. 
The impact on the children was felt immediately: bus fares and the price of food for 
lunch had risen from 8 to 13 baht, at a time when less money was coming in to the 
family. The economic situation has led to an increase in social problems such as 

                                                 
50 Hayward, Helen Costing the Casino. “The Real Impact of currency Speculation in the  
    1990s”(<http://www.waronwant.org/tobin/casino.htm>) 
51 "Survival the name of the game," Bangkok Post, 3 July 1998. Cited  
     (http://www.uri.edu/artsci/wms/hughes/catw/thailand.htm) 
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prostitution. Therefore, The Child Protection Foundation warned that the problem of 
child prostitution has intensified because of the crisis (2001).52 

 
     The speculation is that as unemployment rises, the parents of children in 

low-income families cannot be expected to earn enough to keep their families out of 
poverty. As a long period of unemployment and the increasing amount of jobless 
people continue, some of them may get involved in prostitution. It is a gender reality 
that prostitution may be the best of the worst economic options that many women 
have, and it is understandable that women might turn to prostitution in these 
circumstances. However there are no reliable figures to prove that prostitution, or 
child prostitution in particular, has either increased or decreased as a result of the 
economic problems. Against the backdrop of generally reduced poverty, including the 
sharp increase in unemployment since 1996, there are several other important social 
trends which are also changing the culture and daily life in Thailand. As in all 
developing countries, there is a population shift from rural to urban areas, along with 
a shift from a rural-agricultural based society, to an urban-industrialized one. One of 
the most dramatic changes has been in family structure, where the size of the Thai 
family has dropped from a household size of 5.5 persons in 1975, to only 3.6 in the 
year 200053. Similarly, as shown in Table 3.4, the number of children in Thailand has 
dropped from more than half the population in 1960, to about 30 percent in 1990. 

 
                Table 3.4 

 
                    Age and Sex Structure of the Population 

 
Census Years Population characteristics 1990 1980 1970 1960 

 
Total population 
 

 
54,548,530 

 
44,824,540 

 
34,397,374 

 
26,257,96 

 
Sex ratio 
 

 
98.5 

 
99.3 

 
99.1 

 
100.4 

Percentage of population under 
15 years 29.2 38.3 45.1 43.1 

Percentage of population aged 
15-59 years 63.4 56.3 50.0 52.3 

Percentage of population aged 
60 years and over 7.4 5.4 4.9 4.6 

 

 
Child dependency ratio∗ 
 

46.1 68.1 90.1 82.4 

          
            * Child dependency ratio = Number of population aged 0-14 years X 100 

           Number of population aged 15-59 years 
  Source : Population and Housing census 1960, 1970, 1980 and 1990, National  
                          statistical office (<http://www.nso.go.th/eng/stat/poph/popt2.htm>) 
 

                                                 
52 reported by Helen Hayward (<http://www.waronwant.org>) 
53 see table 3.4 
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   The actual effect on prostitution of the unemployment crisis, coupled with 
the demographic changes in Thai society and the shrinking size of the family, remains 
a matter of speculation rather than statistics. However, at least one study done in 
Thailand concluded that entry to prostitution was seen as a rational decision by those 
engaged in the trade. According to the research of Boonchalaksi, W. and Guest, P. 
(1994: 72)54, only 6 percent of prostitutes interviewed said they had been forced to 
work as a prostitute. The vast majority were very aware of the drop in income they 
would face if they changed jobs. Seventy percent of brothel workers and 90 percent of 
massage parlor workers interviewed said that they had some savings. Twenty-five 
percent of brothel workers and 50 percent of massage girls surveyed owned a house. 
Almost a third of the sample started prostitution below the legal age. Twenty percent 
started between the ages of 13 and 18 years. As for high unemployment, 
Boonchalaksi and Guest stated that, before 1994, this did not seem to be a factor 
prompting women to work in the sex industry, as the period of unemployment was 
usually short. 
 

      Lack of Educational Opportunities 
 
   There is no doubt that the education of children has been affected by the 
recent economic crises. The Thai Farmers Research Center (TFRC)55 found parents 
experience significant stress when their income levels are further reduced in contrast 
to rising expenses. Educational plans for their children may have to be revised. In 
addition, TFRC carried out an opinion survey, during September 9-15, 1998, “Effects 
of the Economic Crisis on Study Plans among Households in Bangkok”. The study 
sampled the experience of 1,034 respondents. The poll revealed that most households 
in Bangkok are now encountering some adverse effects of the economic slump, 
especially in terms of rising expenses. The major problems were dropping income, 
accrued debts, and lay-offs.  
 
              Many respondents acknowledged that these mounting difficulties are likely 
to affect the education of their children. Parents are finding different ways of handling 
the study needs of their children. Some have cut special tutorial services, or ask their 
children to temporarily stop studying in order to help make ends meet. Those who had 
overseas study programs in mind for their university age children have generally been 
canceling those plans. Others have sought to reduce expenses on special training 
courses in preparation for work or further study. Some will have to suspend altogether 
their plans for further education. Of course, most of these changes affect the relatively 
well off. Except for the “option” of stopping studies altogether, these forced 
economies have little to do with those usually associated with the word “poverty”. 
 
              If poor children are forced to leave school as the result of changing family 
finances, it is easy to predict several short and long-term results that could affect their 
possible entry into prostitution. First, they lose the support structure and discipline of 
the school. There is no longer schoolwork and homework to occupy their day, and 
there are no longer teachers helping to ensure their welfare and moral upbringing. 
They will probably thus be more exposed to drugs and prostitution than they would be 
                                                 
54 Boonchalaksi, W. and Guest, P. , 1994, Prostitution in Thailand, Institute for Population and Social  
   Research, Bangkok: Mahidol University 
55  (<http://www.trfc.co.th>) 
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otherwise, and if parental supervision is weak, the lack of any other form of 
supervision may make them prone to involvement in crime or prostitution. The more 
long-term effect is that they will not have the educational background to find a good 
job as they grow older, or as the economy improves. Once a child, or the family of a 
child, starts receiving the high income that selling drugs or a child’s body can bring, 
there is little incentive for the child to go back to school. Further, work as a prostitute 
is usually evening or nighttime work, and that is hardly conducive to study during the 
day. Commenting on the Thai situation, Ben Kleaveland, General Assembly chair of 
Sexual Exploitation of Children stated:56  
 

“The breakdown of traditional community structures, in 
part due to the externalities of the global economy, has 
also caused increases in the supply of child prostitutes. 
Poverty and the lack of educational and occupational 
opportunity has driven many parents (and family friends) 
to sell their children into prostitution. Not only do the 
parents have trouble supporting their children, but also the 
parents realize the profitability of the commercial sex 
industry. The unfortunate fact is many girls can make 
more money as a prostitute than at any other profession. 
As a partial result of supply and demand, child 
prostitution is firmly embedded in the cultures and 
economies of the affected Asian nations (1998).” 
 

Similarly, an ILO report stated:57 
 

 “All the country studies confirm that earnings from 
prostitution are often more than from alternative 
employment opportunities open to women with no or low 
levels of education (2002: 207)". 
 

  Women, in prostitution need social services, educational opportunities and 
economic alternatives (real economic recognition) that don't sink them in a life of 
prostitution but provide a hopeful future. Women in prostitution need income 
generating projects that will provide them with adequate livelihoods or the kind of 
jobs that do not lock them into lives of sexual exploitation. We must provide 
education and employment opportunities that enhance women's worth and status, 
thereby diminishing the necessity for the women to enter sex industry. 

 
     Consumerism 

 
     If poverty were the major background factor promoting prostitution, then the 

expectation would be that with the general rise in real income experienced up to 1996 
in Thailand, levels of prostitution should have been dropping. For instance, according 

                                                 
56 General Assembly: Sexual Exploitation of Children, With a  
    Focus on Asia, Ben Kleaveland, General Assembly chair   
    (<http://www.stanford.edu/group/smun/smun/oldversion/simun98/briefings/children.html>) 
57 (< http://www.uri.edu/artsci/wms/hu ghes/catw/legit.htm>) 
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to Pasuk Phongpaichit (1998: 196),58 when the sex services industry became an issue 
in Thailand during the 1960s, many technocrats and policy-makers brushed it aside. 
They took the view that when the Thai economy grew, prostitution would become less 
of a problem, just as in Japan and other more developed countries. Over thirty years 
have passed. Yet, there is no sign that prostitution in Thailand is in decline. Indeed, 
with economic development, increased wealth has raised the demand for sex services. 
Estimates of the number of prostitutes in Thailand in the mid-1990s run from tens of 
thousands up to three million. The demand stems both from local sources and from 
foreign tourists. 

 
  As has been shown in our earlier discussion in Chapter 2, consumerism can 

lead to a rise in debt as people feed their desire to consume more and more. 
Prostitution as a means to meet the increased desire for luxury items and a “high” life-
style is seen by many as one solution to these rising debts. Da Grossa, P. (1989) 
studied prostitution in the All-Thai brothels of Chiang Mai City in the Crossroads. 
The women Da Grossa interviewed lived in an area notorious for under-age 
prostitutes. They earned around 3,000 baht a month, and all but one earned over the 
government's minimum wage level of 1,500 baht. All sent money home, and most 
disliked the job but considered it necessary for survival.  

 
              It seems that prostitution in Thailand is less a response to poverty than a 
desire for more money and a better life-style. The general economic success of the 
developing nations in Asia, and Thailand in particular, have led to growing desire for 
the things money can buy—consumerism in short. It appears that although some 
women are indeed forced into prostitution, many have simply chosen prostitution as a 
short cut to quick money or easy money. Those who look for easy money are not 
necessary from a low-income family; based on recent studies, they also come from the 
middle class with a desire for a better standard of living.  
 
              Sukhum Chaloeysap (2002)59, deputy rector of the Rajabhat Institue’s Suan 
Dusit Campus, recently conducted in-depth research on 25 female university students 
who earned income from prostitution. Their clients include their male student friends 
who can afford supporting them with 3,000-5,000 baht per month, and businessmen 
and politicians who need temporary sexual relief with no strings attached. The client 
usually sets it straight that the female students will not try to get in touch with their 
family or wife. This resembles the pattern of being a “minor wife’ or mistress. 
Nonetheless, the dissimilarity to the pattern of “minor wife” lies in the fact that these 
female students usually have more than one client, possibly 3-5 clients or more. They 
can gather more than 50,000 baht a month and sometimes are furnished with a 
luxurious condominium by their client. It is not surprising if they have accumulated 
millions of baht in their saving accounts. This huge magnitude of income is probably 
not spent for education, but rather for a higher standard of living and materialistic 
desires.   

 

                                                 
58 Pasuk Pongpaichit, Sungsidh Piriyarangsan, Nualnoi Treerat,   
   Guns Girls Gambling Ganja, Silkworm Books, 1998.  
59 Cited from Sirikul Bunnag, Sugar daddies sweetening lives of many at university, Students  

   receiving up to B50,000 per month, Bangkok Post, Monday 25 march 2002. 
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    The International Labour Organization (ILO) in Geneva surveyed 50 women 
who had made the migration to Bangkok to work in massage parlors to examine the 
women's rationale behind their work in the sex trade. Their findings summarize the 
economic thinking behind the decisions of these women60: 

  
     “The migration gave them an earning power which was 
simply astounding relative to normal rural budgets. A 
couple of years of work would enable the family to build a 
house of a size and quality which few people in the 
countryside could hope to achieve in the earnings of a 
lifetime...They were engaging in an entrepreneurial move 
designed to sustain the family unities of a rural economy... 
Our survey clearly showed that the girls felt they were 
making a perfectly rational decision within the context of 
their particular social and economic structure (1989: 30).” 

 
   It is difficult to separate the issue of consumerism from the gradual process 

of Westernization that is also taking place in Thailand, particularly the influence from 
the U.S. global super-power. Globalization has turned the American way of life into a 
global reality. Some people are conscious of this penetration into their societies, but 
most are not, and take for granted that their culture is not American.  Many Thai 
people do seem sensitive to the influence of American way of life. For instance, there 
are calls by some anthropologists and sociologits that Thai society today is indeed in a 
state of confusion and expedient westernization.  Consider just restaurants: 
McDonald's, Burger King, Dunkin’ Donuts. Fast foods and fast profits. . . . Thai 
culture and traditions are becoming obsolete and irrelevant, if not outright obstacles to 
modernization and westernization (1993: 31).61  

 
    If consumerism is seen as being at the heart of the problem of prostitution in 

Thailand, then a critique of consumerism might also seem to be a Buddhist critique of 
Western values and the growing influence of international capitalism. The problem is 
the loss of traditional social values as consumerism becomes closer to the daily lives 
of people than other, and more traditional, social values.   In large measure, this loss is 
associated with the mass media and consumer product advertising. Hollywood movies 
and western music have penetrated to every corner of Thailand, as has television and 
radio. Advertisers in the corporate world are, of course, offered lucrative recompense 
to create in people dissatisfaction about their lives and a craving for yet another 
consumer product. By the bombardment of consumer images in the advertising media, 
demand and expectations are raised such that many women and children choose or are 
induced, sold, or forced into sexual encounters to seek for money to pay for clothes 
and goods or such products that are advertised. 
 
 

                                                 
60 "Protecting the tarts of Thailand," The Economist, 25 February 1989. cited   

   (<http://www.links.net/vita/swat/course/prosthai.html>) 
61 Yos Santasombat, an anthropologist from Thailand, quoted in Menon, 1993:31  

   (http://www.unrisd.org/engindex/publ/list/dp/dp86/dp86-09.htm) 
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               Sex Tourism 
 

     Prostitution exists on two levels. There is a large indigenous industry 
catering to Thai men, and at another level is that part of the industry which caters to 
foreigners and to the international sex tourism industry.  In many of the developing 
countries, informal sector tourism is inseparable from the sex trade industry of women 
and children. Sex tourism is based on networks that provide services such as tourist 
guides, prostitutes, brothels, and massage parlors that serve not only foreign sex 
tourists but local customers as well. Many people are attracted towards this 
environment because of the possibility of obtaining money through these activities 
that do not require any special skill, but where the work tool is the body itself. Sex 
tourism has become a social problem of international proportions. In his 1992 UN 
Report on the Sale of Children, Vitit Muntabhorn stated: 
  

" According to information received, sex tourism 
continues unabated in Asia, at both national and 
transnational levels. Sex tourism involving local 
customers is often neglected in the press in favour of 
transnational sex tourism; numerically, however, there 
may well be more local people than foreigners who resort 
to the services of child prostitutes (1992).”62 
 

    This association of tourism with the sex industry in Asia, and especially in 
Thailand, has led many to take some very strong views. Although most economists 
and governments think tourism is a very valuable addition to the national income, 
some see tourism as the last resort of a country prostituting its own resources. Sinit 
Sitthirak, from the Thai Development Support Committee, commented that the failure 
to develop national industrialisation and maintain the agricultural-based economy 
caused Thailand to resort to the last choice—earning foreign currency through the 
selling of "nature and culture": sun, sand, sea, a sophisticated local way of life and, 
more importantly, the special service sector that promotes and sells sex to foreign 
tourists who normally cannot afford it in their own countries. Images of docility, 
submissiveness and the 'exotic' also play into the appeal of Thai prostitutes to foreign 
men (1995).63 Of course, prostitution is not new to Thailand, nor is it a western 
cultural introduction -- for centuries, brothels, and the practice of concubinage have 
existed in Thailand.  

    However, it is only in the last few decades that the sex industry as such has 
expanded rapidly to the point where it is in fact a significant part of the national 
economy (as a result of indirect effects such as the rental of hotel rooms and sale of 
food) and would be more so if the actual amount of money spent in prostitution could 
be tallied. There are many sources that state that the enormous scale of Thailand’s sex 
industry today is largely a result of the American War in Vietnam. In the 1960s, U.S. 
military bases began to proliferate in Thailand and many young women were induced 
                                                 
62 The UN special rapporteur, Vitit Muntabhorn wrote in his   article "Sale of Children: A United    
    Nations Report (February   1992. cited (http://www.jubileeaction.co.uk/reports/childpro.htm) 
63 PROSTITUTION IN THAILAND: A North South dialogue on   neocolonialism, militarism, and  
    consumerism  Sinit Sitthirak , Thai Development Support Committee ,  Publication Date 1995. 
   (< http://www.signposts.uts.edu.au/articles/Thailand/Tourism/353.html>) 
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into the sex industry by their families and profiteers to serve the demand of U.S. 
servicemen. By the time the war ended in 1976, sex-industry establishments had 
expanded across the county and tourism was promoted in order to gain foreign 
exchange. Thailand was advertised to male foreign tourists as a place where they 
could indulge in sexual services, while at the same time it remained common for Thai 
men to visit brothels. Therefore, it is interesting to study Table 3.5, the details about 
international tourist arrivals to Thailand in 1999. 
 

     Table 3.5 
         Thailand: International Tourist Arrivals 1999 

 
 
                                             International Tourist Arrivals January – December 1999  (Profile) 
 

 Number D (%)    % 
Share  Number D (%)    % 

Share 
 
Sex    Age    
Male 5,172,371 + 8.91 60.28 Under 15 423,407 + 12.45 4.93 
Female 3,407,961 +13.01 39.72 15 – 24 855,701 + 14.76 9.97 
    25 - 34 2,281,186 + 7.49 26.59 
Frequency of Visit    35 - 44 2,036,449 + 9.63 23.73 
First visit 4,414,775 + 16.51 51.45 45 - 54 1,636,432 + 9.66 19.07 
Revisit 4,165,557 + 4.77 48.55 55 - 64 945,459 + 14.34 11.02 
    65 and Over 401,698 + 16.80 4.69 
Purpose of Visit        
Holiday 7,560,588 + 10.65 88.12     
Business 743,003 + 5.22 8.66     
Convention 75,344 + 14.57 0.88     
Official 43,533 + 34.52 0.51     

Others 157,864 + 23.48 1.83     

 
         Source: Tourism Authority of Thailand (<http://www.tat.or.th>) 
 

     Commercial sex became a huge business in Thailand and quickly evolved 
into a well organized industry supported by powerful entities.64 Any trip to the tourist 
and sex centers of Pat Phong and/or Pattaya will quickly establish that there are still 
lots of tourists enjoying sex and purchasing the services of prostitutes during their 
visit to Thailand. But is Thailand any different from other countries in this respect? 
Does Thailand deserve its international reputation as a place of prostitution? A 
tentative answer to both questions is yes. According to Table 3.6, the pattern of tourist 
visits to Thailand is heavily weighted towards men in the age group 25-64, more so 
than other countries. Their main purpose is for holiday. 

                                                 
64 (<http://www.hangoverguide.com/over/factbook/>) 
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    Although the economic effect of the tourism industry on Thailand is 

immense, and there appears to be possible evidence of sex tourism given the 
preponderance of males, this must be kept in perspective. In fact, Thailand ranks only 
4th in East Asia and the Pacific in terms of 2000 tourism receipts, behind neighboring 
countries such as China, Australia, Hong Kong, and only barely ahead of Korea. 
However there is no doubt that international tourism forms part of the demand for 
both female and child prostitutes in Thailand. 
 

Table 3.6 
International Tourism Receipts 

 
Series (US$ 

million) 
Growth rate (%) Market share (%) 

      1999 
 

   2000  99/98   00/99  1999 

East Asia & the 
Pacific 

75,239  6.4  100 

 
China 
 

 
 14,098 

  
 16,231 

  
 11.9 

   
 15.1 

  
 18.7 

 
Hong Kong 

   
   7,210 

   
  7,886 

   
  -3.8 

   
    9.4 

   
   9.6 

 
Malaysia 

 
3,540 

 
4,563 

 
44.1 

 
28.9 

 
4.7 

 
Thailand 

 
6,695 

 
7,119 

 
12.8 

 
6.3 

 
8.9 

 
Macau 

 
2,466 

 
3,083 

 
-6.5 

 
25.0 

 
3.3 

 
Republic of 
Korea 

     
    6,802 
 

 
6,609 

 
-0.9 

 
-2.8 

 
9.0 

 
Indonesia 

 
4,710 

 
5,749 

 
8.8 

 
22.1 

 
6.3 

 
Australia 

 
8,017 

 
8,442 

 
9.3 

 
5.3 

 
10.7 

                       Source: World Tourism Organization (Data as collected through August 2001) 
 (<http://www.world~tourism.org/market_research/data/pdf/HighlightsUpdatedEngl.pdf>) 

 
     Receipts from tourism are a significant portion of the Thai Gross National 

Product and bringing a large sum of money into the country. In fact, the tourism 
sector, both international and domestic, provides the largest single group of 
businesses in Thailand, as shown in Table 3.7. 
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                       Table 3.7 
Number and percentage of business establishments 

                                               By Division of business industry and region 1999 

Division of business 
industry 

Whole 
Kingdom 

Bangkok 
Metropolis 

Vicinit
y 

Central 
region 

Northern 
region 

North-
eastern 
region 

Southern 
region 

66,912 33,269 4,708 7,314 6,406 8,256 6,959 Total 
(100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) 

Sale, maintenance and 
repair of motor vehicles 
and motorcycles, retail 
sale of automotive fuel 

11,493 4,214 923 1,539 1,499 1,977 1,341 

 (17.2) (12.7) (19.6) (21.0) (23.4) (24.0) (19.3) 
Wholesale trade and 
commission trade, 
except of motor 
vehicles and 
motorcycles 

11,426 8,188 497 642 589 887 623 

 (17.1) (24.6) (10.6) (8.8) (9.2) (10.7) (8.9) 
Retail trade, except of 
motor vehicles and 
motorcycles, repair of 
personal and household 
goods 

18,237 8,086 1,603 1,798 2,127 2,596 2,027 

 (27.3) (24.3) (34.0) (24.6) (33.2) (31.4) (29.1) 
Hotels and restaurants 14,437 5,614 914 2,423 1,539 1,694 2,253 
 (21.6) (16.9) (19.4) (33.1) (24.0) (20.5) (32.4) 
Real estate activities 2,411 1,849 236 110 72 62 82 
 (3.6) (5.6) (5.0) (1.5) (1.1) (0.8) (1.2) 
Renting of machinery 
and equipment without 
operator and of personal 
and household goods 

341 196 24 39 21 24 37 

 (0.5) (0.6) (0.5) (0.5) (0.3) (0.3) (0.5) 
Computer and related 
activities 155 112 3 9 15 11 5 

 (0.2) (0.3) (0.1) (0.1) (0.2) (0.1) (0.1) 
Research and 
development 4 4 - - - - - 

 .. .. - - - - - 
Other business activities 4,555 3,330 225 246 235 291 228 
 (6.8) (10.0) (4.8) (3.4) (3.7) (3.5) (3.3) 
Recreational, cultural 
and sporting activities 1,964 784 108 268 178 477 149 

 (2.9) (2.3) (2.3) (3.7) (2.8) (5.8) (2.1) 
Other service activities 1,889 892 175 240 131 237 214 

 

 (2.8) (2.7) (3.7) (3.3) (2.1) (2.9) (3.1) 
Note : Establishments with 5 persons engaged or more figures in the bracket are percent .. Less    
           than 0.1 percent.  
Source : Report of the 1999 Business Trade and Services  Survey : Whole Kingdom, National  
           Statistical Office, Office of the Prime Minister  
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  The Filial Duty 
 

     Most Thais believe in Buddhism as over 90 per cent of the population is 
Buddhist. According to Buddhist teaching, "gratitude", is an central virtue. Especially, 
the showing of gratitude to parents should be practiced in both the following stages: 
appreciating one’s debt of gratitude to one’s parents (kata~n~uu), and repayment of 
one’s debt of gratitude to one’s parents (katavedii). One should  repay the debt of 
gratitude to one’s parents physically and spiritually, both before they pass away, and 
after death. Repaying the debt of gratitude to parents is such a fundamental virtue it is 
usually called “todtan bunkhun” in Thai.  There is the Buddhist teaching of the five 
ways a young householder should minister to his parents: to support them physically, 
to perform duties incumbent on them, to keep up the lineage and tradition of the 
family, to make himself worthy of his heritage, and to offer alms to benefit his 
departed relatives. There is a great deal of emphasis on this obligation to support 
partents in Thai culutre. 

 
    This has led to an agrgument that this aspect of Buddhist values actually 

contributes to the entry of girls into prostitution in Thailand.  The argument goes like 
this: the more strong the feeling of todtan bunkhun is, the more pressure to enter the 
sex trade for a girl in a poor family. Under Theravada Buddhism, women and girls are 
unable to be ordained as monks, and cannot use this as a means of repaying their debt 
of gratitude. Thus, while men can show gratitude and respect to their parents by 
becoming monks and pursuing the spiritual life, many girls feel that they must make 
sacrifices for the benefit of their families. Therefore, the cultural belief in Todtan 
Bunkhun is the driving factor for her to enter prostitution.  

 
     Simon Baker (2000: 19)65 commented that he believes the importance of  

“todtan bunkhun” in forcing girls into prostitution is over stressed. Girls enter into 
prostitution because of poverty and not because of the social value of the religion. He 
also commented that over the last two decades there has been a marked decrease in 
the numbers of girls entering prostitution, yet the value “Todtan bunkhun” still exists. 
Therefore, it is doubtful that “gratitude” is the real force for a girl entering 
prostitution. Tthe decision to be a prostitute may be one of the ways to make money 
for paying gratitude to her parents, but it is not the only way. Moreover, if the driving 
force for a girl to be prostitute arises from a strong feeling of religious value such as 
“gratitude”, why does she pay no attention to the other teachings such as the five 
precepts and the teaching of the way to ruin? 

 
    In conclusion, over a million children are thought to have been pushed into 

prostitution or pornography in the past few years in Thailand. Many more are 
trafficked into the sex trade every year, and most of these are women and girls from 
countries that are impoverished or in economic crisis. They are an extremely 
vulnerable group, so they are easy prey for recruiters to lure or force into prostitution. 
A general background of poverty and unemployment provides pressure to push people 
into prostitution for survival. Lack of opportunity for education limits the 
opportunities that might otherwise be available for earning income, and the desire for 
things and for a better life pulls girls or women into the trade. Furthermore, the filial 

                                                 
65 Ibid. Simon baker. 
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duty might be the causes of prostitution by the misinterpretation of Thai Buddhist 
culture.  

 
    The evidence strongly suggests that in Thailand many enter the trade 

voluntarily, or at least semi-voluntarily—perhaps as the least worst of several limited 
choices. There is also no doubt that some adults and children are forced or tricked into 
the trade. They are lured to cities or wealthy countries by promises of decent jobs, but 
they are end up being forced into brothels or sweatshops. There are suggestions that 
economic and social policies have eroded and impoverished families, forcing more 
and more children into prostitution. Open borders make it easier to traffic children 
across international borders. They also allow sex exploiters-sex tourists, military 
personnel, businessmen and others—to go where their demands can be most easily 
met. Tourism has had a particularly strong influence on making the sex industry a 
common economic option for poor women, especially in Thailand. Even though 
foreign-men are a small portion of the sex industry’s total clientele, they generally pay 
more for commercial sex services. Thus sex tourists help fuel the fire by making sex 
work more profitable and glamorous. Moreover, in Thailand a web of cultural, 
historical and economic factors has served to make the sex industry a booming sector 
of capitalist growth. For centuries, brothels, and the practice of concubine have 
existed in Thailand, but over the past few decades the sex industry has expanded 
rapidly and has become an integral part of the Thai economy and society. A culture 
that values material things over spiritual values sets in motion forces that cause many 
young girls or boy to look for money. However, the entry of women and children into 
prostitution cannot in fact be attributed to any single cause, nor is the problem a 
simple one. Consumerism and the western style of living have entered Thai society 
and influenced Thai values. There must be a Buddhist critique of western values and 
the growing influence of international capitalism, and its link in Thailand with the 
prostitutes themselves and their families. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

  BUDDHIST ETHICS 
 
 
4.1 General Characteristics of Buddhist Ethics 
     
 Buddhism was conceived in Asia but considers itself to be an historic expression 
of a universal human ideal. It offers a way  of  thought  and  conduct, based upon an 
analysis of conditioned existence,  dependent  upon  supreme  human  effort,  and  leading 
towards  the realization of freedom or spiritual liberation without forcing ideas on anyone. 
Buddhism has sometimes been portrayed as an ascetic and individualistic path to 
emancipation advocating withdrawal from social life. However, social action is 
increasingly seen as integral to the Buddhist tradition, and Buddhists in many countries are 
engaged in a range of social, political and economic struggles. 

 
 Although Buddhist teaching focuses on eradicating defilement as its highest 
target, that doesn’t mean to say that there are not a great many ethical teachings about 
how to live happily in daily life.  Such ethical teachings remain relevant in our modern 
world’s problems because such things as consumerism can be analyzed as a process of 
an unbalanced mentality that overwhelms people by greed and delusion. All of these 
problems stem from the problem of hatred or violence perpetuated under the power of 
what we call in Buddhism dosa, or aversion, and lobha, desire or greed. These two 
forces, greed and hatred, are very important forces in the mind. With the development 
of technology, and in particular, so-called ‘high technology’, which deals with 
information and communications, greed and hatred have acquired much more effective 
tools1. In this case the Buddha taught that the way out of suffering caused by greed and 
delusion is to control or cultivate detachment from the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and 
mind.  If we can control these in the right way, we can make decisions to consume 
modern style. 

Many scholars accept Buddhist ethics as the essence of Buddhism. According to 
Jayatilleke, Buddhist ethics are a form of enlightened egoism or enlightened altruism, 
which could best be classified as an ethical universalism.2 Saddhatissa, in his book 
Buddhist Ethics (1970), characterises ethics as the ‘Essence of Buddhism’. Moreover, 
Poussin affirms that ‘Buddhism is, in its essence, an ethical discipline’ (1927: viii)3. 
However, 
 Buddhist ethics find foundation not on the changing social customs but rather on the 

                                                 
1 Phra Dhammapidok ( P.A. Payutto), A Buddhist Solution for the twenty-first century, 
(<http://www.mahidol.ac.th>), 2003. 
  2 cite from Damien Keown, The Nature of Buddhist Ethics, 1992, p.7  
  3 Ibid. p.11  
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unchanging laws of nature.  
     

         4.1.1 A Humanistic Ethic 
 
The Buddhist teachings represents one of the most comprehensive and 

systematic forms of humanism.  It is based on naturalistic metaphysics, with causal 
dependence as its central theme and it emphasizes its ultimate faith in man and 
recognizes his power or potentiality in solving his problems through reliance primarily 
upon empirical knowledge, reason and scientific method applied with courage and 
vision. Therefore, Buddhist ethics is not theistic ethics. The Buddha taught his disciples 
that his enlightenment and his achievement of wisdom were gained by his own effort4 and 
use of wisdom; and that others could attain the same goal.  In his teaching the Buddha 
emphasized to his followers: 

 
“As a wise man uses gold as touchstone, heating and 
cutting, so you, bikkhus should take my words after 
investigation and not because of reverence for me.” 
(quoted in Saddhatissa, 1970:54) 5 

 
The Buddha shows the way to this self-development and is “an incomparable 

guide to man’s self-mastery, happy, a teacher of devas and men, a Buddha, an Exalted 
One.” (cited in Rhys Davids and Carpenter: 1947: 93)6 At the heart of the development of 
this insight is an understanding of the Four Noble Truths namely, based on the Buddha’s 
analytical observation of his own mental processes. These truths comprise the recognition 
that life is subject to suffering. This suffering is caused by desire and result in attachment. 
The desire can be eliminated and the way to eliminate desire is the middle way of self-
conquest of one’s desires, attachments, and expectations. Therefore, Buddhism believes 
that the human being is his or her own master.  In Buddhist teachings both men and 
women can practice, train, and develop themselves toward the ultimate goal of Buddhism. 
 Success in achieving Nirvana is accessible to both men and women, and also regardless of 
sex and age.7   
       

In addition, Buddhism recognizes the importance of human effort for self-
development. Buddhism aims at the development of human potential and, in this regard, 
the Buddha emphasized emancipation by individual effort.  The basic doctrine of 
Buddhism, salvation by one’s own effort, presupposes the spiritual equality of all beings, 
male and female, children and adults. Therefore, according to the Buddhist teachings, one 

                                                 
 4 Right Effort according to the Buddhist teachings means endowing oneself with four sorts of 

striving: 1)  Avoidance of evils not yet done 2)  Abandonment of evils already done 
    3)  Development of virtues not yet done 4) Maintenance of virtues already mastered 
 5 Quoted from Dr. Patricia Sherwood, Buddhist Ethics: Its Contribution to Modern   
    Society, p.1, n.d.  
6  Ibid. 
7 A disciple of the Venerable Sariputta, Pandita by name, still a novice in the Order, attained Arahat  
     ship on the eighth day of his ordination though young in age. (Dhp. 80; Thg. 877) 



Fac. of Grad. Studies, Mahidol Univ.                                                         Ph.D.(Religious studies )/    

 

 

            89 

is one’s own refuge and one can achieve the ultimate goal by one’s own effort.  
 
According to Tipitaka, it is clear that a woman can achieve the supreme religious 

goal of nirvana by her own effort.  During the life of the Buddha, many women were able 
to study Dharma and practice it until they achieved the summum bonum of his teaching.  
Many of them were Bhikkhuni8, and the Buddha had great praise for their excellence in 
many areas.  For example, some of them had the gift of speaking and giving a sermon in a 
most excellent way.  In the Tripitaka there is the writing about Therigatha, in which it is 
noted the excellent teaching the women had done on Dharmic subjects.  Soma, one of the 
Buddhist nuns, told about her journey along the path to be an Arahant (the perfected one). 

 
‘What should the woman’s nature do to them, 
Whose hearts are firmly set, 
Who ever move 
With growing knowledge 
Onward in the path?’9 

 
               Both men and women can achieve Nirvana if they practice Dharma seriously.  
They must behave in every aspect of their lives according to the principles of Dharma, and 
they must be calm and peaceful minded according to the principle of Sila (moral conduct), 
Samadhi (meditation) and Panya (wisdom).  There is no exception in Buddhism against 
women fulfilling their Dharmic attainability. Not only is there no exception on women 
achieving Nirvana, even a former prostitute is not barred from this perfection if she 
conducts her life in accordance with Dharma, she will achieve the supreme point the same 
as any other person.   
 
            4.1.2 An Altruistic Ethic 
 

According to the Dalai Lama10, the main theme of Buddhism is altruism, based 
on love and compassion. He said that when altruism is practiced, we are not angry at 
our enemies, but are kind to them. When we are altruistic, we not only have inner 
happiness, but can work toward social understanding, cooperation, unity, and harmony. 
However, Buddhist Ethics could be identified as either individualistic ethics or altruistic 
ethics. For example, evil is entirely an individual responsibility, and if it has not been 
sufficiently put down to achieve Buddhahood or nirvana, then the person's karma will 
cause reincarnation to another life. Similarly, Buddhist ethics could also be defined as 
“Egoism”,11 as a variant of consequentialism12 in which the morality of an action is  

                                                 
  8 Here the word a Bhikkhuni means a female monk. 
  9 Therigatha, No 12, pp. 129,135 
10 The Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Kindness, Clarity, and Insight (Ithaca, New York, Snow Lion 

Publications, 1984) , p. 46 
11 Oxford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (on-line). In philosophy, two different theories are 

labelled “Egoism” as follow: “psychological egoism” - is the view that one is always 
motivated to act in one's own best interests, while “ethical egoism” is the view that one 
ought always to act in one's own best interests. 
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judged in terms of its consequences for a single individual. Therefore, egoism, which is 
defined as self-interest, could be clarified into 2 kinds.  

 
Firstly, to consider egoism as “ordinary self – interest” and philosophically 

notion that we put our own self-interests first, Buddhism, generally, is the idea that 
personal happiness is the most important goal in life and considers ethical actions to be 
beneficial to the doer. Fundamentally, the basic doctrine of Buddhism, salvation by 
one’s own effort, therefore, one is one’s own refuge and one can achieve the ultimate 
goal by one’s own effort. However, Buddhism views altruism as an expression of one’s 
awakening to one’s true self and “ordinary self – interest” happens upon ethics only by 
way of happenstance- since crimes and unethical deeds often have bad results for the 
doer, they are logically to be avoided.  

 
Secondly, to consider egoism as “enlightened self-interest” even when those 

who try to do something for others by their selfishness, they may be attempting either 
to make themselves feel needed by others, or seeking some sort of praise, recognition 
or even the salvation of others souls. In this sense, individualistic enlighten egoism, 
Buddhist ethics is simultaneously identified as altruism. According to Jayatileke, 
Buddhist ethic is ‘a form of enlightened egoism or enlightened altruism’ which could 
be characterized as an ethical universalism’. In term of this framework (somewhat 
paradoxically) ‘the egoist must develop altruistic virtues for his own good’ (1970: 195 
cite from Keown 1992: 7). 

 
However, an altruistic act usually enhances the chances of survival of another, 

genetically-related individual and rarely results in the death of the altruist, though some 
risk is often involved. Monk is a good example of those who abandons their household 
duty to work for social services, and simultaneously, he expresses one’s awakening to 
one’s true self and explains that it stems from compassion, appreciation and a sense of 
Bhodhichitta13. Yet from another perspective, it may be also said that “Buddhahoods” 
are in essence of those who are awakened to their greater self and act for the well-being 
of others. In this sense, the altruism of Bodhisattva14 practice is not only the means to 
overcome the lesser self and develop the virtues; it is also a direct expression of the 
virtues inherent in life. Such as K. Sri Dhammananda comments; 

  
          “By protecting oneself, one protects others; 
 
 by protecting others, one protects oneself. And 

                                                                                                                                   
12 Consequentialism - Any of a series of views which hold that the morality of an action is a 

function of its consequences. 
13 Pure disinterested altruism, in its developed form, arises out of compassion for the suffering 

of all sentient beings, and is known as bodhichitta. Bodhichitta is the motivation for striving 
for Buddhahood.   

14 Those who striving for Buddhahood.   
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how does this by repeated practice, development 
and frequent occupation with tolerance, 
harmlessness, loving kindness and compassion. 
Therefore, by practicing these virtues, which can 
only be cultivated with mindfulness, one brings 
protection and security to others. 
          We must not misunderstand by thinking 
that the act of serving oneself is egoism and 
selfishness. By serving oneself, we do not mean 
giving vent to one’s greed, since this is not, in the 
truest sense, service to oneself. Serving oneself 
means that one should practice self discipline, 
moral and mental training. While practicing these 
qualities, one is doing highest service to others. 
In addition, how can one be of real service to 
others if one is morally and mentally weak? Is it 
not true that it is only after one is strengthened 
morally and mentally that one will be in the 
position to be of greatest help to others, in 
providing service based on altruism and not on 
self interest?” 

 
As altruistic ethics, in essence, Buddhist ethics aims at the welfare of self and 

others. Buddhism supports a culture based on human interests, but not on 
individualistic, possessive greed. In Buddhism, pure disinterested altruism, in its initial 
form, is known as 'Wishing Love'. It is the wish that those around us should be happy 
and free from suffering. Moreover, the ideal of compassion and non-violence to all 
living beings requires the recognition that the natural environment belongs to all such 
beings, not just humans. According to Dr. Patricia Sherwood15, the Buddhist teachings 
of compassion suggest the need for action to transform one’s consciousness.   
 
           4.1.3 A Middle Way Ethic 
         

The middle way ethic is the way leading human to well-being. This middle way is 
also known as the Noble Eight-fold Path. To follow this path is to avoid the extremes of 
both sensual indulgence and self-mortification. In the Dhammacakkapavattana Sutta16, 
further to the clarification of the profitable path of practice, the Buddha stipulates paths of 
practice that are unprofitable and might even be harmful. According to the Buddha’s First 
Sermon, he proclaimed the famous Middle Way: 
     

    "One should not pursue sensual pleasure (kâma-
sukha), which is low vulgar, coarse, ignoble and 
unbeneficial; and one should not pursue self-

                                                 
 15 Patricia Sherwood, Buddhist Ethics: Its Contribution to Modern Society, nd.  
16 No 39 pp.147 
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mortification, which is painful, ignoble and 
unbeneficial. So it was said. And with reference to 
what was this said? The pursuit of the enjoyment of 
one whose pleasure is linked to sensual desire - low, 
vulgar, coarse, ignoble and unbeneficial - is a state 
beset by suffering, vexation, despair and fever, and it 
is the wrong way. Disengage from the pursuit of the 
enjoyment of one whose pleasure is linked to sensual 
desire - low, vulgar, coarse, ignoble and unbeneficial B 
it is a state without suffering, vexation, despair and 
fever, and it is the right way. The pursuit of self-
mortification... is the wrong way. Disengagement from 
the pursuit of self-mortification... is the right way... 
The Middle Way discovered by the Tathàgata avoids 
both these extremes... it leads... to Nibbàna."17 

     
               From his own experience, the Buddha explains that these two paths could not lead 
to the goal. He himself had tried18 the paths of Kamasukhallikanuyoga, 
Attakilamathanuyoga, but, finally he discovered the path of Majjhima Patipada.  

  
Kamasukhallikanuyoga, the path of sensual pleasure, is to seek pleasure through 

the channels of the five outer senses, the eyes, ears, nose, mouth and physical contact.  
Such pleasures reduce the seeker to worldly mundaneness that the more one lets one’s 
mind be influenced by sense pleasures, the more defilement will accrue in the mind.  
Attakilamathanuyoga is the practice of self-mortification, which, according to the Buddha, 
is fruitless as it is not a practice along with the tenets of Dhamma. When the Buddha really 
looked into the matter he saw that practice is not a concern of the body, it is a concern 
of the mind. 

  
Majjhima Patipada, or The Middle Way, may be basically defined as the 

transcending of all extremes by avoiding self mortification as well as self indulgence. 
Fundamentally, it is a way of practice that leads to the cessation of dukkha by avoiding the 
extremes of either of the two forms of practice already mentioned. It is the path to 
extinguishing craving and gaining liberation from defilement by following the Noble 
Eightfold Path. It is a path of practice that is conducive to taming the mind; the path of 
supreme knowledge, the path of virtuous knowledge, the path which has eight factors 
describing as right or perfect.   The Middle Way according to the Noble Eightfold Path 
(atthangikamagga),19 namely: Samma Ditthi (Right View), Samma Sankappa (Right 
Intention), Samma Vaca (Right Speech), Samma Kammanta (Right Action), Samma 
Achiva (Right Livelihood), Samma Vayama (Right Effort), Samma Sati (Right 
Mindfulness), and Samma Samadhi (Right Concentration). It is therefore the right way 

                                                 
17 (Ven Bhikkhu Bodhi's translation of the Buddha's words in The Middle Length  
    Discourses of  the Buddha, p.1080)  
  18 Ibid.  
  19 No 44 pp.235. 
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leading to the realization of Nibana. The Buddha said: 20 
 

‘Bhikkhus, just as the dawn is the forerunner and first 
indication of the rising of the sun, so is right view the 
forerunner and first indication of wholesome states.  
For one of right view, bhikkhus, right intention springs 
up.  For one of right intention, right speech springs up. 
 For one of right speech, right action springs up.  For 
one of right action, right livelihood springs up.  For 
one of right livelihood, right effort springs up.  For one 
of right effort, right mindfulness springs up.  For one 
of right mindfulness, right concentration springs up.  
For one of right concentration, right knowledge 
springs up.  For one of right knowledge, right 
deliverance springs up.’  

 
   The Noble Eightfold Path is the most important description of the Buddhist way of 

practice. The Buddha taught it to his first disciples and to his last21. These eight 
components are not eight different paths or eight principles that must be successfully 
accomplished before proceeding to the next. The Noble Eightfold Path is considered The 
Middle Way Ethics because it is a path of practice that avoids the extremes of pursuing 
self-indulgence and self-mortification.  The pursuit of the enjoyment of one whose pleasure 
is linked to sensual desire is a state beset by suffering, vexation, despair and fever.  
Similarly, the pursuit of self-mortification leads to harm and suffering.  Neither the self-
indulgence, nor the self-mortification can provide the path to liberation from suffering.  It is 
noble in the sense that anyone who follows the path is bound to become a noble-hearted, 
saintly person, freed from suffering.  It is called The Middle Way but is not just some mid-
point between indulgence in, and suppression of, sensual desires.  The Middle Way is the 
method through which we learn wisely to avoid that which is unwholesome and cultivate 
that which is wholesome. 

 
The eight factors of the Noble Eightfold Path are not steps to be followed in 

sequence, one after another. They can be more aptly described as components rather 
than as steps, comparable to the intertwining strands of a single cable that requires the 
                                                 
  20 No 16 pp. 30, 442.  
21 Digha Nikaya 16, Maha-parinibbana Sutta, “Last Days of the Buddha”; And the Blessed One 

  spoke, saying: "In whatsoever Dhamma and Discipline, Subhadda, there is not found the 
Noble Eightfold Path, neither is there found a true ascetic of the first, second, third, or fourth 
degree of saintliness. But in whatsoever Dhamma and Discipline there is found the Noble 
Eightfold Path, there is found a true ascetic of the first, second, third, and fourth degrees of 
saintliness. Now in this Dhamma and Discipline, Subhadda, is found the Noble Eightfold 
Path; and in it alone are also found true ascetics of the first, second, third, and fourth degrees 
of saintliness. Devoid of true ascetics are the systems of other teachers. But if, Subhadda, the 
bhikkhus live righteously, the world will not be destitute of arahats. …And the Venerable 
Subhadda became yet another among the arahats, and he was the last disciple converted by 
the Blessed One himself. 
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contributions of all the strands for maximum strength. With a certain degree of progress 
all eight factors can be present simultaneously, each supporting the others. However, 
until that point is reached, some sequence in the unfolding of the path is inevitable. If 
the Eight-fold Path is analyzed, it can be divided into three parts: Right View and Right 
Intention contributing to our wisdom; Right Speech, Right Action and Right Livelihood 
contributing to Self-Discipline; and Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right 
Concentration contributing to man’s meditation. 

 
  4.1.4 An Ethic of Intention  
 

In principle, the Buddha has laid stress on the importance of intention or 
volition (cetanaa) in performing an ethically act. Cetanaa could refer to the self-centred, 
goal-directed and result-oriented volitional disposition which impels the worldly 
individual (puthujjana)22. According to Buddhist ethics, good (kusala) or bad (akusala) 
action, merit (pu~n~na) or demerit (paapa) leading to their perspective ethical 
consequences will be depend on the level and quality of intention (cetanaa) of the agent. 
If the intention of performing an act is present in high level, the result (vipaka) 
definitely bears the corresponding high level. If it is absent, the result is lessened in 
quality of bearing fruit or may not bear any fruit. Similarly, if the quality of intention is 
ethically good, the acts having good intended intention bear wholesome consequence; 
while the acts having evil intended will, bear unwholesome consequence. This 
interpretation, however, should not be confused with the statement that the Buddha’s 
theory of kamma is of utilitarian type in the sense that it lays stress on the consequence. 
It should be noted here that Buddhist ethics can be considered as cetanaa, which 
emphasizes the agent’s intention (cetanaa) over the consequence of actions performed 
by him. 
     
              - The Nature of Intention 
      

Let us focus now on the nature of intention. There exists a close relationship 
between intention and performance of that intention -- performing an act only after having 
given due and conscious consideration of the available choices in situation. Wherever there 
is intention, there is a tendency of it giving rise to action. The Buddha does confirm not 
only that intention (cetanaa) is a special kind of kamma (action) in moral judgment, 
tendency and ethical performance, but also link it with the bodily action (kaayakamma), 
verbal action (vaciikamma), and mental action (manokamma) to make significantly the 
role of intention. According to Buddha’s teaching; 
 

      "Monks, intention or determinate thought, I say, 
is kamma. When intention is manifested, one acts by 
physical deed, speech or thought."23 

                                                 
22 EB. IV. s.v. cetanaa: 86b.,cite from Bhikkhu Thich Nhat-Tu, 

www.Buddhismtoday.com,(2001). 
 23 Following are various scholarly translations: Payutto translates this as "Bhikkhu!    

Intention, I say, is kamma. Having willed, we create kamma through body, speech and 
mind." Payutto (1993): 6. Narada renders it as "I declare, O Bhikkhus, that volition 
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      "Mind is the fore-runner of all mental states (and 
deeds) (dhammaa). All mental states (and deeds) 
have mind as the command chief as well as their 
maker. If one acts or speaks with an evil mind, 
dukkha follows him just as the wheel follows the 
hoof-print of the ox that draws the cart . . . Similarly, 
if one acts or speaks with a good mind, happiness 
follows him like a shadow that never leaves him."24 

  
It is clear that Buddhist ethics is based on intentions which come prior to actions 

and their consequences. Without intention, no action would be possible. The good 
consequence is the result of cultivation of kusala whereas the bad result of akusala. 
That is to say, in judging what is good or bad, right or wrong, one has to consider the 
actual or possible consequences affected to the agent himself and to others as well, in 
relation to the agent’s intention (cetanaa). Yet Buddhist ethics does not maintain that a 
person may commit what are conventionally regarded as 'unwholesome' provided that 
he does so with the best of intentions. 
     
           - The Nature of Action 
 
  Generally speaking, human actions may be good or bad. Bad action can be divided 
into 10 types (the tenfold way of bad action): bodily action (killing, destruction of life, 
stealing, and sexual misconduct); verbal action (false speech); divisive speech (malicious 
speech); swearing (harsh speech); idle chatter (gossip), mental action (covetousness, wrong 
view)25. 
      

In the Buddhist tradition, goodness and happiness rest upon the law of Karma. 
Buddhism accepts the fundamentals of samsara and kamma: the ‘law’ that good deeds will 
be rewarded with happy consequences, while evil deeds will entail suffering for the one 

                                                                                                                                   
(cetanaa) is kamma. Having willed one acts by body, speech and thought." (196). 
McDermott also renders it similarly "I say, monks, that cetanaa is kamma; having 
intended (cetayitvaa), one does a deed by body, word or thought." (1984: 26). 
McFarlane renders cetanaa as choice translating the sentence as "It is choice or 
intention that I call karma) mental work) for having chosen, a man acts by body, 
speech and mind." (1994: 27). (cited from Bhikkhu Thich Nhat-Tu, 
thichnhattu@yahoo.com) 

 20 Manopubba"ngamaa dhammaa/ manose.t.thaa manomayaa/ manasaa ce 
padu.t.thena/ bhaasati  vaa karoti vaa/ tato na"m dukkhamanveti/ cakka"mva 
vahato pada"m. (Dhp. 1). 

 25 Conversely, good action (Kusala) can be divided into 10 types (the tenfold way of 
good action), those are; Bodily action (Abstention from killing, Abstention from 
taking what is not given, Abstention from sexual misconduct), Verbal action 
(Abstention from false speech, Abstention from tale-bearing, Abstention from harsh 
speech, Abstention from vain talking (or gossip), and Mental action (non-
covetousness, non-ill will, Right view), Sangiti Suttanta Book 8 pp. 269 
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who does them. However, human actions (kamma or karma) in the Buddhist framework are 
to be judged by its intention (cetanaa) and consequences (vipaaka) of the action. Therefore, 
the distinction between what is good and what is bad is: all actions that have their roots 
in greed, hatred, and delusion that spring from selfishness foster the harmful delusion of 
selfhood. These action are demeritorious or unskillful or bad. They are called Akusala 
Kamma. All those actions which are rooted in the virtues of generosity, love and 
wisdom, are meritorious--- Kusala Kamma. The criteria of good and bad apply whether 
the actions are of thought, word or deed. Moreover, Karma, (both Kusala karma and 
Akusala karma) is the basis for the Buddhist moral view of human action and interaction.   

      
Action is precipitated by thought and skillful or unskillful first exists in the mind, 

however, it is difficult to explain hatred, egotism and immoral intent being wrong as the 
actions which they may (or may not produce) is difficult to demonstrate.  Therefore, the 
Buddha often avoided the words ‘good’ and ‘evil’ and instead used ‘wholesome’ and 
‘unwholesome’ or ‘skillful’ and ‘unskillful’, For example, if the intention is good, rooted in 
positive manner such as love, compassion, and wisdom, it is skillful action, such as the 
Buddha said; 

"Now what is unskillful? Taking life is unskillful, 
taking what is not given... sexual misconduct... lying... 
abusive speech... divisive tale-bearing... idle chatter is 
unskillful. Covetousness... malevolence... wrong views 
are unskillful. These things are termed unskillful.  

"And what are the roots of unskillful things? Greed... 
aversion... delusion... These are termed the roots of 
unskillful things.  

"And what is skillful? Abstaining from taking life is 
skillful, abstaining from taking what is not given... 
from sexual misconduct... from lying... from abusive 
speech... from divisive tale-bearing... abstaining from 
idle chatter is skillful. Lack of covetousness... lack of 
malevolence... right views are skillful. These things 
are termed skillful.  

"And what are the roots of skillful things? Lack of 
greed... lack of aversion... lack of delusion... These are 
termed the roots of skillful things."26 

      
 
 

Meanwhile, the nature of the intention determines the nature of the act and of its results: 
skillful, leading to pleasant results; unskillful, leading to painful results; and mixed, leading 
to mixed results, all these results being experienced within the realm of space and time.  In 

                                                 
 26 The Discourse on Right View, Majjhima Nikaya, Sammaditthi Sutta 
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principle, Buddhism recognizes the doctrine of kamma: it's an act of submission in that one 
is committed to living in line with the principle that actions based on skillful intentions lead 
to happiness, while actions based on unskillful intentions lead to suffering; it's an act of 
claiming protection in that, by following the teaching, one hopes to avoid the misfortunes 
that bad karma engenders. To take refuge in this way ultimately means to take refuge in the 
quality of our own intentions, for that's where the essence of karma lies. 
 

Fundamentally, Buddhist ethics can be discussed as mixed ethics including both 
utilitarian and deontological ethics.  Mrs. Rhys Davids27 briefly characterizes Buddhist 
ethics as hedonism and Buddhist morality was dependent or, in the phase of British ethics, 
utilitarian, and not intuitionist. Similarly, to place emphasis on happiness as the goal of 
ethical conduct, according to Kalupahana’s note,28 seems to give the Buddhist theory a 
utilitarian character.29 However, the simplest form of a utilitarian theory of ethics is one in 
which ‘the good is defined independently from the right, and then the right is defined as 
that which maximizes the good’ (Rawls, 1980: 24)30. Therefore, utilitarianism is clarified 
as the philosophic basis of benefit-cost analysis. If the benefits exceed the costs, the 
assumption is that the project does the greatest good for the greatest number. It is noticed 
that the purpose of morality according to utilitarianism is to guide people’s actions in such 
a way as to produce a better world and maximize good consequences, whether or not 
having good intentions. Thus, the emphasis in utilitarianism is on consequences, not 
intentions. 

     
In Buddhist ethics it is the motivation which precedes an act that determines its 

rightness. An act is right if it is virtuous, i.e. performed on the basis of Liberality (araaga), 
Benevolence (adosa) and Understanding (amoha). It is the preceding motivation (cetanaa) 
which determines the moral quality of the act and not its consequences. In Buddhism acts 
have bad consequences because they are bad acts B they are not bad acts because they have 
bad consequences, as a utilitarian would maintain (1992: 178). However, to discuss 
Buddhist ethics as deontological ethics, an action is considered morally good because of 
some characteristic of the action itself, not because the product of the action is good. 
Deontological ethics holds that at least some acts are morally obligatory regardless of 
their consequences for human welfare31. Therefore, the Buddhist teaching of cetana (or 
intention) is a clear example of deontological ethics.  If one considers this apparent dual 
emphasis in Buddhist ethics, both on happiness as the goal of moral actions and on the 

 
 

 significance of the intention behind an action, the presence of elements from both 
utilitarianism and deontology is evident. 
 

                                                 
  27 quote from Damien Keown, The Nature of Buddhist Ethics, (1992: 14-15)  
  28 Ibid.  
 29 Ibid. J.B. Pratt states that;  “The Buddha’s ethic might, then, well be called Stoic, but the 

principle underlying and justifying his Stoicism, to which he makes appeal when 
argument is needed, is his fundamental utilitarian or (altruistic) hedonism (1928: 355)”. 

  30 Ibid (1992: 166).  
 31 Britanica Encyclopedia RYA-037  
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            - The Relationship between Intention and Action 
      

To determine whether an action is skillful or unskillful, Buddhist ethics takes into 
account three components involved in a karmic action. The first is the intention (cetanaa) 
that motivates the action, the second is the effect the doer experiences consequent to the 
action (karma), and the third is the effect that others (the recipients) experience as a 
consequence (vipaaka) of that action. If the intention is good, rooted in positive mental 
qualities such as love, compassion, and wisdom, if the result to the doer is wholesome (for 
instance, it helps him or her to become more compassionate and unselfish), and if those to 
whom the action is directed also experience a positive consequence thereof, then that action 
is skillful or wholesome (kusala). On the other hand, if the intention is unskillful, the action 
is rooted in negative mental qualities such as hatred and selfishness, if the outcome 
experienced by the doer is negative and unpleasant, and if the recipients of the action also 
experience undesirable effects from the action or become more hateful and selfish, then that 
action is unwholesome (akusala). 
 

  It is notable that Buddhism analyzes both the physical and mental aspects of 
human beings in terms of inner factors (the intention) and the immediate external factors 
which impinge and affect inner intention.  Consumer behaviour and sexual behaviour, 
including prostitution, may be seen to be related to both inner and external factors. 
However, in this case intention refers to the self-centered, goal-directed and result-oriented 
volitional disposition, which controls the doer. Therefore, Buddhist teachings do not tackle 
social problems such as consumerism/materialism and prostitution at the level of social 
problems, but focus rather on self-control and mindfulness -- so that people can restrain 
themselves from overindulgence in material consumption and sensual pleasure. 

 
      If an individual’s mentality rests on the fundamental that happiness and success 

come about through consuming or purchasing things, this belief may cause them to suffer 
from over indulgence in consumption or sexual activities. Buddhism offers the individual 
religious practice as an alternative way to happiness, a way, leading to the transcendence of 
suffering.  Aiming for happiness in the latter way, the right intention will give rise to right 
livelihood and a middle way of living.  

 
 4.2 Two Kinds of Ethics 
 

The original impetus for the ethical ideal in Buddhism lies in the Enlightenment of 
the Buddha.  It is notable that in the earliest phases of the Buddhist tradition, although 
Buddha was pictured as an ascetic, his teaching addressed not only monk-disciples or holy 
life, but lay householders or worldly life as well. However, the Buddha’s teachings can be 
understood in two ways.  
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According to Phra Dhammapidok32, at any rate, the applied teachings are almost 
steady in detail and differ according to person, place, and circumstances, which provide 
the context for each lesson. When the applied teachings are summarized—that is, without 
reference to a particular person, place, or time—the important underlying principles relate 
to quality of life and how life is led. In this sense, there are sila, or the established rules of 
conduct, which are separated according to rules for laity and rules for monks. However, 
Buddhist ethics are not regarded as prohibitory rules, but rather the most rational and 
consistent plan for wholesome living. It therefore offers a reasonable way of life 
which is not based on dogma or blind faith, but on facts and verifiable conclusions. 
The Buddha taught the rules or Vinaya to monks and nuns so that they had a set of 
rules allowing them to devote their complete energy to reaching enlightenment. 
Therefore, moral conduct for Buddhists differs according to whether it applies to the 
laity or to the Sangha or clergy. In addition, training in ethical discipline is regarded as 
the foundation of the path, both for monks (or nuns) and for the laity. 
 
          4.2.1 Lay Ethics 
       

Primarily, the purpose of any religion, any culture, any way of life, always has 
been to take care of the body and the mind which leading to well-being of people. 
However, according to Phra Dhammapidok33, in relation to the prosaic affairs of 
everyday life, religions may take two approaches: one is to ignore them completely, to 
concentrate wholly on the higher aim of merging with God or realizing ultimate truth; 
the other is to go into great detail about such matters, telling us how to organize our 
will, what foods to eat and what clothes to wear. These would seem to be two extremes.  
 

In other word, lay or mundane ethics is the ethics connected with the world, in 
which we maintain the principles of ordinary human morality but are as yet unable to reach 
the transcendent levels which are a stream entry, once-returning, non-returning, and 
Arahantship. Therefore, it is notable that Buddhism should not be thought to be a teaching 
for monks only, as is sometimes mistakenly done. In a large number of his discourses, the 
Buddha has given practical guidance for the lay life and sound advice to cope with life's 
difficulties. Many of our problems and difficulties for which some people blame 
circumstances and chance, are, if correctly viewed, the result of ignorance or negligence. 
They could be well avoided or overcome by knowledge and diligence yet of course, 
worldly happiness and security are never perfect; they are always a matter of degree, for in 
the fleeting there is nothing truly firm.   

       
Generally speaking, the central problem of a lay Buddhist is how to combine 

personal progress in worldly matters with moral principles. He strives to achieve this by 
building his life on the foundation of the Fourth Noble Truths, the Noble Eightfold Path, 
and to shape his activities in accordance with it. The first step of this Path is Right 
Understanding and by developing a life style in accordance with it, the other factors of the 

                                                 
 32 P.A.Payutto, Buddhadhamma, 1995, pp.240-241.  
33 “A Constitution for Living” by P.A. Payutto. 
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Path result from it, namely: Right Thought, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, 
Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration. The eight steps of the Path fall 
into the three divisions of Wisdom (the first two), Morality (the next three), and Mental 
Culture (the last three). The order of development is, however, Morality (sila), Mental 
Culture (samãdhi) and Wisdom (paññã). The Path outlines the practice of Buddhism, 
leading to its ultimate goal - Nibbãna34. According to Phra Prayudh Payutto 
(PhrDhammapidok), the Middle Path, or the fourth Noble truth, constitutes a summary of 
principles of behavior and practice, or the complete system of Buddhist ethics. He states 
(1995: 187): 

       
“It is the section of teaching that will help us to 
progress to the goal of enlightenment according to the 
dhamma process that we have come to know. It 
represents the fruits of practice to be attained in real 
life.” 

 
Therefore, as a householder, the Buddhist is particularly concerned with Morality. 

Right Understanding, however, is the prerequisite. Right Effort is the training of the will, 
and Right Mindfulness, the all-round helper. Progress to a lay Buddhist means the 
development of the whole person in society. It is, therefore, an advance on many fronts - 
the economic, the moral and the spiritual, the first not as an end in itself but as a means to 
an end: the full flowing of the human being in the onwards carrying stream of Buddhist 
ideas and ideals.   
 

According to Buddhist belief, the universe was evolved, not created; and it 
functions according to law of nature, not according to the caprice of any God. 
Therefore, the moral rules in Buddhism are not divine commandments35. The universe 
is subject to a natural causation known as Karma. The merits and demerits of a being in 
past existences determine his condition in the present one. Each one, therefore, has 
prepared the causes of the effects which one now experiences. It is a fact that a man’s 
life depends on the aspects of his being, that is to say, a man is very likely to have free 
choice to choose a line of action or living. Buddhist morality also justified a 'good' or 
'bad' action in terms of the manner it affects oneself and others. An action, even if it 
brings benefit to oneself, cannot be considered a good action if it causes physical and  

 
mental pain to another being. Therefore, according to the Buddhist teaching, lay persons 

                                                 
  34 Dhammacakkapavattana Sutta, Book 39 pp.147 
35 The precepts are a condensed form of Buddhist ethical practice. They are often 

compared with the ten commandments of Christianity, however, the precepts are 
different in two respects: First, they are to be taken as recommendations, not 
commandments. This means the individual is encouraged to use his/her own 
intelligence to apply these rules in the best possible way. Second, it is the spirit of 
the precepts -not the text- that counts, hence, the guidelines for ethical conduct 
must be seen in the larger context of the Eightfold Path. ( from “The Word of the 
Buddha”, Niyamatolika, The Buddhist Publication Society, 1971, p xii) 



Fac. of Grad. Studies, Mahidol Univ.                                                         Ph.D.(Religious studies )/    

 

 

            101

must aware of their actions which may effect to both themselves and others. Of course, 
such an awareness is necessary for every human being, not just Buddhist monks. This is 
why the Buddha bequeathed to people the Five Precepts. These precepts and rules are 
for focusing back to the human being to how actions and words affect individuals and 
the world. 

 
 

          - The Important of the Five Precepts 
 
In Buddhism, a lay person's first duty is to cleanse him of the mental 

defilements of greed, hatred and ignorance. The reason for doing this is not because of 
fear or desire to please some divine beings, but, to perform wholesome deeds because 
we realizes that by doing so, we develops our moral strength which provides the 
foundation for spiritual growth, leading to Liberation. In addition, we realize that our 
happiness and suffering are self-created through the operation of the Law of Kamma.  
 

Therefore, to minimize the occurrence of troubles and problems in our life, we 
make the effort to refrain from doing evil. We perform good actions because we know 
that these will bring us peace and happiness. Since everyone seeks happiness in life, and 
since it is possible for people to provide the condition for happiness, then there is every 
reason for people to do good and avoid evil. Furthermore, the uprooting of these mental 
defilements will bring great benefits to others in society such as K Sri Dhammananda36 
comments; 
 

       “Lay Buddhist morality is embodies in the Five 
Precepts, which may be considered at two levels. First, it 
enables men to live together in civilized communities 
with mutual trust and respect. Second, it is the starting 
point for the spiritual journey towards Liberation. Unlike 
commandments, which are supposedly divine commands 
imposed on men, precepts are accepted voluntarily by 
the person himself, especially when he realizes the 
usefulness of adopting some training rules for 
disciplining his body, speech and mind. Understanding, 
rather than fear of punishment, is the reason for 
following the precepts. A good Buddhist should remind 
himself to follow the Five Precepts daily.”  

 The Fives Precepts are the basic practice in Buddhism. The purpose is to 
eliminate crude passions that are expressed through thought, word and deed. The 
precepts are also an indispensable basis for people who wish to cultivate their minds. 

 

                                                 
 36 “What Buddhists Believe”, 1987, pp162-3  
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 Without some basic moral code, the power of meditation can often be applied for some 
wrong and selfish motive. The Five Precepts are as follows: 

 
 (1) the training rule of abstaining from taking life;  
(2) the training rule of abstaining from taking what is not given;  
(3) the training rule of abstaining from sexual misconduct;  
(4) the training rule of abstaining from false speech; and  
(5) the training rule of abstaining from fermented and distilled intoxicants  
     which are the basics for heedlessness.  
 
These five precepts are the minimal ethical code binding on the Buddhist 

laity. They are administered regularly by the monks to the lay disciples at almost every 
service and ceremony, following immediately upon the giving of the three refuges. 
They are also undertaken afresh each day by earnest lay Buddhists as part of their daily 
recitation. Moreover, the precepts function as the core of the training in moral 
discipline. They are intended to produce, through methodical practice37, that inner 
purity of will and motivation which comes to expression as virtuous bodily and verbal 
conduct. Hence the equivalent term for precept, sikkhapada, which means literally 
"factor of training,"38 that is, a factor of the training in moral discipline.  

 
Significantly, the precepts are not commandments imposed from without, but 

principles of training each one takes upon himself through his own initiative and 
endeavors to follow with awareness and understanding. The formulas for the precepts 
do not read: "Thou shalt abstain from this and that." They read: "I undertake the 
training rule to abstain from the taking of life," etc. The emphasis here, as throughout 
the entire path, is on self-responsibility.  

 
The precepts engender virtuous dispositions by a process involving the 

substitution of opposites. The actions prohibited by the precepts -- killing, stealing, 
adultery, etc. -- are all motivated by unwholesome mental factors called in Buddhist 
terminology the "defilements" (kilesa). By engaging in these actions knowingly and 
willingly we reinforce the grip of the defilements upon the mind to the point where they 
become our dominant traits. But when we take up the training by observing the 
precepts we then put a brake upon the current of unwholesome mental factors. There 
then takes place a process of "factor substitution" whereby the defilements are replaced 
by wholesome states which become increasingly more deeply ingrained as we go on 

 

                                                 
37 Phrarajsuttiyanmongkol(Jaran Titadhammo), “Buddhavithat”, Bangkok, 2001, 

pp.83 
38 Bhikkhu Bodhi, “Going for Refuge Taking the Precepts”, The Wheel 
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 with the training.  
 
The five precepts are formulated in accordance with the ethical algorithm of 

using oneself as the criterion for determining how to act in relation to others. In Pali the 
principle is expressed by the phrase attanam upamam katva, "consider oneself as 
similar to others and others as similar to oneself." The method of application involves a 
simple imaginative exchange of oneself and others. In order to decide whether or not to 
follow a particular line of action, we take ourselves as the standard and consider what 
would be pleasant and painful for ourselves. Then we reflect that others are basically 
similar to ourselves, and so, what is pleasant and painful to us is also pleasant and 
painful to them; thus just as we would not want others to cause pain for us, so we 
should not cause pain for others.  

 
The first of the five precepts reads in English, "I undertake the training rule to 

abstain from taking life." This precept applies to all living beings not just humans. All 
beings have a right to their lives and that right should be respected. The purpose of the 
practicing of this precept is for developing the virtues of loving-kindness and 
compassion, which are to be extended towards all kinds of beings. It is true that even in 
animals this virtue of loving-kindness can be found, but it is entirely motivated through 
instinct and is limited to its own family or group as it is necessary for their survival. 

 
A complete act of killing constituting a full violation of the precept involves 

five factors39: (1) a living being; (2) the perception of the living being as such; (3) the 
thought or volition of killing; (4) the appropriate effort; and (5) the actual death of the 
being as a result of the action. The second factor ensures that responsibility for killing 
is incurred only when the perpetrator of the act is aware that the object of his action is a 
living being. Thus if we step on an insect we do not see, the precept is not broken 
because the perception or awareness of a living being is lacking. The third factor 
ensures that the taking of life is intentional. Without the factor of volition there is no 
transgression, as when we kill a fly while intending simply to drive it away with our 
hand. The fourth factor holds that the action must be directed to the taking of life, the 
fifth that the being dies as a result of this action. If the life faculty is not cut off, a full 
violation of the precept is not incurred, though in harming or injuring living beings in 
any way its essential purpose will be violated.  

 
With regard to the second precept: "I undertake the training rule to abstain 

from taking what is not given." The essential purpose of this precept is to abstain from 
taking away with thieving intent that which is not given. The second precept goes 
further than mere stealing as the objects covered by this precept include every kind of 
property, both living and non-living, that is still rightfully owned by someone, and 
those things, although without any individual owner, which are for general or public 
use (such as offerings that have been devoted to a special religious place or the fixtures 
that belong to a society). This precept prohibits an offense against other people’s 
property,  

                                                 
39 Bhikkhu Bodhi, “Going for Refuge Taking the Precepts”, 1981 
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thereby encouraging a right means of livelihood. It is based on the fact that everyone 
has the right to the ownership over his own property. He who refuses to obey this 
universal law transgresses the second precept. He has committed an evil action. 

 
Thus no offense is committed if the article taken has no owner, e.g., if logs are 

taken to make a fire or stones are gathered to build a wall. Further, the other person has 
to have possession of the article taken legally and blamelessly; that is, he has to have 
the legal right over the article and also has to be blameless in his use of it. This latter 
phrase apparently becomes applicable in cases where a person gains legal possession of 
an article but does so in an improper way or uses it for unethical purposes. In such 
cases there might be legitimate grounds for depriving him of the item, as when the law 
requires someone who commits a misdemeanor to pay a fine or deprives a person of 
some weapon rightfully his which he is using for destructive purposes.  

 
The act of taking what is not given is formally defined thus: "Taking what is 

not given is the volition with thievish intent arousing the activity of appropriating an 
article belonging to another legally and blamelessly in one who perceives it as 
belonging to another."40 As in the case of the first precept the transgression here 
consists ultimately in volition. This volition can commit the act of theft by originating 
action through body or speech; thus a transgression is incurred either by taking 
something directly by oneself or else indirectly, by commanding someone else to 
appropriate the desired article. The fundamental purpose of the precept is to protect the 
property of individuals from unjustified confiscation by others. Its ethical effect is to 
encourage honesty and right livelihood.  

 
According to the commentaries, for a complete breach of the precept to be 

committed five factors must be present41: (1) an article belonging to another legally and 
blamelessly; (2) the perception of it as belonging to another; (3) the thought or 
intention of stealing; (4) the activity of taking the article; and (5) the actual 
appropriation of the article. By reason of the second factor there is no violation in 
taking another's article if we mistakenly perceive it as our own, as when we might 
confuse identical-looking coats, umbrellas, etc. The third factor again provides a 
safeguard against accidental appropriation, while the fifth asserts that to fall into the 
class of a transgression the action must deprive the owner of his article. It is not 
necessary that he be aware that his possession is missing, only that it be removed from 
his sphere of control even if only momentarily.  

 
Taking what is not given can be divided into many different kinds of 

violation. We might mention some of the most prominent. One is stealing, that is, 
taking what is not given, secretly, without the knowledge of the owner, as in 
housebreaking, a midnight bank theft, pick-pocketing, etc. Another type is robbery, 
taking what is not given by force, either by snatching someone's belongings away from 

 

                                                 
40 Khuddakapatha Atthakatha (Khp. A.), p. 26. cite from Bhikkhu Bodhi. 
41 Bhikkhu Bodhi, “Going for Refuge Taking the Precepts”, 1981 
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 him or by compelling him to hand them over by means of threats. A third type is 
fraudulence, laying false claims or telling lies in order to gain someone else's 
possessions. Still another is deceit, using deceptive means to deprive someone of an 
article or to gain his money as when storekeepers use false weights and measures or 
when people produce counterfeit bills for use42.  

 
The violation of this precept need not amount to a major crime. The precept is 

subtle and offers many opportunities for its breach, some of them seemingly slight. For 
example, transgression will be incurred when employees take goods belonging to their 
employers, pocketing small items to which they have no right with the thought that the 
company will not miss them; when using another's telephone to make long-distance 
calls without his consent, letting him cover the bill; in bringing articles into a country 
without declaring them to customs in order to avoid paying duty on them; in idling 
away time on the job for which one is being paid in the expectation that one has been 
working diligently; in making one's employees work without giving them adequate 
compensation, etc.  

 
By way of its underlying roots, the act of taking what is not given can precede 

either from greed or hatred, both being coupled with delusion. Stealing by reason of 
greed is the obvious case, but the offense can also be driven by hatred. Hatred functions 
as the motive for stealing when one person deprives another of an article not so much 
because he wants it for himself as because he resents the other's possession of it and 
wants to make him suffer through its loss.  

 
The third precept: "I undertake the training rule to abstain from misconduct in 

regard to sense pleasures."  Misconduct is regard to sense pleasures is formally defined 
as "the volition with sexual intent occurring through the bodily door, causing 
transgression with an illicit partner"43. The primary question this definition elicits is: 
who is to qualify as an illicit partner? For men, the text lists twenty types of women 
who are illicit partners. These can be grouped into three categories44: (1) a woman who 
is under the protection of elders or other authorities charged with her care, e.g., a girl 
being cared for by parents, by an older brother or sister, by other relatives, or by the 
family as a whole; (2) a woman who is prohibited by convention, that is, close relatives 
forbidden under family tradition, nuns and other women vowed to observe celibacy as a 
spiritual discipline, and those forbidden as partners under the law of the land; and (3) a 
woman who is married or engaged to another man, even one bound to another man only 
by a temporary agreement45. The texts mention four factors which must be present for a 
breach of the precept to be incurred46: (1) an illicit partner, as defined above; (2) the 

 

                                                 
42 Phrarajsuttiyanmongkol(Jaran Titadhammo), “Buddhavithat”, Bangkok, 2001, 

pp. 84 
43 Majjimanikaya Atthakatha, Vol. I, p. 202 (Burmese ed.). cite from Bhikkhu Bodhi. 
44 Bhikkhu Bodhi, “Going for Refuge Taking the Precepts”, 1981 
45 More details are presented in Chapter 3. 
46 Bhikkhu Bodhi, Ibid. 
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 thought or volition of engaging in sexual union with that person; (3) the act of 
engaging in union; and (4) the acceptance of the union. This last factor is added for the 
purpose of excluding from violation those who are unwillingly forced into improper 
sexual relations.  

However, this precept is often mistranslated or misinterpreted as relating only 
to sexual misconduct but it covers any overindulgence in any sensual pleasure such as 
gluttony as well as misconduct of a sexual nature. In addition, the underlying purpose of 
this precept is to prevent disunity and to promote mutual trust. It is marriage life that 
makes two people, both strangers to each other, become harmony. But with the 
intervention of a third person, the unity between the two is severed, resulting in bitter 
hatred and revenge. 

The fourth precept: "I undertake the training rule to abstain from false 
speech." False speech is defined as "the wrong volition with intent to deceive, 
occurring through the door of either body or speech, arousing the bodily or verbal effort 
of deceiving another."47 The transgression must be understood as intentional. The 
precept is not violated merely by speaking what is false, but by speaking what is false 
with the intention of representing that as true; thus it is equivalent to lying or deceptive 
speech. The volition is said to arouse bodily or verbal action. The use of speech to 
deceive is obvious, but the body too can be used as an instrument of communication -- 
as in writing, hand signals, and gestures -- and thus can be used to deceive others.  

As well as avoiding lying and deceiving, this precept covers slander as well as 
speech which is not beneficial to the welfare of others. This precept encompasses all 
degrees and types of falsehoods, physical as well as verbal. It is the aim of this precept 
to avoid verbally injuring another’s name or reputation. It is natural that everyone 
should expect truthfulness from everyone else in whatever matter is being 
communicated.  When the time comes for one to tell others of what one knows, it is 
again natural that one gives only a truthful account. This is part of the universal law and 
he who violates it by telling falsehoods is committing an evil action. 

The fifth precept: "I undertake the training rule to abstain from fermented and 
distilled intoxicants which are the basis for heedlessness." In the former case the whole 
phrase means fermented and distilled liquors which are intoxicants, in the latter it 
means fermented and distilled liquors and other intoxicants include intoxicating drugs 
used non-medicinally, such as the opiates, hemp, and psychedelics48. But even on the 
first reading the precept implicitly proscribes these drugs by way of its guiding 
purpose, which is to prevent heedlessness caused by the taking of intoxicating 
substances.  

In fact, Buddhism emphasizes wisdom. Taking intoxicant will descend and 
lose the seed of wisdom. Intoxicants, such as drugs, liquor, smoking, etc., are harmful 
to health. It seems that taking intoxicant is not hurting others. However, if we are drunk 

                                                 
47 Khp. A., p. 26 cite from Bhikkhu Bodhi. 
48 Phrarajsuttiyanmongkol(Jaran Titadhammo), “Buddhavithat”, Bangkok, 2001, 

pp.85 
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and lose our consciousness, we may easily commit evil deeds and hurt others. 
Therefore, one who breaks this precept will tend to break all other precepts along with 
it. Moreover, the fifth precept is based on respect for mental health. It guard against the 
loss of control of one’s mind. It is particularly important to those who meditate 
because, by refraining from taking intoxicants, they can more easily cultivate 
awareness, attention and clarity of mind. Thus the observance of the fifth precept not 
only contributes to happiness in the family and peace in society, it also prepares a 
person for the practice of Mental Development.  

 

- The Eight Precepts  

To practice of Mental Development, people become ever more aware of their 
actions and speech, and how they match up against the Five Precepts. They then might 
start to realize the advantage in occasionally keeping the Eight Precepts. To purify one's 
mind, to train it to be more aware of things, to be less indulging into bad or useless 
things, in Buddhist countries, the laity wishing to cultivate a pure mind do observe the 
eight precepts known in Thai as “Uposatha Sila”. It is customary among the devotees to 
observe the Eight Precepts on certain days of the month, Uposatha day49, such as the 
full moon and new moon days. These devotees will come to the temple early in the 
morning and spend twenty-four hours in the temple, observing the precepts. By 
observing the Eight Precepts, they cut themselves off from their daily life which is 
bombarded with material and sensual demands. The purpose of observing the Eight 
Precepts is to develop relaxation and tranquillity, to train the mind, and to develop 
oneself spiritually. However, at the end of Uposatha, the following morning, they 
change from Eight Precepts to the Five Precepts intended for daily observance, and 
return home to resume their normal life. 

The Eight Precepts are to abstain from: 
 

1. Killing; 
2. Stealing; 
3. Sexual acts; 
4. Lying; 
5. Liquor; 
6. Taking food after the sun had crossed the zenith; 
7. Dancing, singing, music, unseemly shows, the use 

of garlands, perfumes, unguents and things that 
tend to beautify and adorn the person, and 

8. Using high and luxurious seats. 
 

              Therefore, it is hard to understand the significance of a few of these precepts. 
People may think that Buddhists are against dancing, singing, music, cinema, perfume, 
ornaments and luxurious things. In fact, there is no rule in Buddhism that states that 
                                                 
49 The word Uposatha means the day of observance (by fasting). 
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every lay Buddhist must abstain from these things. The people who choose to abstain 
from these entertainments are devout Buddhists who observe these precepts only for a 
short period as a way of self discipline. The reason for keeping away from these 
entertainments and ornamentations is to calm down the senses even for a few hours and 
to train the mind so as not to be enslaved to sensual pleasures. These entertainments 
increase the passions of the mind and arouse emotions which hinder a person's spiritual 
development. By occasionally restraining himself from these entertainments, a person 
will make progress towards overcoming his weaknesses and exercise greater control 
over himself. However, Buddhists do not condemn these entertainments. 

         4.2.2 Ethics for Monks  

Monastic ethics is called Vinaya. The Buddhist clergy, known as the Sangha, 
are governed by 227 rules for monks or Bhikkhus. Rules, however, are not the only way 
to express ethical norms, and the Buddha also made use of principles and models in 
teaching the virtues he wanted his following to develop. The rules thus function in a 
wider context than simple legality, and work together with the principles and models 
formulated by the Buddha to provide a complete training in behavior, with each side 
making up for the weaknesses of the other. The Buddha, in laying down each rule, gave 
ten reasons for doing so50: for the excellence of the Community, the peace of the 
Community, the curbing of the shameless, the comfort of well-behaved bhikkhus, the 
restraint of pollutants related to the present life, the prevention of pollutants related to 
the next life, the arousing of faith in the faithless, the increase of the faithful, the 
establishment of the true Dhamma and the fostering of discipline.   

However, the Buddha did not set out a code of rules all at once. Instead, he 
formulated rules one by one, in response to particular incidents. The Canon reports 
these incidents in each case, and often the knowledge of these "origin stories" can help 
in understanding the reasons behind the rules. For instance, the origin story to the rule 
forbidding lustful conduct between monks and women shows that the Buddha did not 
view women as somehow inferior or unclean. Rather, the rule comes from an incident 
where a monk was fondling the wife of a Brahman who had come to visit his hut, and 
the Buddha wanted women to feel safe in the knowledge that when visiting monasteries 
they would not be in danger of being molested.  

The major rules gathered into a set code -- the Patimokkha -- contained 227 
rules. The minor rules, which came to number several hundred, they gathered into 
chapters loosely organized according to topic, called Khandhakas. The Patimokkha as 
we now have it is embedded in a text called the Sutta Vibhanga. This presents each rule, 
preceded by its origin story, and followed by what permutations, if any, it went through 
before reaching its final form. The rule is then analyzed into its component elements, to 
show how the factors of effort, object, perception, intention and result do or do not 
mitigate the penalty assigned by the rule. The discussion then concludes with a list of 
extenuating circumstances for which there is no offense in breaking the rule.  

 
                                                 
50 Vinaya Pitaka 
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However, the system of penalties the Buddha worked out for the rules is based 
on two principles. The first is that the training aims primarily at the development of the 
mind. Thus the factors of intention and perception often determine whether or not a 
particular action is an infringement of a rule. For instance, killing an animal 
accidentally is, in terms of the mind of the agent, very different from killing it 
purposefully, and does not count as an infringement of the rule against killing. There are 
a few rules where the factors of intention and perception make no difference at all -- 
such as in the rule forbidding a monk to drink alcohol -- but they almost always deal 
with situations where one would be expected to be mindful and perceptive enough to 
know what's going on, and so these rules too help in the training of the mind.  

 
In any event, the system of analyzing each offense into the factors of effort, 

object, perception, intention and result shows how adherence to the rules leads directly 
to the development of concentration and discernment. If a monk is careful to view his 
actions in terms of these factors, he is developing mindfulness, an analytical approach 
to events in the present, and persistence.  

 
The Patimokkha51 classifies its rules into seven levels:  

• parajika, defeat;  

• sanghadisesa, entailing Communal meetings;  

• nissaggiya pacittiya, entailing forfeiture and confession;  

• pacittiya, entailing confession;  

• patidesaniya, entailing acknowledgement;  

• sekhiya, trainings; and  

• adhikarana samatha, the settlement of issues.  

 
If a monk breaks one of the four most serious rules -- the parajikas (Pr) -- he is 

expelled from the Community for life. If he breaks one of the next most serious classes 
of the rules -- the sanghadisesas (Sg) -- he is put on probation for six days, during which 
time he is stripped of his seniority, is not trusted to go anywhere unaccompanied by four 
other monks of regular standing, and daily has to confess his offense to every monk 
who lives in or happens to visit the monastery. At the end of his probation, twenty 
monks have to be convened to reinstate him to his original status.  

 
The next three levels of rules -- nissaggiya pacittiya (NP), pacittiya (Pc), and 

patidesaniya (Pd) -- entail simple confession to a fellow monk, although the NP rules 
involved an article that has to be forfeited -- in most cases temporarily, although in a 

 
                                                 
51 Ibid. 
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 few cases the object has to be forfeited for good, in which case the offender has to 
confess his offense to the entire Community. If a monk commits an offense and refuses 
to undergo the penalty, the Community may decide how seriously they take the matter.  

 
Rules, however, are not the only way to express ethical norms, and the Buddha 

also made use of principles and models in teaching the virtues he wanted his following 
to develop. The rules thus function in a wider context than simple legality, and work 
together with the principles and models formulated by the Buddha to provide a 
complete training in behavior, with each side making up for the weaknesses of the 
other.  

Principles and models serve as personal, subjective standards, and tend to be 
loosely defined. Their interpretation and application are left to the judgment of the 
individual. Thus they are difficult to enforce when an individual has blatantly 
overstepped the bounds of proper behavior.  

Rules serve as more objective standards, and thus are more enforceable. To 
work, they must be precisely defined in a way acceptable to the Community at large. 
This precision, though, accounts for their weakness in general as universal guides to 
behavior. To begin with, a clear, practical line must be drawn between black and white, 
i.e., between what is and is not an infraction of the rule. In some cases, it is difficult to 
find a practical break off point that corresponds exactly to one's intuitive sense of what 
is right and wrong, so it is sometimes necessary to include the areas of gray either with 
the black or the white. Moreover, the more precisely a rule is defined to suit a particular 
time and place, the less well it may fit other times and places. This is where principles 
and models come in: They indicate the spirit of the rules and aid in applying them to 
differing contexts.52  

 
Apart from Vinaya, Thai Buddhist monks are expected to devote their times and 

energies to practice meditation, both for tranquility and insight. Accordingly, this ethics for 
monks is also known as transcendental ethics.      Transcendental ethics are constant and 
certain, going straight to the mind, bathing the mind with nourishment. This arises from the 
practice of tranquility meditation and insight meditation. Tranquility meditation forms the 
cause and insight meditation the result: discovering the true nature of the elements, 
aggregates (khandhas), and senses; realizing clearly the four Noble Truths. The aim of the 
Buddhist training, of whatever school, is to break away from the cycle of becoming. This 
means somehow attaining that transcendental reality which is not karma-bound and 
therefore permanent, secure and free from suffering53. According to the Buddhist analysis 
of the human situation, delusions of egocentricity and their resultant desires bind man to a 

 
 

                                                 
52 Thanissaro Bhikkhu, Introduction to the Patimokkha Rules. 1994. 
53  (Phra Suddhidhammaransi Gambhiramedhacariya), The Eye of Discernment An  
       Anthology from the Teachings, Translated from Thai by Thanissaro Bhikkhu   
       Copyright 8 1994 Metta Forest  Monastery. 
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 continuous round of rebirths and its consequent suffering (dukkha). It is release from these 
bonds that constitutes Enlightenment. The state of enlightenment is called Nirvana 
(Nibbãna in Pali), which is, it signifies the transcendent state of freedom achieved by the 
extinction of desire and of individual consciousness. This means that we cannot grasp it as 
long as the self-concept (or feeling) is operative. It is beyond the realm of duality, which is 
that of subject and object, or self and other-than-self. Liberation from rebirth does not 
imply immediate physical death; the death of an arhat (a perfected person) or a Buddha is 
usually called the parinirvana, or complete Nirvana. 
 

However, it is notified that the path to Awakening as a Rightly Self-awakened 
Buddha (samma sambuddho) or Nirvana took by far the longest to follow, and that it 
involved extra perfections (parami) of character beyond those of the other two paths, 
but disagreements arose as to what those perfections might be. The Theravadins, for 
instance, specified ten perfections, and organized their Jataka collection so that it 
culminated in ten tales, each illustrating one of the perfections. The Sarvastivadins, on 
the other hand, specified six perfections, and organized their Jataka collection 
accordingly.54  

 
The perfections provide a useful framework for viewing our daily activities: 

any activity or relationship undertaken wisely with the primary purpose of developing 
the perfections in a balanced way becomes part of the practice and also provide one of 
the few reliable ways of measuring the accomplishments of one's life. 
"Accomplishments" in the realm of work and relationships have a way of turning into 
dust, but perfections of the character, once developed, are dependable and lasting, like a 
spiral path, carrying one over and beyond the vicissitudes of daily living. Thus they 
deserve to take high priority in the way we plan our lives. These two facts are reflected 
in the two etymologies offered for the word perfection (parami):55 They carry one 
across to the further shore (param); and they are of foremost (parama) importance in 
formulating the purpose of one's life.  

                                                 
54 There was also some disagreement among many Buddhist schools as to where to 

find guidance in developing the perfections. Although each of the early schools 
contained members who looked to their accepted canons as guides, there were also 
those who looked outside the canons. These latter groups often practiced a form of 
meditation aimed at inducing visions of Bodhisattvas treading the path to full 
Buddhahood, along with Buddhas in other world-systems. These Buddhas and 
Bodhisattvas -- it was hoped -- would provide an insider's knowledge of the full 
Buddha's path. The teachings that resulted from these visions were very diverse; 
not until the 3rd century C.E., with the development of the Yogacara school, was a 
concerted effort made to collate these various teachings into a single body: what 
we now know as the Mahayana movement. Thus, historically, there have been two 
major ways of following the path to full Buddhahood: following guidelines 
gleaned from the early canons, and following the traditions set in motion by the 
experiences of visionaries from the beginning of the common era.  

55 Ten of the perfections are as follow: generosity, virtue, renunciation, discernment, 
persistence,        endurance, truth, determination, good will, and equanimity. [MN 140]  
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           4.2.3 The Relationship between the Two Ethics 
 

  It is interesting to discuss the relationship between lay ethics (mundane) and ethics 
for monks or transcendental ethics (supramundane). As the practice of the Buddhist Path, 
according to Samantapasadika Sutta, evolves in two distinct states, a mundane (lokiya) or 
preparatory state and a supramundane (lokuttara) or accomplished state56, a mundane state 
seems to be the ladder of a supramundane state. The mundane path is developed when the 
disciples undertake the gradual training in developing their virtues (continually keeping the 
precepts), tranquility or deep composure of mind, and wisdom. This reaches its peak in the 
practice of "Tranquil Wisdom Meditation", which deepens direct experience, and at the 
same time, shows one the three characteristics of all existence, as well as, all of the Noble 
Eightfold Path.  Ajaan Lee Dhammadharo57, the well-known Thai monk, explained the 
relationship between the two ethics in this way:  
       

The discernment that comes from studying and 
reflecting is classed as Dhamma on the level of theory. 
The discernment that comes from developing the mind 
is classed as Dhamma on the level of practice. The 
results that arise are two --  

1. Mundane discernment: comprehension -- of the 
world and the Dhamma -- falling under mundane 
influences and subject to change.  

2. Transcendent discernment: awareness that goes 
beyond the ordinary, giving rise to clear realization 
within. People who reach this level are said to have 
awakened and opened their eyes, which is what is 
meant by 'Buddho.'  

       
He further explained that to turn the Mundane Path into the Transcendent Path is 

to follow the path of the Buddha, and the Noble Ones.  The path of the Noble Ones -- 
beginning with the path to stream entry -- is to take the mundane Eightfold Path and bring 
it to bear on the five aggregates -- body, feelings, labels, fashionings, and consciousness -- 
or, in short, to bring it to bear on physical and mental phenomena by fixing our attention on 
the Noble Truths as two: cause and effect of the phenomena. When our mind is absolutely 
focused and fixed on examining cause and effect, that's the path to stream-entry. Once we 

 
 
 

                                                 
 56  Samantapasadika Book 2, pp. 496. 
  57 (Phra Suddhidhammaransi Gambhiramedhacariya), The Eye of Discernment An  
      Anthology from the Teachings, Translated from the Thai by Thanissaro Bhikkhu   
      Copyright 8 1994 Metta Forest  Monastery.  
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 have gained clear insight into cause and effect through the power of our discernment, 
making the heart radiant and bright, destroying whatever mental and physical phenomena 
are fetters (sanyojana), the opening to nibbana will appear. Therefore, those who reach this 
stage have reached the transcendent path -- the path and fruition of stream entry -- and form 
one class of the Noble Disciples.  

       
Even though the teachings of Buddhism may be classified as teachings for a better 

living of worldly life and the teachings concentrate on supramundane, these two 
perspectives are inextricably interrelated, especially in the understanding of human nature 
from the Buddhist point of view, even if the subject is rather abstract. If we are thus able to 
understand our own nature, it will help us find a good response to the needs of 
consumerism, a right and appropriate way, especially regarding the Lay Ethics, concerning 
materialism, wealth and poverty. 
       
4.3 Issues in Buddhist Ethics 
     

Buddhism accepts that gender relationships and consumerism, wealth and sex, are 
two significant means of acquiring pleasure. Moreover, the ambitions of human-being 
center on the acquisition of wealth, pleasure, fame, longevity and happiness after death. 
Accepting these as human aspirations and goals of human endeavor, Buddhism 
advocates a way of life to help man realize these aims and puts forward a methodical 
plan of action for the gradual elimination of stress and the increase of happiness and 
understanding. As we contend that, most of the social ills of today are attributable to a 
misuse of sex and wealth, a correct understanding of the Buddhist attitude toward them 
would be most profitable. 
     
           4.3.1 Materialism, Wealth and Poverty 
     

Although the teachings heavily emphasize the development of the mind, 
Buddhism accepts that wealth and materials are necessary for human living. Buddhism 
seems not to prescribe a ceiling on income.  What it has prescribed is that wealth should be 
acquired through righteous means and be expended in a wisely manner.  Wealth earned by 
the sweat of one’s brow without harming, deceiving or exploiting others is highly 
commended.  Buddhism emphasizes that wealth has only instrumental value.  According to 
the Buddhist teaching of the fourfold division of money for householders (Bhogavibhaga), 
wealth should be divided into:58 

     
- one part for living in comfort, making one’s family, 

parents, dependents and friends happy, or to take 
care of duties to others;  

- two parts for investing or expanding business; and  
- one last part to save for a “rainy day”.  

 

                                                 
  58 Singalovada Suttanta No 8 pp 188 
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Buddhism deplores acquisitive greed and the hoarding habit but does 
encourage thrift and the good management of resources.  One important disciple of 
Buddha, Ananda59, once explained to a king how the monks put the gifts offered to 
them to maximum use.  When new robes are offered, the old ones are used as coverlets. 
 The old coverlets are then used as mattress covers; the former mattress covers are used 
as rugs.  The old rugs are used as dusters, and the old tattered dusters kneaded with clay 
and used to repair cracked floors and walls.  Such was the Buddhist monks’ 
conscientious use of resources. To make money is an important goal of householders, 
but they must spend their money carefully, especially when they buy food and 
belongings. At the present time, when people buy things to consume, it is not just out of 
real need.  The urging of commercials in the mass media makes them want to consume 
everything, even though it is not necessary.  The Buddha taught how to spend money 
appropriately, so the money would be a valuable means for reducing dukkha and 
promoting spiritual advancement. There are five main fundamentals stated in the 
Tipitaka:60 

 
‘There are these five benefits that can be obtained 
from wealth.  Which five? There is the case where the 
disciple of the noble one-using the wealth earned 
through his efforts and enterprise, amassed through the 
strength of his arm, and piled up through the sweat of 
his brow, righteous wealth righteously gained-provides 
himself with pleasure and satisfaction, and maintains 
that pleasure rightly.  He provides his mother and 
father with pleasure and satisfaction, and maintains 
that pleasure rightly. He provides his children, his 
wife, his slaves, servants, and assistants with pleasure 
and satisfaction, and maintains that pleasure rightly.  
This is the first benefit that can be obtained from 
wealth.  

 
Furthermore, the disciple of the noble ones-using the 
wealth earned through his efforts and enterprise, 
amassed through the strength of his arm, and piled up 
through the sweat of his brow, righteous wealth 
righteously gained-provides his friends and associates 
with pleasure and satisfaction, and maintains that 
pleasure rightly.  This is the second benefit that can be 
obtained from wealth.  
 
Furthermore...-wards off calamities coming from fire, 
flood, kings, thieves, or hateful heirs, and keeps 
himself safe.  This is the third benefit that can be 

                                                 
  59 Cullavagga No 2 pp 290-2 
  60 Mundaraja Vagga No 19 pp 45-46. 
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obtained from wealth.  
 
Furthermore ...-performs the five oblations: to 
relatives, guests, the dead, kings, and devas.  This is 
the fourth benefit that can be obtained from wealth.  
 
Furthermore...-institutes offerings of supreme aim, 
heavenly, resulting in happiness, leading to heaven, 
given to priests and contemplatives who abstain from 
intoxication and heedlessness, who endure all things 
with patience and humility, each taming himself, each 
restraining himself, each taking himself to Unbinding.   
 
This is the fifth benefit that can be obtained from 
wealth.” 

 
It should be noted that the Buddha taught householders about the good result of 

spending money wisely.  This is the object of life for householders.  However, if people 
overemphasize material development at the expense of mental and spiritual development, it 
could push them towards consumerism as the only way to actualize their material desires. 

 
Poverty, as ordinarily understood, consists in the non-possession of the basic 

material requirements for leading a decent life free from hunger, malnutrition and disease. 
According to Phradhammapitaka (Payutto Bhikkhu) the term 'poverty' is also 
misleading. The familiar Buddhist concepts are rather contentment (santutthi) or limited 
desires (appicchata). Poverty (dadiddiya) is in no place praised or encouraged in 
Buddhism. As the Buddha said, "For householders in this world, poverty is suffering" 
[A.III.350]; "Woeful in the world is poverty and debt."[A.III.352].61 Therefore, as a 
philosophy of living which advocates the elimination of suffering, Buddhism does not 
value poverty. Buddhism values detachment towards material goods in commending 
having less wants as a virtue. Buddhism recognizes the importance of the fulfillment of 
the minimum material needs for a decent living, even in the case of the aspirants of its 
higher spiritual goal. Poverty, from this point of view does not involve the absence of an 
abundance of goods that stimulates the insatiable greed of man. The Buddha taught that 
being in poverty is a kind of suffering. 62 
 

“Monks, for one who partakes of sensuality, poverty is 
suffering in the world. 
 
And so a poor, destitute, penniless person gets into 
debt.  For one who partakes of sensuality, getting into 
debt is suffering in the world. .... 

                                            

                                                 
61 Phradhammapidok, Buddhist Economics. 
62 Anguttara Nikaya No 19 pp 352 (Ina Sutta) 
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Thus, monks, poverty is suffering in the world for one 
who partakes of sensuality.  Getting into debt is 
suffering in the world for one who partakes of 
sensuality.  Interest payment is suffering in the world 
for one who partakes of sensuality.  Being served 
notice is suffering in the world for one who partakes of 
sensuality.  Being hounded is suffering in the world for 
one who partakes of sensuality.  Bondage is suffering 
in the world for one who partakes of sensuality.” 

 
However, a major problem for both individuals and society is poverty, because 

poverty can act as a precursor to entry into the sex trade and other criminal activities. In 
addition, it is also mentioned in the Cakkavattisihanada-sutta of the Dighanikaya63 that 
poverty is the cause of immorality and crimes such as theft, falsehood, violence, corruption, 
short life span, deteriorated environment, ill-health and declined family value.  

  
According to Premasiri64, the overcoming of poverty should not be understood as 

the proliferation of more and more desires and wants which are to be satisfied by more and 
more consumables produced. In this connection the important distinction between people’s 
needs and people’s wants should be recognized. The proliferation of wants may 
temporarily result in the elimination of poverty in the material sense but eventually lead to 
a different kind of poverty which is even more harmful to mankind than the one it has 
replaced. From the Buddhist perspective, the proliferation of wants is the cause of human 
misery. Therefore, from the Buddhist perspective poverty cannot be measured purely on 
the basis of the material criterion of the quantity of goods people consume. While insisting 
on the importance of the fulfillment of the basic material needs Buddhism places a high 
value on the cultivation of the psychological attitude called santutthi (contentment). 
According to the teaching of the Buddha the greatest wealth is contentment (santutthi 
paramam dhanam). 

     
How does Buddhism deal with the problem of poverty?  In addition to offer a 

middle way of living or right livelihood, there is also a Buddhist teaching about right 
occupations in general.  The point is the principle of doing jobs as a professional, and living 
morally. This teaching is still relevant.  Many present-day Buddhists hold it to be a pattern 
for running their business in order to be rich and wealthy.  The Buddha explained this 

 

                                                 
  63 The Cakkavattsihanada Sutta (D. III, 69-74) deals with the problem of social change. 

As a result of the unequal distribution of wealth, poverty becomes widespread and 
moral standards deteriorate rapidly. With moral degeneration there is a corresponding 
decrease in physical beauty and length of life. As time goes on and immorality settles 
down, society comes under the grip of three derogatory phenomena, namely, perverted 
lust (adhammaraga), wanton greed (visamalobha) and a wrong sense of values 
(micchadhamma).  

 64 Religious Values And The Measurement Of Poverty: A Buddhist Perspective, Prof. P.D.  
     Premasiri, University Of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka, A Consultation On Wdr 2000/1:   
    Poverty And Development, Johannesburg, South Africa, January 12-14, 1999. 
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 doctrine to a householder whose name was Koliya65 who lived in Vyagghapajja village. 
  

"Four conditions, Vyagghapajja, conduce to a 
householder's weal and happiness in this very life.  
Which four?  The accomplishment of persistent effort 
(utthana-sampada), the accomplishment of 
watchfulness (arakkha-sampada), good friendship 
(kalyanamittata) and balanced livelihood (sama-
jivikata).  

 
Besides this teaching, the Buddha explained the actions that will 

cause wealth to be demolished and the cause of poverty. 
 

"The wealth thus amassed, Vyagghapajja, has four 
sources of destruction: Debauchery, 
Drunkenness,Gambling, Friendship, companionship 
and intimacy with evildoers. Just as in the case of a 
great tank with four inlets and outlets, if a man 
should close the inlets and open the outlets and 
should there be no adequate rainfall, decrease of 
water is to be expected in that tank, and not an 
increase; even so there are four sources for the 
destruction of amassed wealth -- debauchery, 
drunkenness, gambling, and friendship, 
companionship and intimacy with evil-doers.” 66 

 
In this teaching, the Buddha instructs householders how to preserve and increase 

their prosperity and how to avoid the loss of their wealth.  Wealth alone, however, makes 
neither a complete person nor a harmonious society.  On the contrary, possession of wealth 
all too often multiplies a person’s desires, and he or she is ever in pursuit of amassing ever 
more wealth and power, notwithstanding that this unrestrained craving will leave him or 
her dissatisfied and stifle inner growth.  Such cravings create conflict and disharmony in 
society through the resentment on the part of the underprivileged, who feel themselves 
exploited by the effects of this craving. Although the ambitions of a person depend on 
wealth and power, often it is true that the greater the wealth, the greater the ambition to 
seek even more money and power.  
 
            4.3.2 The Value of Moderate Consumption 
 
    Usually the measure of the success of a business is its profit.  The greater the 
profit the better the performance, and in the same way in personal life, the greater the 
 
                                                 
  65 The young man’s name was Kaliya, but the Buddha liked to call him by the name 

of this city,  Vayagghapajja, much in the same way that we might refer to a 
‘Bangkokian’, or a Londoner, or a New Yorker 

66 Sa-addhana Vagga No 20 pp.283  
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consumption the greater the pleasure.  However in Buddhism, the greatest profit and the 
most consumption are not the targets of business and personal life.  Buddhism holds that 
having just enough to perfrom one’s living is the greatest pleasure of life.  For instance, the 
business that has the most righteousness in trade, and the consumption of things only to the 
extent that is necessary for one’s life – these are Buddhist measures of performance and 
merit.  The Buddha taught that moderate consumption is consumption which is just enough 
for one’s necessity.  Spending money, eating and seeking for physical and mental 
happiness must not be exaggerated.  This teaching of the Lord Buddha to the monks is 
found in the Tripitaka as follows: 
 

   “Wisely reflecting, we take alms food, not for the 
purpose of fun, not for indulgence or the fascination of 
taste, but simply for the maintenance of the body, for the 
continuance of existence, for the cessation of painful 
feeling, for living the higher life. Through this eating, we 
subdue old painful feeling of hunger and prevent new 
painful feelings (of over eating) from arising. Thus, do we 
live unhindered, blameless, and in comfort (1998: 43).”67 

 
   However, this teaching is not just for monks, householders can apply it to their 
own life.  Householders have to earn their living by various occupations.  It is not 
important how much or how little the income is from that occupation.  What is 
important, is to spend one’s income to meet necessities, and not to overspend to cause 
debts.  Similarly, one should not deny the true needs of the body, and cause suffering or 
sickness because of lack of clothing, medicine or food.  The social problems of every 
society are based on not following this principle of moderation.  Most people want to 
show off their financial status, and do so in the form of consumption in excess of 
moderation.  They build a large house with expensive materials, own an expensive car 
even if it is rarely driven, and buy modern appliances of all types and a brand-name 
handbag to show the exquisite taste of the owner.  They are conspicuous consumers. 
 

     The Buddha was no stranger to using wealth and power to show status. After 
all, he was born into a royal family.  In his teaching he was aware that man must depend 
on goods and material supplies, that he must both consume things and be a consumer.  
However, greed, the desire for more and more goods and services is, in many ways, the 
antithesis of Buddhist teaching, where the focus is on the control or removal of desire as 
the path to a happy and fulfilled life and to eventual enlightenment. A wise and virtuous 
person is moderate in his desires and follows the middle way in all matters.  From the 
Buddhist perspective, with an understanding of the close connection between craving 
and suffering, one will realize the importance of holding desire in check by simple 
living.  A person who has right understanding is aware that real happiness is an inward 
state, a quality of the mind, and should be sought inwardly.  Happiness is independent 

 

                                                 
67 D.III.214;A.I.50,95;Dhs.8,234 cited from P.A.Payutto, Buddhist Economics: A middle way  
    for the Market Place, 1998, Buddhadham Foudation, Thailand. 
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of external things, although of course a certain degree of material security is necessary 
only as a basis for inner development or spiritual growth.  
 

  According to Buddhism, we require only four basic physical needs: wholesome 
food, clothing, shelter and medicine.  Complementary to these needs, we have four 
mental needs: right knowledge, virtue, guarding the doors of the senses and meditation. 
These are the two basic sets of requisites for leading a lofty life.  Living simply, without 
superfluous possessions and entanglements, leads to contentment and peace of mind, 
releasing time and energy to pursue higher virtues and values.  Pride and vanity keep us 
tied to false goals, and the smaller the mind, the greater the pride. 
 

    Regardless of the basic physical and mental needs, contemporary pressures are 
extremely powerful.  The growth of materialism has brought roads, radio, television and 
popular magazines to Thai societies, even to the remote villages, spreading the new 
religions of consumerism and materialism.  People are no longer happy with their 
traditional lifestyles.  Traditional values based on the primitive agriculture of rural 
societies are threatened by poverty, which in turn forces movement into the cities, as 
well as an inability to retain ownership of the land because of rising debt and sales to 
large agri-businesses. All the while, the new values increase the demand for consumer 
goods—the more, the better.  Many Thai families are torn apart by these forces, and 
under such circumstances it is hard for young men and women to stay home and be 
happy in rural areas. While this struggle may not be so desperate in countries that enjoy 
a high material standard of living spread relatively evenly throughout the population, 
the material achievements of such societies appear somehow to have been "bought" by 
social conditions that breed a profound sense of insecurity and anxiety, of restlessness 
and inner confusion, in contrast to the relatively stable and ordered society in which the 
Buddha taught. 

 
           4.3.3 Sexuality 
 

The Buddhist religious life aims at complete sexual (and sensual) purity and 
relinquishment of all sexual activity for monks. It should be emphasized that this is not 
based merely upon a condemnation or denial of sexuality but a clear recognition and 
understanding of the nature and effects of sexuality. The Buddha exhorted his disciples to 
comprehend the gratification, danger and escape from sensual pleasures. The place of 
sexuality in Buddhism is made manifestly clear in the Buddha's First Sermon in which the 
Great Teacher proclaimed the famous Middle Way. According to Matreyabandhu and 
Sangharakshita:   
 

‘For Buddhism, sexuality is something that one 
seeks ultimately to  transcend, and contented 
celibacy is the ideal’ (Matreyabandhu, 1995). It is 
seen as important that sexuality is only of relatively 
peripheral concern to a person, so that he or she can 
gradually move towards full celibacy 
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(Sangharakshita, (1987: 14)68. 
 

However, sexuality is acceptable for a lay person, provided it is within certain 
moral bounds or lay ethics but outside these bounds is considered sexual misconduct. 
Although the Buddha did not lay out rules on married life, he did give necessary advice on 
how to live a happy married life. According to the Sigalovada Sutta, the discourse that has 
been called the ‘householder’s vinaya’, or ‘householder’s disciplines’, the Buddha said: 

 
“In five ways a husband should serve his wife: 
 
   1. by honouring her. 
   2. by being courteous to her. 
   3. by being faithful to her. 
   4. by handing over authority to her. 
   5. by providing her with ornaments. 
 
In five ways his wife, thus served, shows her love for him: 
   1. The household affairs are to be well managed. 
   2. She should be hospitable and helpful to friends and  
       relations of both hers and his. 
   3. She should be faithful to him. 
   4. She should take care of the goods he brings home. 
   5. She should be skilful and industrious in all her duties.” 69 

 
And also, 

“In five ways, young householder, a child should minister 
to his parents: 
 1. Once supported by them I shall now be their support.  
 2. I shall perform duties incumbent on them.  
 3. I shall keep up the lineage and tradition of my family.  
 4. I shall make myself worthy of my heritage.  
 5. Furthermore, I shall offer alms in honour of my 
departed     relatives.” 

 
“In five ways, young householder, parents thus ministered 
to by their children, show their compassion:  
 1. They restrain them from evil.  
 2. They persuade them to do good.  
 3. They train them in a profession.  
 4. They contract a suitable marriage for them.  
 5. In due time, they hand over their inheritance to them.”70 
 

Therefore, sex is by no means the sole concern of married life; only when it is 
                                                 
  68 quote from Harvey (2000: 429) 
  69 Singalovada Suttanta No 8 pp. 180-192  
70 Ibid. 
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subordinated to personal love and affection does sexuality provide a truly satisfying 
emotional experience. Above and beyond sexual compatibility, a happy marriage calls for 
mutual understanding and adjustments, for sacrifices and selflessness, for tolerance and 
patience. Married life becomes truly a blessing rather than a curse when it is viewed as a 
partnership of two persons who are committed to think more of the partnership than they do 
of themselves, who are ready to make the mutual effort necessary to attain harmony and 
contentment.  

     
               4.3.3.1 The Human Body and Sexuality     
     

Buddhism understands body and mind as two aspects of one reality; they co-arise, 
dependent upon each other. We can’t say that mind comes from body any more than we 
can say that body comes from mind. The Buddha used the example of two sheaves of reeds 
leaning against each other; one supports the other, and neither can stand alone. Just as the 
fundamental nature of body is impermanent and thus insubstantial, so can its emptiness be 
seen in spatial terms, as essentially inseparable from any other thing. Ultimately the 
boundaries of what we call "body" are not absolute, and from that perspective there is only 
this one Mind. Body is the material aspect of mind, mind the immaterial aspect of body. In 
fact, our body may be seen as the condensation of our past thoughts, or more precisely, our 
thoughts, emotions, habits, and tendencies. 

 
There is an analysis and explanation of both of the parts of human nature, body 

and mind71. From a Buddhist perspective, the teaching of the Five Aggregates or the Five 
Khandhas is an analysis of personal experiences and a view on cognition.  In other words, it 
is the Buddhist analysis of the body and mind.  The Khandha (or Skanda) are the elements 
or substrata of sensory existence; sensorial aggregates which condition the appearance of 
life in any form. The five aggregates are72 form, feeling, perception, fabrication and 
consciousness.  These five categories cover the entire range of experience that can be 
adequately described.  ‘Form’ covers all physical phenomena, both within one’s own body 
and without.  The remaining four categories cover all mental events.  ‘Feeling’ covers 
feelings of pleasure, pain, and neither pleasure-nor-pain, regardless of whether they are 
based on physical or mental sensations.  ‘Perception’ denotes the mental act of applying 
labels or names to physical or mental events.  ‘Mental formation or fabrication’ covers the 
verbal and mental processes of concocting thoughts, questions, urges, or intentions in the 
mind.  ‘Consciousness’ covers the act of consciousness interacting with any of the six 
senses: eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body and intellect.  This type of consciousness is said to lie 
beyond the range of describable experience, and so is not included under the five 
aggregates.  In fact, it is equivalent to the unfabricated, and forms the goal at the end of the 
path.  

                                                 
 71 According to the Satipatthana Sutta, the way of mindfulness, the bhikkhu sees the body   
      in  the body, (1) as something impermanent; (2) as something subject to suffering; (3)  
     as  something that is soulless; (4) by way of turning away from it and not by way of  
     delighting in it; (5) by freeing himself of passion for it; (6) with thoughts making for  
     cessation and not making for origination; (7) and not by way of laying hold of it, but by  
     way of giving it up.  
 72 Pahamo vaggo & Rahula Samyutta No 13 pp 249, 252 
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In Buddhist teachings, a man or woman is attracted to the opposite sex through all 

the senses: visual form, taste, smell, sound and touch.  These sensory inputs arouse sexual 
desire: we see and perceive the pleasant and sensual form, we taste the delightful tastes, we 
smell the sweet fragrances, we hear the sweet words and touch and are touched in sensual 
ways. The Buddhist view is that the human body is endowed with sense faculties, and they 
are ever in search of pleasure.  The eye is in search of pleasant forms, the ear of pleasant 
sounds, the nose of pleasant smells, the tongue of pleasant tastes, and the body of pleasant 
tactile sensations.  Most human life is spent in the pursuit of these pleasures, but it remains 
a fact that the body texture is such that is does not tolerate excessive pleasure. The Buddha 
recognized this attraction of sex when he said: 
    

   "Monks, I do not see any other single form that 
invades the mind of a man and remains like the form 
of a woman. Monks, the form of a woman invades the 
mind of a man and remains.  
     Monks, I do not see any other single sound ...,scent 
...,taste...,touch..., form that invades the mind of a 
woman and remains like the sound ...,scent 
...,taste...,touch..., form of a man. Monks, the form of a 
man invades the mind of a woman and remains.  
       Monks, I do not see any other single sound ..., 
scent ...,taste...,touch...,that invades the mind of a 
woman and remains like the voice of a man.  
       Monks, the voice of a man invades the mind of a 
woman and remains." 73  
 

Buddhism recognizes sexual attraction as a universal reality.  Among animals, the 
sex impulse is regulated by nature, and thus their mating and breeding are seasonal.  
Among humans, there is no such natural mechanism, and humans have, by a long process 
of experiment and adjustment, arrived at certain taboos, rules and regulations to handle sex 
drive in a manner appropriate to both the individual and fellow beings.  Though these rules 
differ according to time and place, on the whole they have helped humans to emerge from 
instinctual to societally accepted  behaviour.  In the Kama Sutta74, the Buddha taught about 
the disadvantage of sensual pleasure: 
 

If one, longing for sensual pleasure, achieves it, yes, 
he’s enraptured at heart. The mortal gets what he 
wants. But, if for that person-longing, desiring - 
the pleasures diminish, he’s shattered, as if shot with  
 
an arrow. 
 

                                                 
 73 Anguttara Nikaya Ekanipata. 1 no 17 pp.1 
 74 IV. Atthakavagga No 26 pp. 151 
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Whoever avoids sensual desires, as he would, with his 
foot the head of a snake, goes beyond, mindful, 
of this attachment in the world. 
 
A man who is greedy, for fields, land, gold, cattle, 
horses, servants, employees, women, relatives, many 
sensual pleasures, is overpowered with weakness and 
trampled by trouble, for pain invades him as water, a 
cracked boat. 
 
So one, always mindful, should avoid sensual desires. 
Letting them go, he’d cross over the fold like one who, 
having bailed out the boat, has reached the far shore. 

 
Besides pointing out the harm of sensual pleasures, the Buddha taught people to 

know the causes and effects of those feelings that will probably bring them bad things or 
sufferings.  This teaching is in a part of the Tipitaka as follows:75 
 

    ‘And what is the gratification in the case of sensual 
pleasures? Mahanama, there are these five cords of 
sensual pleasure. What are the five? Forms cognizable 
by the eye that are wished for, desired, agreeable and 
likeable, connected with sensual desire, and 
provocative of lust. Sounds cognizable by the 
ear...Odours cognizable by the nose...Flavours 
cognizable by the tongue...Tangibles cognizable by the 
body that are wished for, desired, agreeable and 
likeable, connected with sensual desire, and 
provocative of lust. These are the five cords of sensual 
pleasure. Now the pleasure and joy that arises 
dependent on these five cords of sensual pleasure are 
the gratification in the case of sensual pleasures’ 
   ‘And what, bhikkhus, is the danger in the case of 
sensual pleasure? ...’ 
    ‘Now this too is the danger in the case of sensual 
pleasures, a mass of Suffering in the life to come, 
having sensual pleasures as its cause, sensual pleasure 
as it source, sensual pleasure as its basis, the cause 
being simply sensual pleasures’. 
 
 

However desirable pleasures may be, the body falls ill when overloaded with 
them.  For example, however palatable rich food may be, when it is eaten in excess, the 
                                                 
75 Culadukkhakkhandhasuttam No 9 pp. 91-93 Translated from Pali-Roman into English  
    by  Bhikkhu Nanamoli and Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Middle length Discourses of the  
    Buddha, Wisdom publications,  Boston, 1995. 
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body becomes ill.  Often over-indulgence in pleasure increases the risk for diseases that are 
associated with these pleasures.  There is a whole spectrum of diseases that are associated 
with, and transmitted by, sexual contact, the most serious of which is AIDS.  The Acquired 
Immune Deficiency Syndrome, for which there is no known cure, should certainly remind 
us that restraint in the enjoyment of sense pleasures is the best course of conduct for those 
desirous of health and a long life. However, the modern world seems to be losing its sense 
of restraint.  Serious rethinking seems urgent today if people are to be saved from the 
imminent danger of self-destruction through sensuality.  The results are evident in the 
problems that we face, problems that respect no national boundariesCrising crime rates,  
spreading drug addiction, ecological devastation, child labour and prostitution, 
pornography, and the decline of the family as the unit of loving trust and moral education. 
 
               4.3.3.2 Sex before Marriage 

          
Marriage is commonly the principal social institution through which control is 

extended over sexual behavior and its reproductive outcomes. The extent to which sexual 
behavior is limited to marriage varies substantially between societies and moral awareness. 
According to Buddhist perspective on marriage, it is notable that Buddhism does not 
regard marriage as a religious duty, but it is basically a personal and social obligation, it 
is not compulsory. Man and woman must have freedom either to get married or to 
remain single. K. Sri Dhammananda76 comments that; 
   

    Practically all living things come into being as a result 
of sex life.  Among human beings, the institution of 
marriage has come about so that society guarantees the 
perpetuation of the human species and also ensures that 
the young would be cared for.  This is based on the 
argument that children born through the pleasure of sex 
must be the responsibility of the partners involved, at 
least until they have grown up.  And marriage ensures 
that this responsibility is upheld and carried out. 
     

  Meanwhile, Buddhist ethic mentioned the consequences that irresponsible 
sexual behavior can become the cause of one's downfall in many aspects of life. 
Therefore, sex before marriage could rather be considered as the social issue of 
responsible or irresponsible sexual behavior. As all the nations of the world have clearly 
defined laws concerning the abuse of sex, Buddhism advocates that a person must 
respect and obey the law of the country if the laws are made for the common good. For 
example, a man and woman mutually decided to accept each other as husband and wife 

 
  and thereafter they lived together. Their marriage was carried out in the presence of the 

community, and separation was rare. The most important thing was that they developed 

                                                 
76 Dr. K. Sri Dhammananda, A Happy Married Life: A Buddhist Perspective, The 

Buddhist Missionary Society, Kuala Lampur, Malaysia, nd. 
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real love and respected their mutual responsibilities.77 In fact, a legal registration of 
marriage is important today to ensure security and to safeguard property and children. 
Due to the sense of insecurity, a couple performs legal marriages to ensure that they are 
legally bound not to neglect their duties and not to ill-treat each other. 
 

Even though the Buddhist texts are silent on the subject of sex before marriage, 
monogamy or polygamy, the Buddhist laity is advised to limit themselves to one wife. 
There are ample inferences in His sermons that it is wise and advisable to be faithful to one 
wife and not to be sensual and to run after other women. The Buddha realized that one of 
the main causes of man’s downfall is his involvement with other women.78Sex should not 
be merely for the sake of sexuality, but should take place with full understanding between 
the people involved and with mutual responsibility for its consequences. A certain level of 
maturity and emotional stability is necessary to ensure a healthy and productive sexual 
relationship between two partners. With the realization that there is a better and more noble 
path to follow than promiscuity, one may see the wisdom of self-restraint and the benefit of 
establishing a more lasting and meaningful relationship which, rather than impeding one's 
spiritual progress, may enhance it.  

 
It is accepted in Buddhism that, in general, sexual desire is a normal state of 

human beings.  However, people must understand the correct time and place to realize their 
sexual desire.  A man or woman must think of their status and position in society and of 
what affect their actions may have on others in that society.  That is, they must think of the 
appropriateness of their actions when it comes to sexual desire and things pertaining to sex. 
Additionally, there would be no sexual misconduct and rape if it were not for sexual desire. 
There would be no prostitution if it were not for sexual desire; and if there were no 
prostitution, then there would be no trafficking of women for the purposes of prostitution, 
kidnapping for the purpose of prostitution, forcible confinement for the purpose of 
prostitution, or sexual slavery as prostitution.  Poverty or a desire for luxurious living may 
prompt women to enter prostitution, but it is sexual desire that motivates the purchaser of 
sexual services. Sexual desire is inherent in our biological natures.  Sex is necessary and 
natural for procreation, the continuation and survival of the species; and the desire for sex 
is very strong indeed.  Unlike many animals, whose breeding habits are restricted to a 
certain season, there is no season for human sexual desire. Most people do not rape; and 
most are not involved with kidnapping, forcible confinement, sexual slavery, or the 
trafficking of women for sex.   
 
             4.3.3.3 Adultery 
 

Adultery, or sex outside marriage that involves physical and mental injury to 
others should be prohibited. According to Harvey (2000: 71), adultery, ‘going with the wife 

 
of another’ (A. i.i 89), is the most straightforward breach of the third precept. Though what 
is classified as ‘adultery’ varies according to the marriage patterns of different societies, 

                                                 
77 Dr. K. Sri Dhammananda, Ibid. 
 78 Parabhava Sutta 
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Buddhism has been flexible in adapting to these. The wrong of abnormal sexual behaviour 
is seen partly in terms of its being an expression of both greed and harm to others.  He 
quotes: 
       

Not to be contended with one’s own wife but to be 
seen with prostitutes or the wives of others - this is a 
cause of one’s downfall. (Sn.108) 

       
Meanwhile, whether without her husband’s knowledge or with his compliance 

adultery still breaks the precepts on account of the malicious nature of the act (LaMotte, 
1949: 801).79 Though the Buddhist commentary emphasizes adultery more than anything 
else, if we take into account the purpose and intention of the precept, it is clear that the 
precept is intended to cover all improper behavior with regard to sex. In any case there is 
no doubt that the third precept aims at promoting, among other things, proper sexual 
behavior and a sense of social decency in a human civilization where monogamy is 
commonly practiced and self-restraint is a cherished moral value. For one reason or 
another, many young people in love are not able to enter into married life as early as they 
wish. While marriage is still some distance in the future, or even an uncertain quantity, 
these people enter into relationships, of which sex forms a significant part. This happens 
not only among adults, who must legally answer to their own conduct, but also among 
teenagers who are still immature, emotionally unstable, and tend to act in irresponsible 
ways. Peer pressure and altered moral values are an important contributing factor to the 
escalation of the problem. The trend toward extramarital sex has become so common that it 
is now virtually taken for granted. Concubine arrangements are becoming increasingly 
popular, and marriage is relegated to a place of insignificance, jeopardizing in the process 
the sanctity of family life.  
            
              4.3.3.4 Prostitution 
 

To understand the Buddhist attitude toward prostitution, it should be remembered 
that, at the time of Buddha, Buddhism made people in that society realize the importance of 
women.  It did not oppress women or treat them as slaves or just housewives. There is no 
doubt that gender exploitation, prostitution and sexual slavery, are prohibited. It is notable 
that the Buddhists were condemned prostitution more than any other occupations that lead 
to suffering. The harm caused by this occupation is what matters. Prostitution causes harm, 
deceit and disease. It ensures the lustful while weakening the power of love. 
 

According to Buddhist teaching, the third moral precept as laid down by the 
Buddha for the householder is the teaching of abstaining from unlawful sexual intercourse 
or sexual misconduct. This precept includes adultery. In the Suttanipata80, the Buddha says: 
 
  

 “A wise man should avoid adultery as if it were a pit 
                                                 
  79 Harvey, (2000: 71).  
 80  Suttanipata  SN., 395.  
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of burning cinders. One who is not able to live in a 
state of celibacy should, at least, not break the purity of 
another man’s wife.” 

 
According to Peter Harvey (2000: 71), the third precept relates primarily to the 

avoidance of causing suffering by one’s sexual behaviour. Adultery - ‘going with the wife 
of another’ (A. I.I 89) - is the most straightforward breach of this precept. The wrongness of 
this is seen as partly in terms of its being expression of greed, and partly in terms of its 
harm to others. He explained that the first of these is seen in the following verse: 
 

‘Not to be contented with one’s own wife but to be 
seen with prostitutes or the wives of others - this is a 
cause of one’s downfall (Sn.108).’81  

 
He further explained that the second could be seen in the rationale for the precept: 

we would not like someone to commit adultery with our wife, so do not commit adultery 
with someone else’s wife (S. v.354). Therefore, a husband who visits a prostitute is an 
adulterer; and any wife who acts as a prostitute is equally an adulteress. In addition, the 
fourth century CE Abhidharma-kasa-bhaya (iv.74a-b)82 holds that a man breaks the third 
precept by: 
 

        1. Intercourse with a forbidden women, that is, the wife of 
       another, one’s mother, one’s daughter, or one’s paternal 
        or maternal relations; 

                             2. Intercourse with one’s own wife through a forbidden     
                                   orifice; 
                             3. in an unsuitable place: an uncovered spot, a shrine or     
                                 forest; 

   4. at an unsuitable time: when the wife is pregnant, when   
       she is nursing, or when she has taken a vow. Some say  
        when she has a vow only with the consent of her      
       husband. 

 
According to the Tipitaka83, there are 20 groups of women that should not be 

visited otherwise it is considered breaking the third precept. As for the twenty groups of 
forbidden women that are mentioned, they are: 
  

* matu-rakkhita-A woman who is kept by her mother is called a matu-
rakkhita. 

 
 
* pitu-rakkhita-A woman who is kept by her father is called pitu-

rakkhita. 
                                                 
 81 quote from Peter Harvey, An Introduction of Buddhist Ethics, (2000: 71) 
 82  Ibid. (2000: 73). 
83 Samghadisesa V.  No 3 pp.139-140. 
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* mata-pitu-rakkhita-A woman who is kept by both her mother and 
father is called mata-pitu-rakkhita. 

* bhatu-rakkhita-A woman who is kept by her older or younger brother 
is called bhatu-rakkhita. 

* bhagini-rakkhita-A woman who is kept by her older or younger sister 
is called bhagini-rakkhita. 

* nati-rakkhita-A woman who is kept by her relatives is called nati-
rakkhita. 

* gotta-rakkhita-A woman who is kept by her clansmen is called gotta-
rakkhita. 

* dhamma-rakkhita-A woman who is kept by people who practice 
dhamma under the same teacher is called dhamma-rakkhita. 

* sarakkha-A woman who is kept by her husband is called sarakkha 
 
and if the woman is married or a wife: 
 

* sapari-danda-A woman of such and such name and address, for 
misbehaving with whom a king levies a fine against a man, is called 
sapari-danda. 

* dhanak-kita-A woman whose indentureship was bought by a man 
intending to make her his wife, is called dhanak-kita. 

* chanda-vasini-A woman who lives with a man of her own free will is 
called chanda-vasini. 

* bhoga-vasini-A woman who becomes the wife of a man because of 
his wealth is called bhoga-vasini. 

* pata-vasini -- A destitute woman who becomes the wife of a man out 
of hope for things such as clothes, is called pata-vasini. 

* oda-patta-kini-A woman whom a man has asked for in marriage, 
during the solemnization of which the elders of the family take hold 
of the bride and groom’s hands, plunge the hands into a tray of 
water, and give the blessing, ‘May both of you love each other and 
live happily together.  Do not break apart, just as the water in the tray 
does not break apart.’ is called oda-patta-kini. 

* obhata-cumbata-A woman who, being released from a heavy burden 
by a man, then becomes his wife, is called obhata-cumbata. 

* dasi ca bhariya ca-A slave woman whom a man marries is called 
dasi-bhariya. 

* kamma-karini ca bhariya ca-a workwoman who a man marries is 
called kamma-karini-bhariya. 

* dhaja-hata-A woman whom a mans wins in battle and then makes his 
wife, is called dhaja-hata. 

* muhut-tika-A woman living with a man for a certain period of time, 
understanding that she is his wife, is called muhut-tika. 

 
A man who secretly takes any of these twenty groups of forbidden women to be 

his wife, or induces her to elope with him, is guilty of committing adultery. But what about 
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an unmarried man who uses a prostitute-is he in violation of the third moral precept also?  
If the prostitute he has sex with has been forced or tricked into the trade, then yes; because 
he increases and continues her suffering.  If the prostitute is a child, then yes; because 
women who are kept by a parent, older sibling, or guardian are in the class of 20 forbidden 
women.  However, suppose the prostitute is a mature adult, who has entered the trade of 
prostitution of her own free will, and the man is unmarried.  Is this sexual misconduct, that 
is, a violation of the third precept? Here the answer is not so clear.  The man visits the 
prostitute because of his sexual desire.  Sex is a highly pleasurable activity, and having sex 
often leads to the desire to have more sex.  This increase of desire is in the opposite 
direction to the path to Nirvana.  The man will suffer because of his desire.  He will have to 
spend money to pay for the prostitute, and he increases the risk of contacting a sexual 
disease such as AIDS dramatically.   Further, he may suffer because (at least in Thailand) 
he is involved in an illegal activity.  

 
  Furthermore, prostitution is not Right Livelihood. It is illegal, immoral, and 

associated with many social evils. The Buddhist teaching that relates to right livelihood is 
called Samma Ajiva. Samma Ajiva is the fifth item of the Noble Eightfold Path, which 
explains the method to earn one’s living appropriately.  Buddha explained the meaning of 
right livelihood with these words: 
  

“And what is right livelihood?  This is the case where 
a disciple of the noble ones, having abandoned 
dishonest livelihood, keeps his life going with right 
livelihood: This is called Samma Ajiva (Right 
Livelihood)”84 

     
Right livelihood is seen as the appropriate Buddhist teaching to tackle the 

problems arising from consumerism and materialism. As evidenced in the Buddha's 
discourses concerning right livelihood, it is clear that Buddhists were very much concerned 
with the creation of appropriate conditions favorable to the individual cultivation of 
Buddhist values. However, in addition to this teaching on the method of achieving a right 
livelihood, there are also some forbidden occupations in the Buddhist teaching.  A 
forbidden occupation is one that causes harm to the jobholder or to society.  A forbidden 
occupation is not right livelihood; it is wrong livelihood.  The proscribed occupations are: 
     

"A lay follower should not engage in five types of 
business.  Which five?  Business in weapons, business 
in living beings, business in meat, business in  
 
intoxicants, and business in poison." 85 

All of these occupations harm society or the environment.  Of particular interest to 

                                                 
84 No 7, pp. 312; No 21 pp 215  
85 Anguttara-Nikaya No 19 pp.208 
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this study is the prohibition on trafficking in human beings, or slavery.  This prohibition 
would include trafficking in women and children for the purpose of prostitution, and any 
form of forced entry into the sex trade.  These five occupations are forbidden as per the 
Buddha’s teaching, and yet some of them, such as selling alcoholic drinks and slaughtered 
animals, are legal occupations.  Thus, moral conduct is different from the law in some 
respects.  As for any business in living beings, or selling people as slaves, it breaks both 
religious canon and the law.  By extension, deceiving women and/or children, selling or 
tricking them into the sex trade and prostitution, also break both the law and the ethical 
code of Buddhism. In reality, people earn a living by various trades and occupations, some 
even earn by selling their bodies. However, we need to examine exactly how money acts as 
a motivation for prostitution.  To begin with, we should distinguish two broadly different 
connections between the desire for money and the sex worker. 

     
There are many people who are rich, or, at least have enough money for all their 

basic needs.  However, they do not know how to spend their money appropriately.  They 
like to buy expensive things that they do not really need.  This is particularly a problem for 
those in the middle class who have a taste for high living, but do not have the income to 
support such a lifestyle, especially students in High School and University. If a student 
wants to have all the trappings of worldly success, a mobile phone, designer clothes, fancy 
shoes, and jewelry, but her family cannot afford to give her these things, then she may turn 
to the sex trade for extra income.  If the attraction of this material display of wealth is high 
enough, it may overpower her resistance to working as a prostitute.  In short, luxurious 
over-indulgence, or just plain greed, is one path to prostitution. 

     
Some people simply do not have enough money for basic needs, or, in the case of 

many women, do not have enough money to take care of their children.  This lack of 
money can be a reason for them, or their children, to enter the sex trade.  For them, life is a 
struggle, with limited options for survival.  They may not want to be prostitutes, but they 
feel it is the lesser of several evils; after all, there are plenty of clients willing to pay money 
for their services. These two factors: greed and poverty drive people to seek more income 
in many ways.  Some of these choices are good.  Others, such as prostitution, are definitely 
bad within the Buddhist understanding of ethics; illegal under Thai law, and associated 
with many social problems.  However, greed and poverty are not the only factors 
associated with prostitution; there is also sexual desire. 
 

Therefore, prostitution is not a right livelihood because is leads the customer of 
the prostitute down the wrong path, the path of sensual worldly pleasures that invades the 
mind and traps the spirit by inflaming sensual desires.  There is no reason for the liaison 
with the prostitute other than the pleasure of sex itself.  There is no intent to demonstrate 
love and affection, or to increase the bonds of marriage, and no thought of procreation.  In 
short this is Kamasukhallikanuyoga, or sex for the sheer purpose of sensual delight.  The 

 
 Buddha rejected this path.  It is not a path to Nirvana.  It is a path that leads to worldliness 
and to suffering in this world. Not only as the wrong livelihood, prostitution as a trade 
violates the third of the five precepts of moral conduct for Buddhists; the precept to refrain 
from sexual misconduct.  Although some prostitutes may not be breaking the third precept 
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themselves, prostitution cannot be a right livelihood, as it causes harm to others by leading 
them on the wrong path.  
     

However, earning one’s living through a good occupation-one that is legal and 
ethical-is a path to happiness in life.   Not only does this kind of livelihood benefit and 
sustain the job-holder by providing income, and thereby supporting the family of that job-
holder, but also, a righteous job well performed in accordance with Buddhist ethical 
precepts supports society.  The Buddha taught how to practice Dharma within one’s 
occupation and thereby to earn one’s livelihood in a good and moral way.  The Buddha 
also taught how to safeguard the wealth that is derived through honest labor and expend 
that wealth in an honorable and morally profitable way. These moral principles apply to 
any occupation and any amount of derived income, and they are appropriate to people of 
any financial status.  However, these occupations must be such that they do not cause 
suffering and trouble in the short or long run, either to the person performing the 
occupation or to society at large. 
         

Although there is no direct teaching in Buddhism stating that prostitution is a 
forbidden occupation, there is teaching with respect to preventing and avoiding the causes 
of sexual desire, and curbing the desire for sensual delights.  The method of prevention is to 
be aware of the five sense paths through which the objects of desire can enter perception; 
that is, the eyes, ears, nose, tongue and body.  This state of awareness assists the mind not 
to be ensnared by beautiful things in the world that arouse inappropriate desires.  In 
addition, we should obey the teachings of the pañca-sila, the five moral precepts of good 
behavior.  People who can control their desires in an appropriate way by following the 
ethical middle way will not support the sex trade and will not consume things in excess of 
their real needs. 

 
In fact, it is human nature for people to need and seek happiness.  However, in 

Buddhism, the happiness of people must not bring them trouble later.  Sensual pleasure is 
given to us by the perception of our eyes, ears, nose, tongue and bodies; so people must 
take care that their eyes, ears, nose, tongue and bodies are not saturated with sensual inputs 
in an inappropriate way.  If people follow the Buddhist middle way, there will not be an 
excess of input that will arouse passions for sex, or the desire to consume in an 
inappropriate way. Our human eyes want to see good and beautiful things, and our ears 
want to listen to sweet and enjoyable sounds.  If we see and listen to something just 
enough, and in a manner that is appropriate to our time and place, then we will not suffer 
by trying to seek something that only increases our desire more and more without 
satisfying it.  If we allow too much sensual input, it may easily lead to breaking the third of 
the five moral precepts.  Moreover, if we allow too much sensual input, and do not 
concentrate on the middle way of living, we may crave too much consumption.  This desire 
for sex, and excessive and conspicuous consumption, contribute to sex before marriage, 
adultery and prostitution in society. 
 

However, we must recognize the two facets of the problem: supply and demand.  
If there were no demand for prostitutes, if there were no customers seeking sexual services 
for pay; then there would be no prostitution (supply).  According to the demand of 
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prostitution, it is usually a person who consumes excessively, and not in tune with the 
Buddhist position of Majjhima Patipada, or The Middle Way -- the path of practice that is 
conducive to taming the mind and the desires that lead to suffering. Craving in excess of 
sufficiency is a source of suffering.  It is a person who is not controlling his sexual desires 
in an appropriate way.  Although there is no legal fault at all, but there is a problem of 
straying from the middle path of neither too much nor too little. Action other than in the 
religious field will be necessary to reduce this source of demand. 

      
When considering the supply of prostitution, poverty is the single factor most 

often associated with prostitution. Prostitution in Thailand is especially associated with 
rural poverty; many studies have shown that most prostitutes are not from the cities.  
Improving the economic health of the rural areas is a specific goal of the ninth economic 
plan.  A key to this plan is to ensure that benefits of development accrue to the local people. 
 Sustainable and manageable development is the key.  The countryside is also the area 
where the influence of the wat and Buddhism is the strongest.  Buddhist ethics can help 
guide and direct the rural development programs in a very positive way and for the 
maximum benefit to the people.  This, coupled with the other actions suggested below, 
should reduce the flow of poor rural women and girls into prostitution. 

     
Ironically, as poverty is reduced, consumerism will tend to increase.  In the rural 

areas, the teaching of Buddhist values can help people understand their desires for useless 
objects and thereby control those desires.  As small-scale development proceeds, the 
teaching of Buddhist ethics as they apply to the accumulation and use of wealth can 
alleviate the worst effects of consumerism. In the city, where Buddhist influence is 
noticeably weaker, consumerism is a major problem linked to prostitution.  The desire for 
luxury items and the lack of other alternative methods of earning such relatively large sums 
of money push or pull large numbers of young women into the sex trade.  Buddhist 
teaching in the schools must be re-invigorated to reach these young people and help them 
understand their desires and the negative effects of the sex trade on their young bodies. 
Buddhism can act to assist the government in controlling excessive advertising and in 
keeping children in school for longer. 
 
4.4 Buddhist Ethics and the New Challenges      
     

Prostitution has developed from a simple to a complex network, from an 
individual activity to an international trade involving influential gangsters and mafia.  The 
risk of campaigning against prostitution is evidently undeniable.  In addition to the clear 
danger, it is very often in Thai society that Buddhist monks will be condemned more than 
applauded when involved with activities of laypeople.  For example, many laypeople 
showed a negative response to monks who actively raised awareness about preserving the 
depleting forest.  It is for this reason as well that monks are prohibited from getting too 
involved in the problem of prostitution.  These all limit the role of the Buddhist monk on 
the issues and, to a significant degree, undermine the effective use of Buddhist philosophy 
in solving the problem.  Indeed, there are many chapters of Buddhist teachings that can be 
applied to solve not only the problem with consumerism, the presumed cause of 
prostitution, but both consumerism and prostitution.  It is still a challenge in term of 
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effectively implementing the teachings from both Sangha's and lay people's ends.  
 
Interestingly, Buddhism has a long association with education in Thailand.  

However, many children regard Buddhism as one of the most boring subjects at school and 
find little in it that is relevant to their daily lives.  This is an area that requires further study 
and should be of urgent concern to the Buddhist Sangha in Thailand. In general, the 
teachings of Buddha can effectively be used to change the general social values (cultural 
factors), not just among school children but also in society at large.  In rural areas, 
Buddhism can assist in the stability of the family and in the preservation of traditional Thai 
values of modesty and virtue among women.  As suggested earlier, Buddhism must 
simultaneously help men to understand the innate folly of their uncontrolled sexual desire, 
and thus reduce the demand for prostitution.  This same teaching must be spread to the 
urban areas, but this will be more difficult. 

     
Even though Thailand has one of the biggest Buddhist populations in the world, it 

does not follow that there are no problems in Thai society.  In part, problems related to 
consumerism and prostitution exist because of a lack of understanding of the deeper 
meaning of Buddhism on the part of the common person, and in part on influences 
Thailand receives from foreign countries, cultures, and religions all over the world.  These 
contacts have led to changes and adaptations in Thai culture throughout our history.  For 
example, consumerism has led to an increase in prostitution, and may even be said to be a 
root cause of prostitution.  

 
According to religions and consumerism, generally, most people will understand 

that religion is against material development, in a very conservative way.  However, 
Buddhist teaching is not anti-materialist, but rather enjoins development of the mind along 
and beside any material development. Even though the teachings of Buddhism are 
classified as the teachings for the better living of worldly life and the teachings concentrate 
on the super-mundane, these two perspectives are inextricably inter-related, especially in 
the understanding of human nature from the Buddhist point of view, even if the subject is 
rather abstract. If we are thus able to understand our own nature, it will help us find a good 
response to the needs of this problem, a right and appropriate way, especially regarding the 
ethics of the Buddhist middle way. Buddhist teaching is about the good administration and 
management of money, our resources, our environments, and of ourselves. This is the 
Buddhist ‘middle path’, or ‘Buddhist Middle Way of Living’, the path of practice that is 
conducive to taming the mind and the desires that lead to suffering. In short, the Buddha 
taught both how to earn and spend money wisely, as well as the trouble that comes from 
spending money the wrong way.   
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CHAPTER V 
 

DOK KHAM TAI VILLAGE 
 
 
  In previous chapter we noted the complexity of factors that affect a person’s 
entry, forced or voluntary, into the sex industry.  Most commentators agree that it is a 
mix of cultural, historical and economic forces, plus materialism, that have made 
prostitution a booming growth industry in Thailand.  Brothels and the practice of 
concubinage were common in Thai history, but the past few decades have seen the 
significant growth of an organized sex industry aimed at foreign tourists, as well as an 
institutionalization of the domestic industry.  In short, prostitution has become big 
business, although individual operations are still on a small scale. 
 
   The gap between the rich and the poor has not been closed.  Further, the rich 
and educated are increasingly in the city, leaving the poor and uneducated in the rural 
hinterland.  Rural populations have shrunk as migration to jobs in the urban areas 
divides traditional extended families.  Those left in the village have less manpower to 
do the job, and turning to modern industrialized farming methods, with chemical 
fertilizers and pesticides, often leads to debt.  Ultimately this can and very often does 
result in loss of the land, loss of face and the total disruption of the family and rural 
way of life.  Poverty and the lack of education form a background against which 
prostitution is often seen as an avenue of escape, such as the following study at Dok 
Kham Tai Village. 
 
5.1 Geography: Dok Kham Tai in Phayao 
 
  This chapter discusses the results of a field investigation into the community of 
Dok Kham Tai, an exploration of the interplay among prostitution, consumerism and 
ethical standards at the micro level.  The study does not claim to be necessarily 
representative of Thai society as a whole, but it may serve as an example of how these 
forces relate to each other in a real community 
 

   The reason to choose Dok Kham Tai as the community to study was a 
byproduct of an address by the Deputy Minister of Labour and Social Welfare, Khun 
Laddawan Wongsriwong, to a workshop on Family Development1.  She stated that 
when she was acting as an advisor to the Minister of the Interior in the Community 
Development Department, she became intimately involved with the family concerns of 
the women in the eight Northern Provinces of Thailand.  She became the head of a 

                                                 
1 The special lecture on “The Presentation on Pattern of Structure of Family Development Centre in the   
    Community” by Deputy Minister of Labour and Social Welfare (Laddawan Wongsriwong) in the  
    workshop on Project of Family Development Centre Establishment in the Community on Wednesday  
    26th of September 2001 at 11.00-12.15 h. at SD Avenue Hotel, Bangkok. 
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working group trying to develop new strategies to attack the problems of AIDS, drug 
abuse, illegal abortion, marriage breakdown and prostitution. 
 

   As a result of her involvement with this work in these communities, she was 
able to identify 16 areas in the North and Northeastern part of Thailand that faced 
particular difficulties with social and family problems, many of them related to 
prostitution.  In her address she stated: 
 

“According to the record of the Ministry of Labour, it is people from 
the Province of Udon Thani who have migrated to work in foreign 
countries in the greatest number.  These people have faced various 
kinds of problems … Udon Thani is the champion of tragedy.  The 
Consul Generals in Sydney, Australia, and in Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia, have both reported Thai women who have been arrested 
because of working as prostitutes.  These women were under 18 years 
old and were sent back to Thailand. 
 
In the North, Chiang Rai is the Champion.  However, while it is true 
the problem exists in Nong Khai, Khon Kaen, and Korat; the first rank 
still belongs to Udon Thani.  I always keep updating this record.  It is 
the truth and no fake at all.” 
 

  Deputy Minister Laddawan was born in Phayao Province and so feels a special 
duty to help solve the problems associated with prostitution in her home province.  She 
stated that this area is very poor: 

 
“The fact that many parents feel they are so poor they have to sell 
their daughter is a problem … There are examples of girls who came 
back from Japan and bought a big house, a truck and a pickup for 
their father; but we have tried to go against this trend. …. These 
children feel their family is so poor they have to show their 
gratefulness by being a prostitute.  They have had no chance or 
money to study, and as a result have very little education.  The feel 
they must become a prostitute to feed themselves and their parents.  
....  This is the truth.” 
 

   Her address highlighted some of the problems associated with prostitution in 
Phayao.  She noted that as a result of her campaign against prostitution, many people: 
agents, brothel owners, and some parents of prostitutes whose houses were not yet 
finished; said they would not vote for her again in an attempt to stop her work against 
prostitution. 
 
  In her speech she pointed to poverty as the reason these children enter 
prostitution, but the elaborate size and nature of the houses being constructed in the 
area suggests another interpretation.  These prostitutes are not only working for the 
survival of their families, they are also building big houses that reflect the superior 
financial status of their owners.  This suggests that poverty is not always the key factor 
that forced the girls to enter prostitution. 
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  The compelling address made by Deputy Minister Laddawan inspired me to 
search for supporting research materials.  The study by Boonchalaksi and Guest 
(1994:60)2 reported that a survey of sex workers in massage parlors showed that 
57.4 percent came from the Phayao-Chiang Rai area and 8 percent of that 57.4 percent 
from the Dok Kham Tai district.  These figures certainly support the contention of the 
Deputy Minister that this area is a frequent source of supply of girls for prostitution, 
and further confirmed that the field research for this study should be undertaken in the 
Dok Kham Tai district. 
 
  The specific target area chosen was the Ban T. sub-district of Dok Kham Tai 
in Phayao province.  The general condition of this sub-district is good, with many 
well-built houses, comparable with those in Bangkok.  These are handsome, detached 
single dwellings with a price of from 1,000,000 Baht and up.  The houses are 
generously equipped with appliances, including television, stereo, electric fan and 
refrigerator.  These luxury houses are built among the other plain-roofed houses in the 
community and situated near the rice fields.  
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Map of  Phayao showing  Dok Kham Tai. 
     

                                                 
2 Wathinee Boonchalaksi and Phillip Guest, Prostitution in Thailand, Institute for Population and  
    Social Research, Mahidol University, 1994. 
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    Phayao is a mid-sized province of 6,355 km2 in the mountainous region of 
Thailand 690 miles north of Bangkok.  Phayao is a very old Province, first established 
in 1095 A.D. by the King of Chiang Saen.  There are records from the reign of King 
Ngum Muang from 1267 A.D. that establish this area as a prosperous and thriving 
region.  In 1897 King Rama V combined Phayao with the neighboring province of 
Chiang Rai, but in 1977 Phayao was again established as a separate province.  
Administratively Phayao is divided into seven districts or Amphoe: Muang, Chun, 
Chiang Kham, Dok Kham Tai, Pong, and Mae Chai, and two sub-districts: Phu Kam 
Yao and Phu Sang. 

 
  The small village of Dok Kham Tai is in the Northern Province of Phayao, 

about 20 kilometers from the capital town of Phayao.  This remote mountain 
community was chosen as the focus of our field study both because of its relative 
isolation and because of its reputation as a “traditional” source for prostitutes.  It must 
be understood that there are many sources of young girls who enter prostitution.  The 
northern region of Thailand has a reputation for beautiful girls, and those from 
northern provinces such as Lampang, Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, and Phayao are much 
in demand.  
 
5.2 Population, Social and Economic Background 
 

    Over the past ten years there has been a moderate growth in population, as 
shown by the following table, but a significant change in some key demographic areas. 
 
                                                                  Table 5.1 

Key indicators of the population and households and Population Census 
1990 and 2000 (Phayao) 

Items 1990         2000 
Demographic characteristics  
Total population ('000) 474.51/ 502.8
Population in Municipal area (%) 19.41/ 110.7

Sex ratio (males per 100 females) 105.7 99.7
Median Age 27.1 32.9

Population by age group  
0-14 years (%) 25.5 22.3
15-59 years (%) 66.4 66.5
60 years and over (%) 8.1 11.2

Thai nationality (%) Na 99.6
Buddhism (%) 98.6 97.9

Education   
Average aged 6-24 years not attending school (%) 57.8 31.8

Work status (%)  
Employers 0.3 0.9
Own account workers 35.2 39.6
Employees        15.5 22.3
Unpaid family workers 49.0 37.1
Members of producers' cooperatives - 0.1

      1/ Including persons who lived in Sanitary Districts that were reclassified as tambol municipalities in   
1999  

Source: Compiled from National Statistic Office (http://www.nso.go.th) 

http://www.nso.go.th/
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    The population increase in the municipal areas seems astounding, but this is 
partly a result of several sanitary districts being reclassified as municipal areas for the 
year 2000 census.  Nonetheless, there has been a significant increase in urban 
population throughout the province (as there has been in all of Thailand) during the 
past ten years.  The population is generally older, shown best by the increase in the 
median age from 27.1 to 32.9 years.  The over-supply of males to females in 1990 has 
changed to an almost exact 50/50 split.  The percentage of children in the population 
has declined since 1990 and is slightly below the national average.3 
 
   There have been some fairly dramatic improvements in the housing 
infrastructure in Phayao over the past ten years, as indicated in the table below.  The 
number of homes with safe drinking water increased by 12 percent to almost 
93 percent, and households with gas/electric jumped to 53.8 percent from a low of 
16.9 percent.  Perhaps as a partial result of the electrification of Phayao, households 
with a TV also jumped from 67.4 percent to 92.0 percent.  The number of houses built 
with temporary materials also dropped to 6.5 percent of the total, in line with the 
general improvements in the province. 

 
Table 5.2 

Key indicators of the Housing Census 1990 and 2000 
(Phayao) 

 
Housing characteristics 

2533 
1990 

2543 
2000 

Private households ('000) 121.0 144.8 
One-person households (%) 4.2 7.6 

Average household size 3.9 3.4 
Female headed households (%) 14.2 21.2 

Houses in non-permanent materials 2/ (%) 9.1 6.5 
Households with ownership 3/ (%) 96.8 94.6 
Households with sanitation 4/ (%) 98.9 99.6 

Households with safe drinking water 5/ (%) 80.4 92.9 
Households cooking with gas/electric (%) 16.9 53.8 

Households with televisions (%) 67.4 92.0 
Households with radios (%) 75.7 78.1 

2/ Non-permanent materials include local materials and waste or reused materials. 
3/ Ownership includes owner or hire purchaser. 
4/ Sanitary types of toilet include flush latrine or moulded bucket latrine. 
5/ Safe drinking water includes bottled drinking water, tap water, rain water or private well. 
Source: Compiled from National Statistic Office (http://www.nso.go.th) 

 
     There are also hints in the data in Table 5.2 of changes in the family structure.  
The average household size is down, in line with the general trend toward smaller 
families in Thailand, but the number of households headed by females is up 
considerably.  This trend may be a result of the breakdown of the traditional family, or 
it may be related to the increase in the population over 60—as females generally live 
longer than males. Although Phayao is generally considered less developed than the 
neighbouring province of Chiang Mai, and certainly has no urban areas that even come 

                                                 
3 Children under 15 were 29.2 percent of the national population in 1990, and 24.1 percent in the 2000  
    census. 



Fac. of Grad. Studies, Mahidol Univ.                                                         Ph.D. (Religious Studies)/   139

close to the density and size of the city of Chiang Mai, some housing indicators are 
stronger in Phayao than they are in Chiang Mai.  For instance, for the year 2000, the 
percentage of households in Chiang Mai with gas/electric for cooking was only 59.5 
percent, and households with television 84.4 percent. 
 
    Some idea of the general economic strength in Phayao is given in the 
following table: 

 
Table 5.3 

Phayao Province's Key Indicators of Economic Performance 
 

Description 
Unit 

 
1999 2000 2001 

1. Money and Banking   
1.1 Number of bank branches Branches 19 18 17
1.2 Commercial bank deposit Million baht 6,347 6,742 6,801
1.3 Commercial bank credits Million baht 5,674 4,584 4,363
1.4 Credits/Deposits Percent 89.4 68.0 64.1
2. Fiscal Positions (fiscal year) 1/   
2.1 Revenues Million baht 271 224 233
2.2 Budgetary expenditures Million baht 4,153 4,187 4,308
2.3 Budgetary deficit (-) or surplus Million baht -3,882 -3,963 -4,075
3. Remittances from Overseas Workers Million baht 472 459 281
4. Private Consumption   
4.1 Value added tax 5/ Million baht 59 56 66
4.2 Number of registered passenger cars and     
      commercial cars 6/ 

Units 688 744 647

4.3 Number of registered motorcycles 6/ Units 4,539 6,595 7,619
4.4 Household electricity consumption 7/ Million 

kilowatt-hour
59.0 56.1 93.6

5. Major Crops Production ** 9/   
5.1 Major Rice Metric tons 256,011 259,839 260,708
5.2 Maize Metric tons 102,939 103,715 103,831
5.3 Soybean Metric tons 6,696 6,917 7,141
5.4 Cotton Metric tons 3,828 3,743 3,508
5.5 Longan Metric tons 4,266 13,472 7,418
5.6 Garlic Metric tons 6,013 7,246 8,669
5.7 Shallot Metric tons 7,882 9,220 13,146
 
Notes : * BOT, Rep. are Provincial/District Treasuries that assigned by Bank of Thailand to act as Bank's 
Provincial/District Representatives. 
** Crop year 
*** Compiled from Bank of Thailand (http://www.bot.or.th/BOTHomepage/Library/print2.asp) 
Sources :       1/ Phayao Provincial Treasury Office 

2/ Northern Region Investment and Economic Centre, Office of the Board of Investment  
3/ Phayao Municipality Office  
4/ Phayao Provincial Industrial Office 
5/ Phayao Provincial Revenue Office 
6/ Phayao Provincial Land Transport Office 
7/ Provincial Electricity Authority 
8/ Mineral Resources Office, Region 3 
9/ Office of Agriculture Economics 

http://www.bot.or.th/BOTHomepage/Library/print2.asp
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     This table presents a rather mixed picture.  The number of bank branches is 
down (perhaps as a result of national reorganization and down-sizing in the banking 
industry within Thailand), but bank deposits rose steadily during the three years in 
question.  This suggestion of increasing personal wealth is borne out by the steady 
decrease in bank loans and the improving credit/deposit ratios.  However, car 
ownership—another possible indicator of wealth—actually dropped during this period.  
The drop in car ownership may be explained by the quite dramatic rise in motorcycle 
purchases, or perhaps in purchases of other types of vehicles.  Total spending in the 
private sector, as indicated by the revenues from the VAT, rose more than ten percent 
over these three years.  The dramatic jump in electricity consumption is in part 
explained by the continuing electrification of this Province, and the general trend of 
purchasing and using more electric appliances.  As for the Province itself, the picture is 
not so rosy.  Revenues are mixed, but down, and the deficit steadily increased. 
 
   Revenue from overseas workers is a very significant entry in this table, 
bringing more money into the province than it actually raises for its own revenue.  At 
least some of this money is income from prostitution, as workers from this area are 
known to be in the sex trade in several overseas countries.  The significant drop in 
overseas transfers might be a result of an improved job market in Thailand, but it is 
worth noting that increasing diligence in countries such as Japan has sent many Thai 
sex workers home and prevented others from entry into the country. 
 
    An analysis of the crop data shows no significant change in the major cereal 
crops, with some shift from fruit growing to the market gardening of shallots.  There is 
no indication from the data in the table that the essential rural/agricultural nature of 
this province has changed. There were 44 “educational institutions” in the district as of 
19974.  Forty-one are primary schools, and three are secondary schools offering full 
High School.  The district is primarily Buddhist, as shown in the following table: 

 
Table 5.3a 

Ministry of the Interior Data from January 1st 1997 
Dok Kham Tai District 

Religious Centres Religion Number of 
Adherents Percentage Temples Mosques Churches Other 

Buddhism 74,608 96.0 50    
Islam 0 0.0  0   

Christian 3,109    5  
Other 0     0 

 
   There is one hospital with 30 beds, three doctors and 48 nurses.  There are 
four clinics and 14 public health centres, with an additional 61 public health workers.  
There is a significant AIDS problem in the district with 452 known infected males and 
280 infected females.  Many of these are being treated/cared for at the single AIDS 
health centre and hospice.  The Ministry of the interior also provided the occupational 
data in the following table: 

 

                                                 
4 Data from the Ministry of the Interior 
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Table 5.3b 
Ministry of the Interior Data from January 1st 1997 

Dok Kham Tai District 

Agriculture 

Total area 
under 
cultivation 
(rai)1 

 percent of 
total 

No. of 
Households 

Average 
land-
holding 
(rai) 

Average 
Annual 
Income (Baht)

Rice farming 107,467 54.5 14,419 7.45 10,000 

Orchard 5,631 2.8 1,817 3.09 20,000 

Market 
gardening 71,899 36.5 6,509 11.05 15,000 

Animal 
husbandry 12,000 6.0 17,174 0.69 8,000 

Total 196,997 100 22,745   

   Note: One rai is equivalent to 1,600 m2 
 

  The information provided by the Ministry of Education also shows 
99 factories, 5 banks, 0 hotels, 0 pawnshops, 58 small companies/partnerships and 
234 shops.  However, all of the 99 factories are small handicraft workshops, and none 
employ more than ten people.  The picture that emerges of Dok Kham Tai is of a rural 
agricultural area of rather small landholdings, supplemented by a modest amount of 
light manufacturing, principally of handicrafts.  In other words, still a very traditional 
Thai rural area, but with almost total penetration of television, and a gradually 
improving housing infrastructure. 

 
    Phayao is not a heavily populated province, as shown in the following table, 
and the Dok Kham Tai district makes up about 15 percent of the provincial population.  
However the municipal (mostly village) rural mix is slightly denser in Dok Kham Tai 
(about one third municipal) compared to the province as a whole (about one sixth).  As 
expected, rural families are slightly larger, but the average household size is very 
consistent at approximately 3.3. 
 

Table 5.4 
Population by Gender, household amphoe and area 

 

Phayao Population 
Population per 

private 
household 

   Municipal area       110,715 54,273 56,442 3.3 
   Non-municipal    
   area                     

392,065 196,746 195,319 3.5 

Total                         502,780 251,019 251,761 3.4 
    Amphoe Dok Kham 
   Tai  75,119 37,623 37,496 3.4 
 Municipal area  23,305 11,520 11,785 3.3 

 Source: Compiled from National Statistic Office (http://www.nso.go.th) 
 



Phra Somsak Duangsisen                                                                                 Dok Kham Tai Village/ 142

    A detailed breakdown of the population in Dok Kham Tai by age and sex is 
given in the following table.  As expected, there is a slight population shift toward 
younger families in the non-municipal areas, where 22 percent of the population are 
less than 15 years of age compared to 19.7 percent in municipal areas.  Similarly, 
13.1 percent of the municipal population is over 60, compared to 11.8 percent in the 
non-municipal areas. 

 
Table 5.5 

Population by Age group, Gender, Amphoe and area 
 

Municipal area Non-municipal area Age Group 
Amphoe Dok 

Kham Tai Total Males Females Total Males Females

      Total 23,305 11,520 11,785 51,814 26,103 25,711
      0 – 4               1,282 601 681 3,269 1,675 1,594
      5 – 9               1,624 864 760 4,028 2,024 2,004
     10 - 14            1,699 860 839 4,068 2,157 1,911
     15 - 19            1,715 898 817 3,922 1,966 1,956
     20 - 24            1,447 774 673 3,037 1,577 1,460
     25 - 29            1,456 699 757 3,750 1,827 1,923
     30 - 34            1,816 858 958 4,605 2,228 2,377
     35 - 39            2,326 1,140 1,186 5,219 2,598 2,621
     40 - 44            2,125 1,046 1,079 4,797 2,373 2,424
     45 - 49            1,986 963 1,023 3,955 2,034 1,921
     50 - 54            1,530 772 758 2,918 1,489 1,429
     55 - 59            1,228 604 624 2,140 1,130 1,010
     60 - 64            1,059 530 529 2,046 1,042 1,004
     65 - 69            839 380 459 1,774 872 902
     70 - 74            651 306 345 1,234 639 595
     75 - 79            295 132 163 618 280 338
     80 - 84            132 59 73 275 130 145
     85 and over     95 34 61 159 62 97

  Source: Compiled from National Statistic Office (http://www.nso.go.th) 
 
  The vision of Dok Kham Tai that emerges from this statistical data, that of a 
predominately rural and agricultural area with a generous scattering of small municipal 
areas with shops and light manufacturing, is borne out by our field observations.  In 
particular, the area around Wat Bonnkerd, which is the centre of the district, is 
crowded with well-built concrete houses with surrounding fences.  Many of these are 
new. 
 
 5.3 Fieldwork Research in Dok Kham Tai  
 

  The aims of this study were to understand the relationships that exist in Dok 
Kham Tai between consumerism and entry into the sex trade. To gain an appreciation 
of the thinking of the citizens of this area, one sub-district (Tambol Huay Lan) was 
chosen as the site to which to administer a questionnaire.  A sample of 100 adults was 
randomly selected so that the results of the questionnaire could be generalized to the 
adult population of this tambol.  The questionnaire was supplemented by in-depth 
interviews with selected residents, although these were not chosen on a random basis.   
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An analysis of the age, sex marital status, education and income; as shown in the table 
below, suggest that the random sampling did result in a representative group of adults. 
 

Table 5. 6 
The personal data of the sample 

 below 15 0 
 15-19 year 0 
 20-24 year 6 
 25-29 year 9 
 30-34 year 7 

age 
 

 35-39 year 25 
 40-44 year 31 
 45 years and above 22 

Total 100 
  
 
  Gender 

 

 Male 46 
 Female 54 

Total 100 
  
 
  Level of Education 

 

 Primary school 25 
 Secondary school 56 
 high school 15 
 Certificate 4 
 Bachelor 0 
 higher than bachelor 0 

Total 100 
  
 
   Salary or Monthly Income 

 

 Below 2,000 baht 85 
 2,001 - 5,000 baht 15 
 5,001- 7,000 baht 0 
 7,0001 - 9,000 baht 0 
 Above 9,001 baht 0 
              Total 100 
   
 
  Marital status 

 

  Single 2 
  Married 96 
  Divorced 1 
  Separated 0 
 Widowed 1 

Total 100 
  

 



Phra Somsak Duangsisen                                                                                 Dok Kham Tai Village/ 144

 The sample consists entirely of adults, nearly all of them married, with the 
median age in the 40- to 44-year-old range.  It was hoped that this group would serve 
as a sample of both parental attitudes and of the attitudes of the decision makers of this 
area.  A sample of exactly 100 was chosen to simplify interpretation of the results, 
which can be directly read as percentages.  This is also a large enough sample that it 
has a good chance of being statistically representative of the population as a whole.   
 
            5.3.1 Life Values 
     

  In the ideal family, both the parents and the children will fulfil their side of 
the bargain, and in doing so there will be happiness and prosperity both for parent, 
child and society at large. Formerly, social life in Thailand was generally organized 
through the family--marriages were arranged by parents, for example, and senior males 
held authority. Although Thai communities are evolving gradually from an agrarian to 
an industrialized basis, individual decisions, especially concerning children, are still 
mostly dependent on the family, and children are strongly influenced by their parents. 
Therefore, it should be beneficial to study the expectation of parents in the Dok Kham 
Tai Village for their children. 
 
           Education and Basic Needs 
 

  Lack of education is often cited as one of the factors associated with 
prostitution, the argument being that uneducated women have few other career 
choices—certainly none that promise to pay as much.  However, access to education is 
not equal all over Thailand, and the attitude of the parents and family toward education 
is a crucial factor in encouraging or demanding that children stay in school and learn.  
The questionnaire had a series of questions designed to clarify these parental attitudes. 

 
                                                                   Table 5.7 
                               What education level would you like for your children? 

 
                            % 
Primary school                              0 
Secondary school                            24 
College or University                            76 

 
 

    There may be a general acceptance of the sex trade in this community, but the 
responses of our sample group to this question are very traditional.  More than three 
quarters of the sample want a University or College education for their children.  One 
relevant fact is that although there are three secondary schools in the district, the only 
post-secondary educational choices in the city of Phayao are a vocational and technical 
school.  Students must go to another province to study at a University or College.  
Parents who wish their children to only finish Secondary school may be reacting to the 
ability of their children, may not wish their children to leave the area, or simply may 
not have the money for post-secondary study and do not wish to raise their children’s 
(or their own) expectations. 
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                                                                       Table 5.8 
                                  What kind of study do you expect from your children? 

 
 % 
Too much study often makes children lazy 2 
They should study reasonably hard, but finish their 
education soon, so they can help their parents 19 

They should study hard so they will get a good job 
with high income 57 

Other (please explain) 22 
 

   Those who answered in the “other” category usually explained that their life 
was hard and that education was a way for their children to escape from this difficult 
life.  These people seemed to value education as much as the 57 percent who see it as a 
path to a good job.  As for the 20-some percent who see a lesser value in education, 
perhaps they are reacting realistically to their children’s abilities, or they simply need 
the labour and assistance of their children at home (and probably on the farm).   
 
                                                              Table 5.9 
         Who will make the decision for your children to continue their education   
          after they reach the legal school-leaving age? 
 

 % 
The children themselves 39 
The parents will decide 25 
It will be decided in consultation 
with a reliable advisor 

5 

Other (please explain) 31 
 
   Those who answered in the “other” category usually said it would be a 
combination of the parents and children who would decide, but also mentioned factors 
such as the ability of the children and the ability of the parents to pay for higher 
education.  Given the high value our sample places on education, it does seem 
somewhat surprising that 39 percent are willing to leave the decision on school entirely 
up to their children.  It may be that they are relying on the traditional Thai values of 
children obeying the wishes of their parents as sufficient incentive for their children to 
continue their studies. 
 
    The actual number of children who remain in school in Dok Kham Tai is 
known as the result of a survey conducted by the Department of Community 
Development, the Ministry of the Interior, in 2001.  The first table presents data on 
twelve failed objectives; the second shows the happier state of 15 achieved goal.
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Table 5.10 
Failed Performance in Achieving Targets for Basic Necessities (2001) 

Amphoe Dok Kham Tai, 
Department of Community Development, Ministry of the Interior 

 
   Survey Results 

Failed 
Objective 

Target 
Percen-
tage 

Total 
Amount 

Achieved 
Amount 

Achieved 
Percen-
tage 

Percen
t less 
than 
target 

Number 
of 
persons 
under 
target 

1.  Children who do not 
continue in school will 
receive occupational 
training 

80 11 2 18.2 61.8 9 

2.  A general average 
annual income of 20,000 
Baht.  Average annual 
income in the village of 
11,902 Baht. 

70 13,727 4,807 35.0 35.0 8,920 

3.  Not eating raw, 
uncooked food. 90 13,727 10,742 78.3 11.7 2,985 

4.  Exercising the right to 
vote 90 38,586 33,575 87.0 3.0 5,011 

5.  Vaccination of all 
children in the 6-12 year 
old range. 

100 4,471 4,401 98.4 1.6 70 

6.  All people of the age 14-
50 years can read and 
write. 

99 30,668 29,902 97.5 1.5 766 

7. Adequate clean, potable 
and washing water 95 13,727 12,876 93.8 1.2 851 

8.  Freedom from the 
annoyances of others. 95 13,727 12,944 94.3 0.7 783 

9.  To be safe from 
accidents. 100 13,727 13,661 99.5 0.5 66 

10. Safety in life and 
property 100 13,727 13,679 99.7 0.3 48 

11. Participation in public 
events 95 13,727 13,024 94.9 0.1 703 

12. Children of school age 
in school 100 4,504 4,503 100.0 0.0 1 

 
    Performance objective 12, that children of school age should be in school, has 
been effectively met. However, 11 students (see objective 1) left school as soon as 
possible and of these only two received occupational training.  The presumption is that 
young people who receive vocational training are less likely to seek employment in 
illegal practices such as prostitution.  This lack of education must be seen within the 
general poverty in this district.  The target is a rather modest annual income of 20,000 
Baht, but 65 percent of the surveyed persons were under target—with an average 
annual income in the village of only 11,902 Baht.  Of course, averages hide extremes.  
Just as it is true there are some rich people with annual incomes well over the 20,000 
Baht level, there are some very, very poor people in this area. 
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  The standard for general literacy has almost been met, at 97.5 percent of the 
total population in the age range 14-50.  There is no age distribution given for the 
766 persons who are non-literate, but this is a substantial number and should be of 
concern.  Literacy is the most basic of requirements for most jobs, perhaps with the 
notable exception of prostitution. 
 

Table 5.11 
Achieved Targets for Basic Necessities (2001) Amphoe Dok Kham Tai 

Department of Community Development, Ministry of the Interior 
 

   Survey Results 

Achieved 
Objective 

Target 
Percentage 

Total 
Amount 

Achieved 
Amount 

Achieved 
Percenta
ge 

Percent 
higher 
than 
target 

Number 
of 
persons 
under 
target 

1.  Householders not 
addicted to cigarettes 90 40,797 36,757 90.1 0.1 4,040 

2.  Students who have 
completed grade six (legal 
leaving age) should 
continue in secondary 
school. 

98 760 749 98.6 0.6 11 

3.  Houses should be 
permanent structures. 95 13,727 13,482 98.2 3.2 245 

4.  Householders have 
good conservation and 
preservation practices. 

90 13,727 12,850 93.6 3.6 877 

5.  Householders are well 
informed – at least three 
news inputs a week 

95 13,727 13,639 99.4 4.4 88 

6.  Householders perform 
their religious duties. 90 13,727 12,975 94.5 4.5 752 

7.  Householders defend 
and protect the 
environment. 

90 13,727 12,986 94.6 4.6 741 

8.  Families are warm and 
loving environments. 90 13,727 13,003 94.7 4.7 724 

9.  Households use proper 
sanitary toilets. 95 13,727 13,711 99.9 4.9 16 

10. Pregnant women 
receiving birth assistance. 95 396 396 100.0 5.0 0 

11. All children are 
vaccinated in the first year 
of life. 

95 397 397 100.0 5.0 0 

12. Pregnant women have 
good nutrition. 93 397 390 98.2 5.2 7 

13. Two-Five year old 
children receive adequate 
medical care. 

90 2,822 2,798 99.1 9.1 24 

14. Families feel part of 
the community. 90 13,727 13,622 99.2 9.2 105 

15. Householders are not 
addicted to alcohol 90 40,797 40,513 99.3 9.3 284 
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   The performance of Dok Kham Tai here is rather good, although one might 
argue that the target percentages are rather low in some cases.  Of particular importance 
to this study is the encouraging performance with regard to keeping children in school 
beyond the legal school leaving age.  The fact that 98.6 percent of students continued 
on to secondary school is very good news.  However the 700 odd households that did 
not perform their religious duties is a concern, as a lack of ethical perspective certainly 
would be related to potential decisions to enter the sex trade.  It would be interesting to 
know whether many of these same households are the ones in which family life has 
deteriorated—the 724 households noted as failing objective 8.  Also of concern to this 
study would be the 284 households that have an alcoholic in their midst. 
 

  A series of questions was asked to see the attitudes of this group of people as 
regards their own life-style. Our researchers had noted that many people in this area 
seemed not satisfied with their life.  Why asked why, the usual answer was that they 
were poor, in debt and/or did not have enough land to make a decent living.  They 
complained that they had to go to work in nearby areas as laborers to earn enough 
money to live. Certainly this is consistent with the reported incomes of this group, 85 
percent of whom earn less than 2,000 baht a month.  Even in the rural areas of 
Thailand, that is a very marginal standard of living. However, it is interesting to find 
out what they say they want as regards to happiness. 
 
          5.3.2 The Meaning of Happiness  
 
  According to Buddhist teachings, the concept of happiness means the cessation 
of suffering by means of extinction of cause of suffering.  This is contained in the third 
noble truth of the four noble truths. It is the ultimate goal of life or Nibbana. In the 
Tipitaka, there is mention of classification of happiness into several kinds. For example, 
in the Anguttara Nikaya, happiness is divided into 2 types. They are: 
 
  1. Physical happiness, based on the senses of body. 
  2. Mental happiness, resulting from an inward source. 
 
 However, in some contexts5, happiness is classified into a different two groups. 
They are: 
  1. Carnal happiness which means sensual pleasure happiness. 

2. Happiness independent of material thing or sensual desire, which 
means spiritual happiness. 

 
              Factually, Buddhism does not reject matter and wealth as inherently evil, but 
considers them useful i.e. material wealth prevents us from poverty and, it allows us to 
practice generosity; which creates ‘merit’ and a happier society. According to Peter 
Harvey (2000: 195), the Buddhist attitude to wealth, it is not evil: the important thing is 
how it is made and used. Yet even if wealth is made in a moral way, and used to benefit 
oneself and others, one should not have a greedy attitude to it: 
 
                                                 
5 Anguttara Nikaya 
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                                        “Riches ruin the foolish, but not those in the quest of the  
                                          Beyond; through craving for riches, the foolish one ruins  
                                          Himself as (if he were ruining) others (Dhp.355)”6. 
 
              Therefore, a true Buddhist not only seeks wealth lawfully and spends it for the 
good, but also enjoys spiritual freedom. The Buddhist Pali canon states that such person 
should act as follows7: 
 

1. Seeking wealth lawfully and unarbitrarily 
2. Making oneself happy and cheerful 
3. Sharing with others and doing meritorious deeds 
4. Making use of one’s wealth without greed and longing,   

                       possessing the insight that sustains spiritual freedom    
 
   However, if happiness is based on the concept of physical or carnal happiness, 
people are still associated with attachment and are therefore open to potential suffering 
such as sorrow, lamentation danger, etc. when things are lost, destroyed, or can not be 
afforded. 
  

Table 5.12 
Which of the following do you think best represents a ‘happy 

life’: 
 

 % 
Having enough money to get by on (not being in debt) 65 
Having the same standard of living as your neighbours 32 
Being respected by those around you 2 
Being richer than those around you 1 
Having more respect than others around you 0 

 
   People were quite clear in their choices.  They wanted to be out of debt and/or 
have the same standard of living as their neighbours.  Debt is a very common 
occurrence in Dok Kham Tai, and the interviewers established that most people are in 
debt both to buy chemicals and supplies for their farms and for electrical appliances, 
motorcycles and cars.  This debt is thus indirectly related to the next two choices, which 
are ‘keeping up with the neighbours’ and gaining respect.  There was a definite sense 
that the possession of material objects such as appliances, motorcycles and cars is a 
means of gaining respect. 
 

                                                 
6 An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics: Foundations, Values and Issues. Cambridge University  
   Press,  2000. 
7 Cited in Phra Rajavaramuni, “Foundation of Buddhist Social Ethics”, in Ethics, Wealth, and   
   Salvation, ed. Russell F. Sizemore and Donal K. Swearer (Columbia:  University of South  
   Carolina  Press, 1990). Quoted from “Gross National Happiness: Towards Buddhist   
   Economics” by Sander G. Tideman  (Mandala Magazine, California, 2000). Pp.1-2 
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  The next series of questions was designed to probe the buying habits for some 
of the more basic necessities of life: food, clothing, shelter and medicine.  Of course, 
within each of these areas there is an opportunity to display wealth or power in the form 
of excessive consumption or materialism.  In addition to serving as a baseline of 
information for interpretation of other responses within the questionnaire, each of these 
questions sheds some small light on life-style habits and choices within this area. 
 

Table 5.13 
Which of the following do you think are necessary for your life. 

(You may choose more than one answer): 
    % 
Your own house 100 
Land for farming 100 
Electrical appliances: fan, cooker, refrigerator, radio, video   25 
air conditioning    0 
a motorcycle   15 
a car   10 
a microwave oven    0 
a telephone    2 
a clean potable water supply   85 
money in the bank   12 
Other    0 

 
  House and land are universally regarded by this group as necessary for a decent 
style of life.  This desire for land and a house is highly relevant to this study, as it turns 
out that the proceeds of prostitution that young girls send home are very often used to 
build a new house for their parents.  Also, as previously shown in table 5.4b, 
landholdings in this area are very small.  Discussions with public welfare officials in 
Dok Kham Tai verified that most landholdings are less than 10 rai, which is not enough 
to support a family by farming.  It is interesting that electrical appliances for the home 
are seen as more important than money in the bank (i.e., savings) and equally important 
to all forms of transportation.  
 

Table 5.14 
What influences you most when buying food—food in the market 
when it is in season and cheap: 

 
 % 
I look for clean and sanitary food 55 
I choose according to my own taste and need 15 
I buy what others say is delicious 2 
Other reasons (please specify) 28 

 
   It was hoped that this question would assist in spotting any tendency toward 
luxurious living, especially when the responses to the ‘other’ choice were analysed.  In 
fact, very little information on a luxurious lifestyle was obtained.  Most people buy 
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what they want or need given that it is clean and wholesome food.  When the ‘other’ 
responses were analysed, people mentioned many reasons such as:  
• buying local produce when in season: fruit, mushrooms, bamboo shoots etc. 
• buying food found in the local forests 
• deciding on the spur of the moment to buy because the food looks good 
• buying whatever is on sale or cheap 
 
               The people of Dok Kham Tai may be in debt, but it does not appear that food 
purchases are the reason. 
 
    Health care within Dok Kham Tai seems fairly good; however there is 
presently a serious problem with the spread of dengue fever.  Most people tend to use 
the government-run health centres, and the 30-baht medical care plan of the current 
Taksin government is proving increasingly popular.  Only 3 percent said that they used 
private health care delivery.  Medical care does not seem to be related to the debt 
problems of this district, or to show much sign of conspicuous consumption. 
 

Table 5.15 
When you or members of your family are sick, what do you do? 

 
 % 
Go out and buy my own medicine 15 
Go and see a traditional doctor/healer 13 
Go and see a private doctor at a clinic or hospital 3 
Go to a health centre utilize the government’s  30 
baht gold card scheme at a public hospital 55 
Have the person at the drug store recommend medicine 14 

 
 According to Table 5.15, most people tend to depend on modern rather than 

traditional medicine for their health care.  That is, they buy their own medicine, go to 
private doctor, or go to public hospital.  Very few used the services of private doctors. 

 
  Clothing is a common area in which to display wealth or to seek the approval 
of one’s peers.  We asked what prompted people to buy their clothes: 
 

Table 5.16 
When you buy clothes, what do you think of first (other 
than clothing to suit the climate or for a particular need)? 

 
 % 
Clothing that is beautiful and in fashion 5 
Clothing that is not too expensive 40 
Clothing with good quality fabric 11 
Durability 10 
Other reasons (please specify) 34 

 
  The reasons given for clothing purchases seem very utilitarian, with no 
suggestion of excessive spending.  Of course, teenagers, who are most often associated 
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with fashion purchases, are not part of our sample group.  When the ‘other’ reasons 
were analysed, there were no surprises.  In spite of being asked not to consider the 
climate in the question, many people responded that they bought clothes for the rainy 
season, or the cold season or for working on the farm.  Clothing purchases do not seem 
to reflect any excessive consumerism in our sample group. 
 
  The questionnaire returned to the matter of housing for the next two questions.  
We wanted to know what people sought from their houses.  The design of this question 
was intended to focus people’s attention away from questions of strength and durability 
of construction, as well as the location and compatibility with the neighbourhood -- 
although this last area is one which is often associated with “keeping up with the 
Joneses” and a display of wealth.  Similarly we wanted to exclude traditional 
ceremonies associated with the construction of a new house. 
 

Table 5.17 
What do you think is the most important thing in the design of a 
house, given that it is strong, well sited with respect to sun and the 
weather, is in tune with houses in the general area, and has been 
blessed with good wishes for the wealth of the people who live in it. 
 
 
 % 
It should have the appearance of a wealthy person’s house 3 
It should also be able to be used as a shop 5 
It should be spacious and convenient to live in 40 
It should have convenient and modern appliances 2 
Other (please specify) 50 

 
   Most people expressed their desire for a ‘spacious and convenient’ house, with 
only three respondents choosing ‘It should have the appearance of a wealthy house.’  
Of course, this last statement is a direct and open display of a consumerist and 
materialist attitude.  Given the large number of expensive and well built houses in the 
district, it seems probable that the answers to this question are not revealing the true 
desires of the respondents.  They either were not willing to state that they wanted their 
house to be a showcase of their wealth, or have redefined ‘spacious and convenient’ in 
such a way as to imply ‘modern and expensive’.  When the large number of ‘other’ 
responses were analysed, people seemed to have missed the point of the question.  
There were many responses to the effect that: 

• I want a house that is strong and durable. 
• I want a house the same as my neighbour’s. 
• I want a house that will make me rich when I live in it. 
 

   In fact, Dok Kham Tai is remarkable for the houses people have, which seems 
out of tune with the otherwise depressed local economy.  There is an abundance of big 
modern houses, well constructed using expensive materials, and with a very prosperous 
look about them.  There has been a constant rebuilding, with old wooden houses pulled 
down and modern new ones built as a replacement.  This new house construction is 
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both in the rural and in the municipal areas, as shown in the following table provided 
from government sources. 

 
    Dwellings in Dok Kham Tai are overwhelmingly well constructed, with less 
than 7 percent using temporary or recycled materials.  This is also an area of detached 
houses (97.6 percent) both in the rural and in the municipal areas.  There is some 
indication that rural housing is not quite up to the standards of the municipal areas; 
6.2 percent of houses in the non-municipal areas are of non-permanent materials, 
compared with 4.4 percent in municipal areas.  Of course for the 8,194 households 
living in housing built from non-permanent materials, housing must be a major 
concern.  Presumably these people are unable to afford better accommodation (see 
Table 3.25). 

 
Table 5.18 

Private households by type of living quarters, construction materials 
of dwelling unit and area* 

 
 Totals Type of dwelling 

Construction materials of dwelling and 
surrounds 

House- 
holds 

Per- 
Cent

Detached
House 

Town 
House 

Apartment 
Flat 

Condominium 
& Others 

Row 
House 

Brick 
Row 

House 

Total  1/ 142,291 100.0 138,844 260 93 1,159 1,934
Municipal Area 32,803 100.0 30,735 31 21 478 1,538
Cement or brick 
 7,899 24.1 6,345 31 21 46 1,455

Wood and cement or brick 7,633 23.3 7,414 -               - 136 83

Mainly permanent materials 15,381 46.9 15,136 -               - 244 -

Non-permanent materials 1,437 4.4 1,401 -               - 36 -

Reused materials 252 0.8 247 -               - 5 -

Unknown 201 0.6 191 -               - 10 -
Non-municipal Area 109,487 100.0 108,109 229 73 681 396
Cement or brick 
 18,096 16.5 17,362 229 73 63 370

Wood and cement or brick 21,555 19.7 21,384 -               - 145 26

Mainly permanent materials 61,852 56.5 61,436 -               - 416 -

Non-permanent materials 6,756 6.2 6,710 -               - 47 -

Reused materials 719 0.7 714 -               - 5 -

Unknown 509 0.5 504 -               - 5 -
 1/ Excluding private households which residence are rooms, office rooms and mobile housing. 
 Source : (http://www:nso.go.th) 
 

http://www:nso.go.th/
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  The interviewing that was conducted as a part of this study established that 
many of these new houses have been built by money derived from prostitution and that 
the desire for a “house like my neighbour’s” was in fact an indication of a materialistic 
outlook on life.  These 8,000-odd households in substandard housing are presumably 
poor and, they probably desire a better house—one that is in fact like their 
neighbour’s—a detached dwelling made of substantial and permanent materials.  It is 
easy to speculate that this group of people will be prone to listen to the sex brokers 
looking for young girls to enter the trade.  Especially when these people know (see the 
research findings from the interviews) that many of the permanent houses of their 
neighbours’ were built this way. 
 
   On the surface, the substantial housing in Dok Kham Tai is a mystery.  If our 
sample can be taken as a snapshot of the area, average incomes are much too low to 
support this kind of housing.  These people are primarily farmers, with very small 
landholdings and large numbers are in debt.  There appears to be a large influx of 
money into this area from outside.  Certainly this is true for remittances from overseas 
workers as presented in Table 5.3.  This study found that there is also a significant flow 
of money coming from outside the province—most of it believed to come from 
prostitution. The questionnaire continued in an attempt to probe the consumption 
patterns of our subjects. 

 
                                                                Table 5.19 
                 How important are a refrigerator, electric fan and TV for your family? 
 

 % 
Very necessary 25 
Moderately necessary 55 
Not particularly necessary 19 
Other (please specify) 1 

 
   It is a fact that most households in Dok Kham Tai have these appliances 
already, so it is not surprising that 25 percent find them necessary.  The one person who 
specified ‘other’, noted that he did not have a refrigerator.  The surprise is that 
19 percent would state these appliances are not necessary, when table 5.2 shows that 
92 percent of households now have television.  There is some suggestion of a gap 
between actual behaviour (purchase of a TV) and the perception of the necessity of that 
purchase.  In other words, some people may see these appliances as unnecessary, in fact 
as some form of luxury, and yet they choose to purchase them. 

 
                                                              Table 5.20 

Are liquor, beer and soft drinks necessities of life? 
 

 % 
Yes 29 
No 71 
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   The fact that almost a third of the sample are willing to state that liquor, beer 
and soft drinks are necessities certainly suggests an acceptance of patterns of living that 
are not strictly in accordance with Buddhist ethics.  Most of the respondents who 
answered this question were men.  Researchers noted that Lipo-Vitan D is a very 
popular drink in the neighbourhood and that the shops are well stocked with imported 
whiskeys and liquor.  However, researches equally noted that drunken behaviour was 
usually only seen during festivals, and that most married men did not want to cause a 
problem with their wives by being drunk. 

                                            Table 5.21 
Is the quality of imported goods from overseas better than the quality of goods 
made within Thailand? 

 
 % 
much lower in quality 0 
somewhat lower 2 
don’t know 57 
imported goods are of higher quality 41 

 
  In the past, imported goods were often seen as being of higher quality than 
locally produced ones, and 41 percent of our sample still believe that is true.  However, 
57 percent stated “don’t know”, suggesting they found the question too complex to 
answer in this simplistic fashion, or perhaps that they believe in the quality of local 
production.  Many expensive items, particularly those associated with fashion such as 
watches and clothing, sell on the basis of brand-name appeal.  A person might justify a 
purchasing decision of these items in terms of “quality,” when the truth is that it’s a 
matter of “status.”  However, there is no particular suggestion that respondents were 
thinking of fashion items, and this question did not particularly lead to a better 
understanding of the purchasing habits of the sample. 

 
                                                            Table 5.22 
                                                How often do you watch TV? 
 

 % 
Every day 81 
Often, but not every day 15 
I seldom watch 4 
I never watch 0 

  
              Not only do 92 percent of households have TV, people are watching TV every 
day.  Phayao province and the Dok Kham Tai district are exposed to the full weight of 
television advertising and the cultural values that are represented on TV.  Many people 
in the area also have video players for tapes and CD.  As a result, the outdoor movies 
that used to be popular have dwindled away.  
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                                                             Table 5.23 
                               Do you have color TV? 

 
 % 
Yes 100 
No 0 

 
    There are no “old TVs” in our sample group.  The shops no longer sell black 
and white televisions, and all have upgraded to color.   

 
                                                             Table 5.24 

What item forms the biggest portion of your budget, excluding transportation 
and farming equipment/supplies? 

 
 % 
Food 41 
Clothe 12 
Medicine 3 
Housing 30 
Other (please specify) 14 

 
 
   The high reported expenditures on food were a surprise given that this is an 
agricultural area, presumably with the ability to produce in the home much of the food 
for family use.  In fact, the researchers did note that they almost never saw pigpens or 
chicken coops in the village, suggesting that people have abandoned the old practice of 
raising much of their meat themselves.  Thirty percent did state that housing costs were 
the most significant item, but this number seems low in terms of the observed number 
of new and very well constructed houses.  Of the 14 people who answered “other,” 
most misunderstood the question and were speaking of cars and agricultural equipment. 

 
Table 5.25 

Do you make the decision to purchase on your own or in consultation with 
others? 

 
 % 
By myself every time 70 
By myself most of the time 20 
Not sure 4 
Not usually by myself 2 
Never by myself 0 
I buy based on commercials 4 

 
  The perception is very strong that people are independent of outside influences 
and that their purchasing decisions are their own. 
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           Happiness 
 

    There are two kinds of happiness in Buddhism: happiness with materials and 
happiness without material possessions.  People should learn not to waste their time 
seeking happiness through possessions, for that is not a path to happiness, but only 
leads to suffering.  Seeking happiness through material objects leads only to more and 
more desire for things, to a higher level of attachment to objects.  These things are 
burdens for the true journey of life and only slow our passage to Nibbana (or Nirvana).  
These things cause people to become slaves to their own desires. Some people work 
hard and have great skill at attaining wealth.  They are proud of their wealth and hold 
onto it tightly.  However, any happiness they gain is only temporary.  They do not 
know how to use their wealth in a good way to bring them true happiness through 
donations and sharing with others.  The teaching of the correct accumulation and use of 
wealth must be made clear to all in society.   
 

  Material happiness is often defined in terms of money, the more money the 
more happiness. People all around the world seek money as a means of having more 
happiness. Buddhism has never prescribed a ceiling on income, but does require that 
wealth be acquired through righteous means and be expended in a righteous manner. In 
fact, earning one’s living through a good occupation—one that is legal and ethical—is a 
path to happiness in life. The following questions in questionnaire aim to explore how 
people spend and use their money, and how they gain that income.  If people frequently 
pay on credit, it may mean that they are spending over their income. Moreover, if they 
prefer shopping in supermarket, it may suggest that they like buying expensive goods.  

 
Table 5.26 

Do you prefer to buy things in cash, or buy on credit? 
 

 % 
In cash every time 91 
In cash most of the time 6 
Not sure 3 
On credit most of the time 0 
On credit all of the time 0 

 
   This is a geographic area in which many people are substantially in debt.  Yet, 
the preference is clearly to buy in cash.  This discrepancy was noted by the researchers, 
who stated that the people answering this question tended to think in terms of 
expenditures for daily necessities such as food and clothing.  They ignored large ticket 
purchases such as cars and motorcycles or farm equipment and fertilizer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 5.27 
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When you go shopping, do you prefer large department stores to small shops? 
 

 % 
Yes 11 
Sometimes 56 
No 1 
Not at all 23 
Not sure 9 

 
  There is still strong support for small local shops, perhaps because of the lack 
of large stores nearby.  However, the city of Phayao is not too far from this tambol, and 
it does have several large stores and supermarkets.    
 
        The Means to Earn Income 
 
 There are many people in Dok Kham Tai who earn their living by farming. 
They work in rice fields every rainy season and gain their income by selling the rice, 
but they have big luxury houses. Many of the houses with expensive and modern 
appliances are located in the rural areas. How did they gain their income?   

 
Table 5.28 

Where does the money you use to buy things come from? 
 

 % 
Farming 51 
Merchandizing 10 
A monthly salary 9 
From government or private loans 12 
Your children 18 
From rental properties 0 
Other 0 

 
   As expected in a rural community, most income comes from farming.  Bank 
loans are also significant, in part because of the 1,000,000 Baht that the present 
government has provided each village for development loans.  One village headman 
stated that his fund was already subscribed to 930,000 Baht.  The high proportion of 
reported income from children is of interest to our study.  It is known that a 
considerable portion of this money comes from prostitution, although it is very difficult 
to verify how much. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 5.29 
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How did you learn your occupation? 
 

 % 
From my parents and grandparents 30 
From myself and my own experience 35 
Directly from a school or educational institution 21 
Other (please explain) 19 

 
  As expected in a farming community, the major source of occupational 
education was from parents and/or personal and direct experience.  These adults grew 
up working on the family farm or perhaps working in the family store.  Other 
occupations that do not require formal education include general labour and general 
work in light industry or handicrafts.  Those with formal education tend to be 
government workers.  Those who answered “other” generally indicated some form of 
apprenticeship or on-the-job training such as garage employees, industrial workers or 
those in the service industry such as waiters and waitresses.   

 
Table 5.30 

To what extent does your present occupation let you support your family? 
 

 % 
It’s not very good; the money isn’t sufficient 28 
It’s enough to feed me and the family 55 
It’s pretty good 15 
It’s good and provides for us well 2 
Other 0 

 
   Given the high amount of debt in this region, it is not surprising that 28 percent 
of our sample group do not feel they have enough income from their occupation.  Of 
course, they may have other sources of income, and there may be other family members 
who work.  For example, during rice planting season, workers are hired to plant rice at 
130 Baht per day.  People try and find work locally, because if they go to other areas 
the rate per day is still 130 Baht. 
 
            5.3.3 Cultural Values 

 
   Earlier chapters have shown how the forces of consumerism and materialism 

are linked and how consumerism is spreading throughout Thailand—with television 
and TV advertising as one of the key agents of change.  Chapter 3 examined a series of 
background factors that are known to be associated with prostitution, and Chapter 4 
dealt with the related Buddhist ethical thinking that relates to these factors and to sexual 
values in general.  It is not a great surprise that there is prostitution in Thailand, or even 
that there are women who enter the trade somewhat as a matter of free choice.  
However, such behavior is usually regarded as deviant and shameful—something to be 
hidden or not discussed.  So it is surprising to find a whole community in which entry 
into prostitution has become almost a “normal” event and where the social values of 
shame usually associated with such behavior seem greatly diminished.   
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               Reports of such communities are fairly common in the media and from 
persons knowledgeable with the sex business in Bangkok and other urban areas.  Both 
the northeastern and northern parts of Thailand are known as areas that supply girls to 
the sex-trade business.  Dok Kham Tai was chosen as a study area on this basis.  
Neither the answers to our questionnaire nor the detailed statistical information 
collected by the Department of Community Development really provide a deep 
understanding of the problem of prostitution in Dok Kham Tai.  They suggest some 
background factors that may be relevant but leave us with speculations rather than any 
solid information.  Collecting information on a topic such as this required a different 
technique, and the decision was made to interview knowledgeable members of the 
community in depth.  This kind of interviewing is very sensitive, so a field staff with 
previous experience in interviewing was used.  The anonymity of the respondents must 
be respected, and no names will be used in the following reports.  In a few cases, 
information from more than one source has been combined into one composite 
“typical” response. 

 
           5.3.4 Keeping Face and the Loss of Face 
 
   One of the purposes of the interviews was to find out if feelings of “loss of 
face” were related to a family or to a girl’s decision to enter prostitution.  Many new 
and substantial houses have been built in Dok Kham Tai, and often it is generally 
known that the money for construction came from a daughter who was a sex worker—
either in Thailand or overseas.  These new houses are very substantial and usually cost 
between 400,000 and 500,000 Baht for construction and materials.  Because of the low 
labour costs in the district, these houses compare very favourably with ones built for 
1,000,000 Baht in a major urban area such as Bangkok.  Did persons in this area feel 
they had lost face by not having a house the same standard as their neighbours?   
 
   One of our sources, Mr. A., is 30 years old.  He told us that a girl who enters 
the sex-trade can easily afford to build a concrete and wood, one-story detached house 
for her parents.  This will make her parents very proud of her, and her neighbours will 
want a well-constructed modern house like that one.  He said parents would even 
encourage their daughters to do the same, even though this is known to be immoral 
behaviour.  Actually, he said, parents do not want or encourage their daughters to be a 
prostitute as such; rather, the parents (and the daughters) dream about her marrying a 
rich foreigner.  The dream of this possible marriage tends to mask and soften the fact 
that a girl might have to have sex with many men to make such a dream come true.  It 
looks much better for the parents to have a girl married to a foreigner than to have her 
working in a bar or night entertainment spot where she might get hurt and where a pimp 
(or the bar) may take most of the money she earns.  
 
  Earning the respect of her parents is very important to a Thai girl, and it 
appears that in this community standards have changed to the extent that the respect 
from building a house for your parents overcomes any loss of respect from participating 
in the sex trade.  Of course, to gain the respect of her parents she must be a successful 
prostitute in terms of saving money and sending it home.  Further, she must come back 
safely to her family.  Many girls have entered the sex trade from this area and never 
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come back.  Some may have been arrested or killed, become addicted to drugs or 
infected with AIDS or have been unable to save money and therefore feel they have lost 
face.  From their parent’s point of view, they have simply gone away forever. 

 
           5.3.5 The Cultural Value of Paying Gratitude  
  
   In the Buddhist teachings, gratitude and reciprocation are marks of a good 
person. Children should pay gratitude to their parents such as support and perform 
duties incumbent on them. In Dok Kham Tai, it is usually commented that the sense of 
gratitude may be one of the driving factors for girls to enter sex trade to make money 
for supporting their poor parents. 
 
  According to the interview with Mr. A, girls in this district are highly respectful 
of their parents and have a strong sense of gratitude to them.  They want to show their 
respect in a tangible way.  It is true that they cannot be monks as men can, but 
according to Mr. A, the girls try to ease their parents’ burdens in a very concrete 
fashion—in this life rather than in the next.  Perhaps this is because girls by nature are 
more caring and “motherly” and feel a responsibility for the care and nurturing of their 
families.  Of course, this very caring nature is one of the things that attracts men to 
women.  In this respect, Mr. A offered the following example.   
 
  One woman in the village married too young and then got divorced.  She had to 
bring up her children on her own, as well as trying to support her parents.  She decided 
to enter the sex trade by being a maid for foreigners in Japan.  After working like this 
for a while, she became a waitress at a large restaurant and met a Japanese man who 
was also just divorced.  She felt this was a good man because he was paying for the 
support of his children from his failed marriage.  He was lonely and pleased with her 
services, so he finally decided to marry her.  Later, this woman got a large amount of 
money from him to support her children and parents in Thailand.  In a way, this woman 
sacrificed herself out of respect and gratitude for her parents and family.  She knew 
other women in the village who had made money this way, so she decided to enter the 
trade.  Now, she has become an example for other women to follow.  She is living 
proof of the possibility of the “great dream” of marrying a rich foreigner because of 
willingness to participate in the sex trade.  She now lives in Japan and has been able to 
get some of her younger brothers and sisters work there.  The village considers that she 
has shown her sense of gratitude to her family and parents very well. 
 
  The last question on the questionnaire dealt with the question of the hopes for 
the future of the children.  The responses seem somewhat surprising in terms of the 
traditional Thai values of children supporting their parents and the high esteem 
formerly given to working for the government.   

 
 
 
 
 

Table 5.31 
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What are your hopes for the future of your children and their occupation? (More 
than one answer is possible.) 

 
 % 
They will have a happy life 51 
They will have a good job with a high income 30 
That they will repay the kindness of their parents 5 
That they will become a government official 1 
It’s really up to them 13 
Others 0 

 
All parents want the best for their children, but the number stating it was up to 

the children to decide (13 percent) was a surprise.  Later in this study we shall present 
evidence that knowledge of the high number of families in the district who have girls 
who are now, or were, prostitutes, is a very open secret.  It is tempting to speculate that 
this acceptance of what children will do may be related to that open secret.  In fact, girls 
who help their parents build a house either with proceeds from prostitution or by 
marrying a foreigner earn considerable respect in this community 

 
5.3.6 Filial Duty and Tok Khiew 

 
    There have been many reports in the media about families in the north and east 

of Thailand selling their daughters into prostitution, a practice that is akin to sexual 
slavery.  This was known as “Tok Khiew,” the pre-payment of money to the parents of 
a very young girl for her future services as a prostitute.  The payment is made by a sex-
agent who works for brothels in the larger towns or cities.  The parents are willing to 
accept this money because of poverty, debt or just the desire to purchase more things to 
improve their standard of living.  What is seen as a “necessity” for the family is often 
relative and depends partly on their exposure to advertising and to the material goods 
that their neighbors’ possess.  When the time is right, the agent will return to collect the 
teenage daughter and induct her into the business.  Our interviews did not uncover any 
cases of Tok Khiew, but we were able to gather considerable information about 
prostitution in this district.  Although prostitution is still unaccepted by society at large, 
it has historically existed for millennia, and is a possible solution for survival for those 
with limited educational or other career opportunities.  Only the composite result of 
these interviews is presented below, using fictional characters such as Ms. B, Mr. S, 
etc.  All of the information came directly from the interviews, but not all from a single 
interview. 
 
   Ms. B has one daughter who became a prostitute many years ago.  She said 
that an agent who lived in the same village contacted her and persuaded her daughter to 
go to work in another region, usually referred to as “long tai” by Thais.  Now her 
daughter works in a big city like Chiang Mai or Bangkok.  The agent gave her 
30,000 Baht in advance, and she knew what kind of work was involved.  However, the 
daughter felt she had to agree to the offer because of the poor financial circumstances 
of her family.  Also, when she saw that other girls in the village were doing the same 
kind of work, she felt much better about her decision and regarded it as a “regular job”.  
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Nonetheless, she still hopes that some day in the next 3 to 4 years her daughter will quit 
this kind of work. 
 
    Ms. B added that some families have had their daughters working more than 
5 years, or until all family debts were cleared up and their house was finished and 
equipped with all the facilities.  Ms. B’s daughter still isn’t married, so after she quits 
her job and comes home, she plans to get married and have her own family.  Ms. B said 
that her daughter was only able to come home for a visit about once a year, but that she 
regularly sent home about 3,000 Baht a month.   This money was spent building a new 
house and then furnishing it with electrical appliances such as a fan, television and 
refrigerator.  As for a car, that’s still a project for the future; they will buy one when 
there is enough money. 
 
    From gentle questioning and close observation, it became clear that Ms. B’s 
original financial status was really not that bad.  She was never so poor that there was 
nothing to eat, but she did have to struggle to make ends meet just like thousands of 
others in rural villages everywhere.  However, when she saw her neighbors send their 
daughter to work and then build a big house and become important members of the 
community, she wanted this status for her family as well.  The simplest way to do this 
was to sell her daughter as a prostitute. 
 
   Ms. B is Buddhist and said that she always went to make merit at the nearby 
temple.  When she had a problem with her life, she would sometimes consult with a 
monk, but if the problem concerned her daughter, she would never tell the complete 
story.  The monk also would never ask her what kind of work her daughter was doing 
(which normally everyone knew), because that might hurt her feelings. 
 
   Ms. B said it was necessary for her to find her own solution to her financial 
problems because she could not rely on the government.  Because of comments like 
these, the research group visited the career training center in the area. The center was 
closed and showed no activity at all. 
 
   The results of these interviews show ample evidence of the truth of what 
Deputy Minister Laddawan said in her presentation: daughters in this district are sold 
into prostitution. It is done quietly and without the knowledge of the public at large, but 
is generally known about inside the district.  This is a community shared secret. For this 
reason it was difficult for the research team to know who used to be a prostitute or had 
a daughter who was or had been a prostitute unless a local resource person was used.  
Local teachers who understood the purpose of the study were very helpful to the team.  
Also, the team could infer that the owners of expensive houses without otherwise 
evident sources of income might have benefited from the prostitution of their daughters. 
 
   According to an interview with Mr. S, a field coordinator with the Care Thai 
Foundation looking after child welfare in this area for many years, the “Tok Khiew” 
system is no longer in existence.  There is simply no need for the pre-payment of a 
girl’s services when ample numbers are ready to go to work for the agents on demand.  
Agents can simply go to the community and collect as many girls as they need to fill 
their quota.  Further, he said, the demand for these girls is dropping, as there is a new 
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demand for prostitutes who are still students in school.  This new demand may be based 
partly on the fear of AIDS and the fact that these schoolgirls have higher “class”.  
 
5.4 The Role of Buddhist Institution in Dok Kham Tai 
 

        Buddhism is an institution that has played an important role in Thai society for 
a long time. Dok Kham Tai is one of the districts in which many temples and historical 
tourist spots such as Wat Prathat Sangkaewmongkol are located.  However, the role of 
the Buddhist institution in Dok Kham Tai might differ from the its role in other 
locations.  A survey of temple conditions in Dok Kham Tai, particularly in Tambol 
Huaylan where the questionnaires were distributed, was conducted to determine how 
villagers think about the role of the temple in their lives.   
 

Table 5.32 
How often do you go to make merit at the temple in your area? 

 
 % 
Regularly when occasions arise 15 
On birthdays 0 
On the Autumn Festival (the tenth lunar month) 12 
On Songkran (Water Festival) 29 
On New Year 16 
On major Buddhist holy days 28 
Never 0 

 
   The most popular time to visit is Songkran, when almost thirty percent visit the 
temple to wash the Buddha images, and enjoy the traditional ceremonies.  The number 
who visit the temple regularly is only 15%, although a significant number (28%) make 
a point of going on the Buddhist holy days. There are only three monks in Wat 
Huaylan, Amphur Dok Kham Tai, so it in fact does not offer many activities for people.  
Most also believe that it is up to the leader of the village whether he/she will create any 
religious activities.  Many of these people donate food to the monks at Wat Tungtonsri, 
also in the tambol.  Most of them also go the temple for funerals, even though there is 
no crematorium at Wat Tungtonsri.   

 
Table 5.33 

How can the local temple help improving the way of life? 
 

 % 
Being a place for doing activities 51 

Being a place for educating and preaching 22 
Being a place for an advice how to live one’s life 5 

Being a place for making merit 81 
Being a place for career training 0 

Others (please identify) 0 
 
    People were allowed to select more than one answer for the questions in Table 
5.33. Eight-one percent consider the temple to be a place for making merit.  Normally, 
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a group of people go together to the temple to give food to the monks.  The temple 
serves as a place to make merit, but 51 percent also believe it is a place for village 
activities.  Wat Tungtonsri is a place of making merit on special occasions such as 
Songkran, New Year, or other major Buddhist holy days.  Although not many people 
go to the temple, and most go only on special occasions, the temple is still a repository 
for all aspects of life and spirit.  Only 5 percent of those surveyed believe that it serves 
as a place for giving advice how to live one’s life. With many career-training 
institutions such as the Dok Kham Tai Career Training at Tambol Bantam in Dok 
Kham Tai not so far from Ban Huaylan, none of those questioned believes that the 
temple should serve as a career-training place.  Moreover, they believe that the temple 
is a holy place, so it is not proper to get involved in such activity there. 
 

Table 5.34 
Which precept is the most important? 

 
 % 
Not to harm or kill any living things 19 
Not to steal or take anything that is not freely given 45 
Not to have immoral sexual relationship 9 
Not to tell lies 21 
Not to drink alcohol 6 

 
    Table 5.34, shows that 45 percent of those responding to the survey consider 
that precept number two, not to steal or take anything that is not freely given, is the 
most important one.  Twenty-one percent consider not telling lies to be the most 
important one.  This value might reflect current problems that the villagers at Dok 
Kham Tai are facing, as recently, some male villagers were deceived into working 
abroad but not actually taken as agreed.  Significantly, given the number of girls 
involved in prostitution from this area, only 9 percent consider precept number three, 
regarding immoral sexual relationships as the most important.  From the observation, 
when some villagers’ daughters, working as prostitutes, visit home, they will worship 
the spirits of their Grandparents by making a small altar made of the leaf sheath of the 
banana tree decorated with incense, candles and flowers.  It is believed that the offering 
was made to apologize for violating the concept of right occupation. 
 

 
Table 5.35 

Is it true that poverty makes it hard to keep the precepts? 
 

 % 
Yes 15 

Maybe 51 
No 24 

 
   While one quarter of the sample sees no connection between poverty and 
difficulty keeping the five precepts, most allow for the possibility.  Our interviewers 
found a general attitude that they do not pay attention to the precepts because they live 
their lives by not making trouble for others.  They consider that keeping precepts 
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should be for the ones who go to the temple on major Buddhist holy days.  Fifteen 
percent agree with the question but most of these are running farms, fishing, gathering 
food from the forest or hunting.  Those who say that it is not true that poverty makes it 
harder to keep the precepts tend to be the educated (e.g., graduated from the secondary 
level) and the ones who regularly go to the temple. However, in general the 
questionnaire reflects that people are not serious about keeping the precepts.  By not 
oppressing or doing harm to others and not seriously violating one of the precepts, they 
consider their lives normal and are not concerned much about observing the other 
precepts.  
 

    Prostitution is still a major problem in Dok Kham Tai even though many have 
tried to solve it by promoting handicraft work or giving loans to the village, both of 
which are believed to help to some extent.  Another institution that can play an 
important role in solving the problem is the temples.  In Dok Kham Tai, there are 
50 temples.  If each temple promotes good, moral behavior, it can relieve the problem 
of prostitution.  However, the temple can also be used as a way to find women to work 
as prostitutes.  For example, an agent always goes to make merit at a local temple and 
gets his/her name engraved on some buildings of the temple, which can easily make 
him/her respected among the villagers.  Then, he/she can ask their daughters to work, 
even as prostitutes.   
 

  Interviewers talked with Phra Acharn Apitecho, who was born in Amphur Dok 
Kham Tai.  He said that girls in the village who are willing to enter the sex trade are 
easy to find because this career is believed to be the source of income to feed the family 
and to show gratitude to parents.  From his long observation of this issue, he said that 
when these prostitutes visit home they never express anything to show that they suffer 
from working.  On the contrary, they come back with better financial status.  One 
noticeable thing is that local men do not mind marrying them.  A local monk is also 
accused of providing support for local women to work as prostitute.  It is doubtful 
whether this accusation is true, however.  Phra Acharn said that he used to hear about 
that but he cannot determine the source of this accusation.  It is possible that the agent 
who came to persuade local girls to work as prostitute may have come in the form of a 
merit maker from another district such as Bangkok.  After local people trusted him/her, 
he/she would use his credit to convince parents who have daughters to allow him/her to 
take care of their daughter, and then he/she would pay an amount of money to satisfy 
the parent.  However, Phra Acharn added that the number of people in the community 
who enter prostitution will probably decrease because prostitutes can be recruited from 
other provinces and even from abroad. 
 
               The religious institution or local temple does not play much of a role in 
promoting morality in the community, especially the one at Tambol Huaylan.  There 
are only three monks, and the abbot is always busy teaching in Payao Province.  He 
persuades people to donate money but does not try to teach morality or instill a good 
way of life. Nowadays, the temple is only a holy place in the village where people 
come to make merit on special occasions. In the district area of Dok KhamTai, temples 
are surrounded by houses built by the money sent from the sex workers.    
5.5 The Causes of Prostitution 
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  The findings of questionnaire and interviews suggest a strong link between 
consumerism and prostitution in this area, linked to the general poverty of the area, the 
high profits available from the sex trade, and shifts in community and individual values.   
 
           Poverty 
 

  Poverty is the single factor most often associated with prostitution.  
Prostitution in Thailand is especially associated with rural poverty because many 
studies have shown that most prostitutes are from rural areas. What is unusual in Dok 
Kham Tai is that in spite of the poverty, most families have beautiful houses with 
durable construction. Some also have cars, pick-ups, or motorcycles.  Given that most 
of the people in this area are farmers raising only one crop a year on very small farms, 
this is a surprise.  Poverty exists at the official level, as measured by the declared 
income, but in fact, there are undeclared sources of income in this community.  Our 
study determined a major source of this ‘hidden’ income is from prostitutes sending 
money home to their families.  For those families without such extra income, poverty is 
real, and acts as a direct incentive to any means of earning extra income.  Taking 
seasonal work off the farm is one such option, but a low paying one.  Having a daughter 
enter the sex trade is another, and more lucrative, option. 

 
           Facing up with the Neighbors 
 

  Asian cultures are known for valuing ‘face’, and Thai culture certainly values 
it.  In Dok Kham Tai ‘face’ is often expressed as a desire to be seen as important, as 
substantial and consequential as ones’ neighbors.  That is, the concept of ‘personal 
worth’ is socially defined in reference to others in the community.  As determined by 
our questionnaire and in particular the case study interviews, the community shared 
definition of ‘worth’ seems to rest upon material objects, specifically a modern well 
constructed and well appointed house.  This materialistic desire for things sharpens the 
pain of the background of poverty by raising the standard of what has become a 
community definition of ‘necessity’.  If a substantial house was not necessary as a 
means to secure position and importance in the community, people could save money 
to invest in their farms and long-range futures.   

 
  Of course, the desire for shelter is a very basic and real need, and a house or 

dwelling is a very real necessity.  However it is easy to observe the shift in housing 
contruction in this area, from traditional northern-style construction made from local 
materials, to expensive European style houses of concrete, brick and tile.  Those houses 
that are rebuilt preserving the northern Thai architectures, are made of expensive 
materials.  While part of this shift in construction materials and style can be traced to 
the previous low-cost of wood as a construction material compared to the present day 
high cost and scarcity of wood, our interviewers found that an equally compelling 
reason was influence from the housing choices of the neighbors.  A modern house, well 
equipped with electrical appliances, is a sign of having ‘arrived’ in this community. 

 
  The influence from the neighbors is very strong in part because the houses in 

this area are built close together and within earshot.  It is quite possible to sit outside 
one house and hear the neighbors talking.  This may be a factor that subtly acts to 
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increase the competition for material display amongst the community.  People not only 
see the expensive houses of their neighbors, they overhear the conversations about 
those houses.  Certainly it is true from our direct observations in the area that gradually 
all the old houses are being rebuilt in the new modern style.  One suggestion that has 
been made is that if these houses were located farther apart, this pressure to keep up 
with the neighbors might be considerably reduced.  However, given the small size 
landholdings in the area, this would not be an easy thing to accomplish. 

 
         Justification 

 
  Not only has a house become a community shared definition of ‘face’ or 

‘worth’ in this area, there are some subtle shifts in value systems as well.  Prostitution 
is generally seen as a very negative behaviour, involving considerable loss of face on 
the part of the prostitute. Similarly, having a daughter who is a prostitute, and partly 
living off the avails of that prostitution, would normally invoke shame and guilt on the 
part of the parents.  In Dok Kham Tai, the prostitution of daughters is an ‘open secret’.  
As more and more neighbors build better and better houses, the community shared 
understanding of these values is shifting.  Our interviewers did not find that prostitution 
had been raised to the status of a socially acceptable occupation, but they did find that 
there is a shared understanding that this is not an area to be discussed with outsiders, 
and that there is no great shame in this activity.  The focus has shifted from a negative 
and shameful view of a girl as a sex-worker, to an acceptance and valuing of her 
support for her family.  Prostitution has become a ‘normal’, if not talked about, method 
of family support in this community. 

 
   Dok Kham Tai is a close knit community, and these shared community values 

– a materialistic definition of ‘worth’ and a lessening of the stigma attached to income 
from prostitution – are constant background factors in the social environment just as 
poverty is a real issue in the physical and economic environment.  Whereas living in the 
relative anonymity of the city may act to lesson the impact of social values in general, 
here social values are strong, albeit shifted towards the acceptance of prostitution as a 
means of supporting one’s family.  The actions of sex-brokers have played a role in this 
value shift, but the actions of one’s neighbors is a much stronger influence.  Once a 
significant number of your neighbors have built an expensive house as a result of 
money sent home by their daughters in the sex-trade, the social barrier to this activity 
ceases to operate.  Our research results show that people still define prostitution as 
‘bad’, but they regard the actions of daughters in supporting their families as ‘good’, 
and have a shared understanding not to talk about this subject.  The message of 
Buddhism that the path to happiness does not lie in material things and the value of the 
righteous earning of income and the righteous spending of that income, is a solution to 
these value changes.  However, the number of well built houses in the neighborhood, 
and by implication the number of families who have benefited from prostitution, has 
reached a ‘critical mass’.  Change will not be easy. 

 
 

          Family Pressures 
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  The surrounding community value system would have no effect if there were 
not a consequent shift in personal values.  In childhood, personal values are formed first 
within the family, then by peers and institutions such as schools and the temple.  The 
accepted role of parents is to instil a sense of right and wrong, the “do’s” and the 
“don’ts” which are consistent with the surrounding societal values.  Parental influence 
extends outside the family in that it controls to some extent the choice of friends and 
the peer group of the child, as well as some choices in schooling and religious duties 
and attendance.  This external parental influence is mitigated somewhat in Dok Kham 
Tai because of the limited choice of schools, and small number of monks in some of the 
temples.   

 
A more serious problem is the young age at which many people are marrying.  

In such early marriages, the husband does not have the training or seniority to secure 
the kind of job which would properly support his family.  Also, the relative immaturity 
of both the husband and wife make them prone to spending on credit to acquire things.  
Once there are children, the desire to give the children ‘the best’ adds to the economic 
pressure.  The resulting financial tensions are exacerbated by the immaturity of both 
parties, who quarrel without experience in control of their tempers or methods of 
seeking compromise.  The result is often the break up of the family, leaving the young 
wife to raise the children on her own.  All too often, the young mother sees her only 
option as leaving the children with the grand parents, and entering the sex-trade so as to 
be able to send money back home. 

 
          Lure of Financial Gain 
 

   Brothels, bars and massage parlors have existed in Thailand for centuries, but 
over the past few decades the sex industry has expanded rapidly and has become an 
integral part of the Thai economy and society.   T here have been many vectors for sex 
workers to enter prostitution both voluntarily and involuntarily. Most who enter 
prostitution voluntarily do so for financial reasons to alleviate poverty and subsidize 
their families.  When girls are at school age, not only do the parents have trouble 
supporting them, but they also realize the profitability of the commercial sex industry 
with its demand for such young girls.   
 

  The unfortunate fact is that many girls can make more money as a prostitute 
than at any other profession.   It appears that although some girls are induced into 
prostitution, many have simply chosen prostitution as a short cut to quick or easy 

money    .It seems that prostitutes who come from the case study area are responding to 
both poverty and the desire for more money and a better life-style.  They can send back 

their income to their parents to buy many furnishings or build a new house.  One final 
observation: although the case study area is a small district, there are four banks located 
in this area. 
 
 
 
 
 
5.6 Summary and Suggestions 
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  Whether it is called consumerism, materialism, or just plain greed; the desire 

for things appears to be a very strong human characteristic.  Children fight over toys 
and adults compete for status in society by displays of their power and wealth.   
Consumerism, and the definition of self by means of possessions, has become a religion 
in its own right.  However, such a quest for more and more things and wealth in search 
of true happiness is doomed to failure.  In Dok Kahm Tai, as well as in the greater Thai 
society, the Buddhist understanding of the control of desire to achieve happiness is 
weaker than the lure of material objects as status markers.  The crucial point of any 
alternative to this pattern of mass consumption is that people must voluntarily choose a 
life of simplicity.  People must think before they buy, and consider the consequences of 
their purchases for themselves, their family, and society as a whole.  They must take 
back the personal responsibility for what they consume, and the method by which they 
seek their income. 

 
 One of the major factors which lead to more desire in Dok Kham Tai is 

advertising.  It is mass marketing and advertising that makes people believe that they 
can't be modern without having electronic appliances for their home. Therefore, people 
need to be provided with the necessary information for them to begin challenging the 
notion that consumerism is the only way to live. In a sense 'consuming' fulfills needs 
that will require other ways of being satisfied in a post-consumer society: the need to 
belong, the need for variety in life, the need to show their status in society.  
 

  However, everyone has their own way of life and lives it in the way they think 
is right and appropriate way for them.  This study made us realize that those who enter 
the sex trade should not be looked down upon. It should be understood as a 
phenomenon of human beings who are seeking survival and have made their decision 
based on many factors, including the surrounding social environment.  Dok Kham Tai 
is a good example of the effect of consumerism on prostitution. 
 
          Suggestions 
 

Presently, economic development for rural Thai people in order to reduce 
poverty is a major focus of many socio-economic development agencies in Northern 
Thailand. As projects sponsored by NGOs, governments, and multi-lateral groupings 
have set out to improve economic life in Northern rural areas, people in communities 
such as Dok Kham Tai become more and more dependent on a monetary economy.  To 
minimize any problems arising from this shift, there are several key principles that 
should be kept in mind as follow. 
 

      a) The Duration and Continuity of Government Postings  
 
              During the term of this study in Dok Kham Tai, there were rotations of some 
of the government officers who have important roles in social development. Even if the 
rotation was done at the end of  their term, it created discontinuous work. When old 
people go, the new people who come have to learn  the job. If the overlap is not smooth 
or the new person cannot adapt and apply him or herself deeply into the problem, 
projects will be delayed. This reduces work efficiency. Fortunately, the pattern of job 
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rotation is not typical of the NGO’s, some of which have sent personnel to study the 
problem for a long duration, such as Khun Samai Sae Pae from CARE who has worked 
here for over ten years and knows the situation better than the government officers. 
 

      b) The role of government and the administration of local organizations  
 

  The Ministry of Education has a project called  “Sema for Life” which offers 
scholarships for rural students who are at risk of entry into the sex trade.  However, the 
expenditure of funds from these scholarships needs close monitoring.  The focus should 
be on supporting their family and allowing them to continue their studies without 
dropping out from school. If the scholarship is spent on amenities such as fans, 
refrigerators, or television sets, it cannot solve the problems associated with the sex 
trade. The investment in education, which enables children to have knowledge and 
secure jobs in the future, is a long term one. People tend to be interested in short-term 
investment. Before launching any projects for rural areas, the government should be 
prepared to take a long term approach, and must remain aware of any side effects that 
might increase the consumerism mentalities of people. 
   
                Another organization which can play an important role is the Tambol 
Administration, with local people working to develop their own district. This tie to the 
local community makes it uniquely equipped to play an important role in solving the 
problems of the community in the most efficient manner possible. If knowledgeable 
staff and assistance are available from the district officers, to help study the problems 
and prepare solutions with lasting value, better results will be obtained.  This will make 
the best use of government funding for the area. In addition, Dok Kham Tai is very 
interesting to NGO’s, who are willing to help with current projects such as AIDS 
prevention, and vocational support with plentiful budgets.  
 
         c) Support for Local Products 
 
  Apart from agricultural produces, Dok Kham Tai produces handicrafts such as 
cloth, which could be promoted and marketed to a wider area and might become 
popular. People will then become confident in their products. To improve income from 
the agricultural sector, alternative crops must be investigated. Garlic and red onions 
grow very well in the area but the planting of these crops has been decreasing. Also, 
farmers in the area found that irrigation via man-made canals from Kwan Phayao still 
do not enable farmers to plant outside the regular season because of insufficient water. 
Therefore, more efficient use of these canals should be encouraged by shifting to crops 
which do not need as much water as rice. Developing an agricultural and light industrial 
base, which is sufficiently strong to support people without seeking work outside the 
district is essential to the solution of problems in Dok Kham Tai.  The pattern of 
seasonal migrant labour at low wage rates in provinces such as Chiangmai, Chonburi, 
and Rayong, disrupts family life, and also hides or provides a convenient ‘cover’ for 
daughters working in the sex trade.  They are just ‘away’ in the city working like other 
people in the district. 
 
        d) Education and Vocational Training 
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There is a vocational college in Dok Kham Tai, but it has some limitations. 
The type of training is mainly handicraft, which leads skills suitable to working in light 
industry only. Dok Kham Tai and Phayao province are not popular for tourists, so the 
local demand for handicrafts is not large and does not create enough revenue when 
compared with the revenue from sex services.  People in the field survey noted that  
Dok Kham Tai Vocational School is in the field and far from the city. Students have to 
travel by car or, more popularly, by motorcycle to get to school. People are skeptical 
that the expenses from the purchase of motorcycles and fuel will be offset from the 
revenue derived from selling handicrafts.   
 
             However, vocational training is certainly one method to reduce entry into the 
sex trade. If sufficient revenue is generated as a result of the right vocational training, 
the basic needs of people should be met and participation in prostitution should be 
effectively reduced. At present, Naresuan University (Campus), located in Phayao, can 
grant Bachelor’s degrees locally. If enough jobs are created for these graduates, 
changes for the better and social development will follow. Simultaneously, local people 
will earn more and sufficient income from employment within industries supported by 
these graduates, and can supplement and aid their own careers based on knowledge 
learned from vocational training and their experience in daily life. 
 
         e) The role of teachers and monks 
 

  In rural society, teachers are highly respected. However, if they confine their 
roles to teaching only, and do not recognize problems in the community and lead efforts 
to solve them, their social contribution will be much less. It was clear from  the survey 
that some teachers, who have a long experience in the area, should have recognized the 
problems regarding prostitution, and should have taught the children to avoid bad 
behavior, i.e. providing sex services. Perhaps teachers are reluctant to cite prostitution 
as bad behaviour because some of the students’ mothers are involved in it.  
Furthermore, we must challenge Buddhist monks to play more active role in helping the 
people of Dok Kham Tai realize the priorities of life, and shift the perspective and 
attitude of consumerism/materialism toward concentrating on mental development, 
following the teaching of the middle way of living, and practicing meditation. The 
application of Buddhist ethics to current social problems will prompt others to begin a 
multi-disciplinary approach to the incorporation of Buddhist thinking within the ninth 
economic plan and to re-affirm Thailand as a nation of active and practicing Buddhists 
with compassion, care and concern for all.   
 
         f) Minimizing the Influence of the Mass Media 
 

  Almost every house in Dok Kham Tai has a television, and the survey has 
shown that most people watch TV every day, especially dramas. People are also 
exposed to advertising which has a significant influence on spending and consumption.  
Their behavior can become dominated by this influence without much thought or 
people even noticing the process. A simple example is found at the local shop where 
children buy a lot of advertised snacks in preference to the cheaper and often healthier 
local ones. In fact, nowadays local snacks are not widely sold because their market has 
disappeared, and children are completely used to these pre-packaged and manufactured 
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snacks.   Both the media and advertising business are primarily dependent upon 
sponsors and companies wishing to promote their products.  Companies also like to 
promote themselves as good corporate citizens, and this presents an avenue of approach 
to a more responsible and ethical standard of advertising, which attempts to limit the 
negative impact of consumerism on the population.  Advertising which is less 
associated with lifestyle promotion and more with facts, and advertising which is tied to 
the promotion of ethical and cultural values of worth, is both possible and desirable. 
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                              CHAPTER VI 
 
                            CONCLUSION  

 
 

‘Globalization’ is shaping agendas and changing lives across the globe. It 
forms the foundations of a new way of living in the late twentieth century. During the 
interwar period in this century, the degree of economic integration among different 
societies around the world has generally been rising. Indeed, during the past half 
century, the pace of economic globalization (including the reversal of the interwar 
decline) has been particularly rapid. And, with the exception of human migration, global 
economic integration today is greater than ever before and is likely to integrate yet 
further. 

 
In fact, specifying how globalization affects the economic status of countries 

or individuals is not easy. The effects of "globalization" may be due to competition 
among workers, or foreign investment, or trade, or government borrowing. In the 
modern industrial world, complex technologies and large-scale social institutions have 
led to a fundamental complication of our life. Our daily lives seem to depend largely on 
the economy, electric power, cars, highways, and the medical system. As the scale of 
the economy grows, it also becomes increasingly difficult for us to know the effects of 
our actions on nature or on other people.  

 
For many decades, it has become obvious that the socio-economic and 

political scenario all over the world has undergone tremendous changes and a new 
culture has taken over. Talks about the global village has also seem to have landed 
humanity in a new mess-up in the sense many do not know what all these things are. 
Traditional values, concerns and vacations seem to have been replaced by a new set of 
attitudes and life-style which are steeped in unlimited material progress and values. 
Forces of materialism and the whirlwind of globalization are exerting a tremendous 
pull on the population. Unbridled consumerism, falling value systems and easy access 
to vice in this so-called ‘free world’ have brought with them new challenges for this 
study.  

 
  Above all, although globalization is not a new process, it has proceeded to be a 

dominant driving force for changes in the world, affecting every country and society.  
We may say that this is the “Age of Globalization”, or perhaps even the “Global 
Revolution”. Generally speaking, globalization concerns the arena of human action and 
experience. In particular, globalization identifies the planet – the earthly world as a 
whole – as a site of social relations in its own right. Globalization indicates that people 
may co-exist not only on local, provincial, national and regional levels, but also in 
transplanetary spaces where the world is a unified whole. However, according to 
globalization, the contemporary world has experienced considerable cultural 
destruction. For example, religious beliefs and practices have been disappearing at rates 
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as worrying as the extinction of those communities themselves. A high tide of 
consumerism has seemingly imposed cultural leveling across the world, including via a 
multitude of global agents such as Carrefour, Michael Jackson, Microsoft and 
McDonald. 

 
Meanwhile, globalization is not just about economics. It’s about science, 

language and culture as well. The real driving force behind it has also been new 
technologies making it possible to send documents, carry out business transactions or 
reproduce information at unprecedented speeds. It means political and commercial news 
can cause huge fluctuations in money markets, weaking economic havoc in hours. This 
‘information revolution’ is both the cause and effect of globalization, such as the 
connection between globalization and the widely spread of consumerism.  

 
Across the world, forces of change, many driven by consumerism which is 

increasingly technology-based, are reaching into all aspects of people’s lives and into 
their institutions, among them the family. The effect is to alter, often dramatically, how 
people live, how they earn their living, what their prospects are – for better or for worse 
– and how they relate to each other in and through their social institutions. 
Consumerism has an impact on the institution of the family through various channels, 
among them the education system, the mass media, the world of work and social 
services, in particular those relating to health and social well-being. 

 
The impact of consumerism on many facets of life is much scrutinized, in 

particular its economic and political dimensions. The impact of consumerism on 
education, on employment, on health and on individual well-being is much researched. 
However, the impact of consumerism on the fabric of the family, on its viability and on 
the interaction among its members has so far received less attention, especially in an 
international context. 
 

Although consumerism and its developments and expressions have contributed 
immensely to the improvement of living standards of millions of people in many parts 
of the world, by reducing poverty, improving health, widening opportunities and 
choices and providing access to quality of life-enhancing products, the negative effects 
are equally well known. These include the stress of having to accommodate to changes 
in the living and working environment, displacement and dislocation, including in the 
workplace, challenges to established or traditional values and erosion of the reference 
points that give meaning to life. 

 
As consumerism is obviously active in all modern societies, the expansion of 

consumerism in Thailand has followed the typical pattern. Moreover, it was 
characterized by large imports of capital goods and high dependence on imported 
technology in production. The combination of a vast array of manufactured goods, 
improved transportation and communication, the impact of western modes of thought, 
culture and ethical values, and the sensuality of advertising – all providing influentual 
sexual stimuli.  
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Consumption is, in fact, the essential part of human activities. It sustains life 
and brings satisfaction to consumers.  There are different aspects to consumption. We 
physically consume food and water, and emotionally consume beautiful music, 
scenery, friendship, and self-actualization. Of course, not everyone on earth or in the 
village can afford a full consumer lifestyle yet. But those who can’t are trying out 
consumer items like burgers, colas and toiletries. This means they are deciding their 
brand preferences now, whilst they are poor. One effective strategy is to harness an 
existing brand for the promotion of a more ethical and just society.  Such an example 
may be found in present day trademarks which are accepted as status symbols by 
everyone. In fact, Mercedes, Adidas, Gucci ought to pay people to advertise their 
products, but on the contrary people pay more for a T-shirt with the trademark for the 
privilege of associating themselves with the brand. People feel that associating 
themselves with such a symbol somehow improves their own worth. 

 
In Contemporary Thai culture, the expressions of globalization and 

materialism/consumerism are obviously demand the appropriate measures to cope with 
them. Obviously, the spread of consumerism in Thailand is not only limited to 
products, but also includes ideas, even spirituality, with the advent of information age 
technologies. Information technology has enabled patterns throughout the world to 
proselytize beyond national boundaries. Shopping for spirituality, as a recent story in 
the Bangkok Post (December 22, 1999) notes, is in full force in Thailand. The country 
has become a religious supermarket of new and foreign faiths. In addition, the forces of 
globalization economic and market liberalization, political democratization, and the 
digital/technological revolution are having an enormous influence on Thai society and 
institutions of goverment. 
 

However, with the rapid increase of modern communications, the impact of 
Western influence on modern Thai society is too obvious to require any detailed 
treatment here. It is apparent that almost every aspect of Thai life has been touched by 
it whether it be the education system, the economic system, materialism or 
consumerism. Of course, modernization came to be identified with Westernization and 
traditional Thai values came to be neglected where the impact was the strongest, 
especially among the Thai youth. Amidst these phenomena, Thai culture is faced with 
new challenges.  

 
While there is no measure of globalization per se, nor any direct measure of 

consumerism, it is easy to show that Thailand is in a very rapid state of change with 
respect to industrialization and urbanization. As shown in Chapter Two, where the 
forces of globalization have been at work, consumerism seems inevitably to follow.  
The increase in consumerism is probably derived from many sources: more choice of 
inexpensive goods, a wider exposure to western ideas through the media, contact with 
tourists, and the push/pull of advertising. This is an aspect of consumerism, and 
certainly the connection of personal worth with an external symbol is far from, if not 
the opposite to the Buddhist position.  This is also the danger of excessive 
consumerism which contributed such problems as the unbridled prostitution. 

 
It is accepted that one of the major factors driving people into prostitution is 

the need for an extra income to enable the acquisition of expensive items: brand name 
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clothes, expensive handbags, luxurious houses, nice cars and cellular phones.  When 
these needs cannot be met by the compensation from decent employment, prostitution 
seems to offer to many an attractive shortcut to riches. Within the current societies, 
wealth has become the new symbol of respect and people are regarded as a successful 
person by the amount of wealth they possess regardless of how the money is earned. 
The view described above has helped propel young girls, especially from poor families, 
into the sex trade in Thailand.  
 
         Lessons from Dok Kham Tai 
 

In the context of the issue of globalization, beyond the actual interdependence 
between people that human life requires, it also means that whatever principles, 
policies and actions that are promoted have great impact. In fact, cultures are a whole 
and living reality, and they cannot really be accurately examined at either the macro or 
micro level alone.  Increasingly there is no such thing as a local problem that does not 
have some global consequences, and global problems are almost certain to have a local 
impact.  Globalization and its attendant forces of industrialization, urbanization and 
consumerism are certain to affect Thailand.  Similarly, any change made within 
Thailand to ameliorate these forces will rebound into the larger global sphere.  
Globalization has in many ways caused an effective loss of sovereignty, especially for 
developing countries.  It is not possible to cut off borders to trade or forbid the spread 
of western ideas and culture without an almost immediate reaction from world trade 
organizations or other world powers.  The export of western models of entertainment 
has become a major trade earner for countries such as the United States, and they will 
not lose their markets willingly.  

 
It is true that there have been definite improvements in the world as a result of 

globalization.  Consumerism and its developments and diffusion have contributed 
immensely to the improvement of living standards of millions of people in many parts 
of Thailand.  Improvements in agricultural technology and food distribution have 
allowed Thai’s population to grow to an astounding level.   In general Thailand is 
better off, with more food, better shelter, better medicine and more resources and time 
for personal pleasure and enjoyment.  However, globalization is also changing the daily 
lives of people all through the world in negative ways.  It is contributing to and 
accelerating the shift of millions from the agricultural rural life to an industrialized 
urban one. These and other changes create stress: the stress of having to accommodate 
changes in the living and working environment; the stress of displacement and 
dislocation, including the workplace; most importantly, the stress created by challenges 
to the established or traditional values; and stress from the erosion of the reference 
points that give meaning to life.   

 
It is this combination of generally increased purchasing power and increased 

stress that has been the focus of our attention as we study the problem of prostitution in 
Thailand.  In previous chapters we have explored the manifestations of consumerism 
and of prostitution individually and have started to note the intricate web of 
relationships by which these two activities affect each other.  Our focus is not so much 
on how prostitution affects globalization, although many have pointed out that much of 
the tourism coming to Thailand is for the purpose of the sex trade.  Rather, our focus 
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has been on how the changes within Thailand, which have been brought about by 
consumerism, have changed the nature of prostitution within this country. 

 
A simplistic model attributes prostitution to poverty.  That being the case, the 

general economic improvement which results from globalization should be a factor to 
reduce the levels of prostitution within Thailand.  However, although statistical 
evidence is hard to gather, there seems to be no evidence that prostitution is decreasing.  
Instead, the driving force for prostitution within current Thai society seems now to be 
more connected with consumerism the desire for more goods and a more luxurious 
standard of living.  There is the feeling that “to get rich is glorious,” and prostitution is 
a means for undereducated women and children to make a great deal of money.  
Prostitution is less and less an action taken out of a need to survive, but more and more 
a choice based on the desire for a new cell phone, new clothes, or even a new house. 
 

In deed, excessive materialism as an aspect of consumerism is the root cause 
of several social problems. A growing trend toward materialism, both in the upward 
shift in consumption norms and as connoted as the acquisition of goods, is being fueled 
and supported by the forces of globalization: international trade, multi-national 
enterprise business and advertising. Advertising, especially on television, has 
penetrated deep into Thai society. Even in rural communities such as the case study 
area of Dok Kham Tai, most households have television, and most people spend many 
hours watching it every day. They watch more television than before, and are more 
exposed to its desire-creating contest and the materialisitic values. Their purchasing 
decisions are shaped, formed, and even distorted by the growing role of mass media 
they are exposed so.  Strong desires are created for products to the extent that people 
may seek extra money to fulfill their new ‘need’. Consumerism creates huge markets 
by convincing people they have a real and pressing need for goods and services beyond 
those which they already have.  Moreover, the history of consumerism shows a 
relationship between changes in culture and changes in consumption patterns.  These 
changes involve a move away from communal values toward individualism and 
materialism. The effects of this are seen or felt in the relationship between desire or 
need and the act to maximize their own well-being.  For many, the pursuit of happiness 
has become the pursuit of goods. 
 

Above all, the consumer behaviour of people in Dok Kham Tai has resulted 
from many factors, including the change of Thai society, towards globalization and 
consumerism, had an impact on causing people to spend more money to fulfill their 
own desires, especially when they are urged and invited by the advertisement in 
different kind of media, such as, radio, television, banner at the shop and along the 
street.  

 
Obviously, the current situation of Dok Kham Tai is that almost every house 

in Dok Kham Tai has a television, and the survey has shown that most people watch 
TV every day, especially dramas. People are also exposed to advertising which has a 
significant influence on spending and consumption.  Their behavior can become 
dominated by this influence without much thought or awareness. A simple example is 
found at the local shop where children buy a lot of advertised snacks in preference to 
the cheaper and often healthier local ones. In fact, nowadays local snacks are not 
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widely sold because the market has disappeared, and children have become habituated 
to pre-packaged and manufactured snacks.   Both the media and advertising business 
are primarily dependent upon sponsors and companies wishing to promote their 
products.  Companies also like to promote themselves as good corporate citizens, and 
this presents an avenue of approach to a more responsible and ethical standard of 
advertising, which attempts to limit the negative impact of consumerism on the 
population.  Advertising which is less associated with lifestyle promotion and more 
with facts, and advertising which is tied to the promotion of ethical and cultural values 
of worth, is both possible and desirable. 

 
With respect to the value for consumption and its related values, the findings 

of the people at “Dok Kham Tai Value Studies” revealed that moderate living or the 
middle way of living does not receive high value in the outlook of the Thai in general. 
Consumer patterns are perceived more as a "means" of getting higher prestige, rather 
than an “end” in itself that is vital to the basic needs. This functional value of being 
brand consumerism is very clear in the everyday life experience, and indicates as well 
that the Thai people value and give importance to form more than content or 
substances. For example, the desire to have a big house, as shown by our case study in 
the Dok Kham Tai district and the surrounding areas, is mainly for establishing the 
status of the owner. It is clearly apparent that most of their houses look beautiful and 
are of European style.  Although some of them are built in the northern Thai style, they 
are all made of expensive materials.  As for the furnishings, most have electrical 
appliances such as electric fans, refrigerators and televisions.  These appliances 
appeared to have become ‘necessities’.   

 
Villagers are more interested in good form and status value of material 

possession than the essence per se. They are particular about appearance and 
packaging, in quantity and quality with designer labels, and brand names of all kinds. 
This is why imitated merchandises make good business, for they cater to those who 
really cannot afford authentic brands. This appearance conscious value is an everyday 
life reality. Such "form" and "material possession" oriented behaviors are evident in all 
levels of social class. People buy what they do not really need, just to show that they 
possess status symbols or, at least, to keep up with the neighbors. Ttheir houses may be 
located quite close to each other, and this may be one factor that increase competition 
between neighbors to display their status in the community.  When they see others with 
luxury houses that have many furnishings, this may act as a driving force in desiring a 
similar status.  

 
Although Dok Kham Tai is an area of low income and high debt, with very 

small landholdings and subsistence farming, the demand for construction materials and 
motorcycles is high. There are many new luxury houses equipped with electrical 
appliances found in Dok Kham Tai.  Therefore, it is proved that social rank and status 
for the people in Dok Kham Tai is defined by their house and external possessions, 
rather than by internal qualities such as right intention and the resulting right action and 
livelihood.  By vesting social rank and status in external objects to this extent, people in 
Dok Kham Tai suffer from both poverty, as well as the financial demands for these 
material status markers.  There is a pressing need for more money.  The small 
landholdings force people to look for off-farm income.  For many years this particular 
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community has condoned the entry of its daughters into prostitution as one legitimate 
source for that income. 

 
As the progress or a rising cost of living of people in Dok Kham Tai is largely 

defined in material terms, the well-being of  people has become reliant on economic 
and material development and has pushes women into prostitution as the quick way to 
actualize their material desires. Obviously, the desire for luxury items and the lack of 
other alternative methods of earning, such related large sums of money, push or pull 
large numbers of young women in the village into the sex trade. The results of the sex 
services in the village are seen in a transition from old houses to large and beautiful 
houses with modern facilities. Meanwhile, poverty is, however, the single factor most 
often associated with prostitution, but poverty alone is not enough to make a child enter 
to the sex trade. As the general standard of living in Thailand has increased, there has 
been no sign of reduction in prostitution.  Ironically, as poverty is reduced, 
consumerism tends to increase, and in rural areas becomes increasing involveed with 
prostitution. 

 
Today's youths often enter the sex trade because they are attracted by the 

prospect of earning quick money. They are enticed by peer pressure or powerful 
advertising, as well as the value that society places on expensive brand name products 
or luxury goods and services. As a result, developing countries face a rapid increase of 
resourceful and entrepreneurial teenagers representing the middle class, who earn 
additional income "on the side" by providing sexual services. 

 
Dok Kham Tai is, of course, not the only place that has a history of sex-traders 

and the supply of young girls. There are other regions in Thailand, and indeed, in 
developing countries all around the world where girls or children are recruited to the 
trade. There is no assumption in this study that the factors associated with prostitution in 
Dok Kham Tai are universally applicable, but it should shed some light on factors 
which apply to similar districts in Thailand. 

 
While the villagers of Dok Kham Tai are constantly exposed to modern and 

luxurious consumer goods through advertisements in the mass-media, their income from 
selling agricultural produce is meagre. The beauty of materialism is often in the eye of 
the beholder. Girls enter prostitution in order to gain material things. They were not 
formerly in poverty and did not need to sell their bodies in order to maintain their 
standard of living. Therefore, it is not always absolute poverty that forces children into 
prostitution. Materialism, the need for a better standard of living or the desire to have 
the latest and the best or simply to have more possesions has been a driving force 
pushing children into prostitution. 
 

Above all, poverty is one of the important background factors associated with 
entry into prostitution in Dok Kham Tai.  The village is an area of very small 
landholdings, and most farmers are able to get only one crop of rice a year – during the 
rainy season.  In their attempt to modernize and increase production by means of 
mechanization and the use of pesticides and fertilizers, many farmers have fallen into 
debt.  To supplement their meagre farm income, many seek hourly employment off the 
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farm, but their combined incomes, are still below the target standard income (according 
to the standard of living set by the National Statistics Office a 20,000 Baht per year) for 
this area.  

 
Presently, economic development for rural Thai people in order to reduce 

poverty is a major focus of many socio-economic development agencies in Northern 
Thailand. As projects sponsored by NGOs, governments, and multi-lateral groups have 
set out to improve economic life in Northern rural areas, people in communities such as 
Dok Kham Tai become more and more dependent on a monetary economy.  To 
minimize any problems arising from this shift,  there are several key principles that 
should be kept in mind such as education for all. 

 
However, although the educational level of this community is improving, with 

the establishment of more primary and secondary schools, there are still problems for 
the students waiting to pursue higher education.  Too many students are leaving school 
at too young an age – without the necessary educational base for a good job at a 
reasonable salary.  This high drop-out rate may be associated with a desire to help 
parents on the farm, in the store, or with light manufacturing. However the major 
reason is likely associated with the distance students must travel for post-secondary 
educational opportunities and the related expense.  Of course, completion of secondary 
school is not a simplistic guarantee that students will not engage in prostitution.  This 
study found many instances and reports of students in both secondary and post-
secondary schools who are convincingly engaged in prostitution.  This ‘school’ sex 
trade is not within the local area, but more associated with the larger centers such as 
Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai.  There is a growing demand for students as prostitutes, 
perhaps because of a belief that better educated young people would be more aware of 
the need to take precautions against sexually transmitted diseases such as AIDS. 

 
In fact, prostitution has developed from a simple to a complex network, from 

an individual activity to an international trade involving influential gangsters and 
mafia.  The risk of campaigning against prostitution is evidently undeniable. However, 
although social problems, such as consumerism and prostitution, can be linked to 
religion, it would be naive to attribute them directly to religion. Essentially, it is the 
lack of true religion put into practice of people that is the root of all problems. 
Sometimes we take extraneous components of a religious institution, such as rites and 
ceremonies, to represent religion and forget to really live the religious teachings. 
Consequently, religion is rarely allowed to play its proper role in our personal and 
social lives.  

 
Prostitution is usually condemned by society and is illegal in many places. 

However, it is a possible way to make a great deal of money quickly by other means.  
There are many people who enter prostitution for economic reasons, either as a means 
of supporting their parents and/or family, or out of the desire for a better status of life.  
For many, the level of one's socio-economic status has meager effects on one's "sense 
of well-being", therefore,  a better status of life is directly measurable in material 
possessions, such as a big house, motorcycle, or clothes. This was certainly noticeable 
in Dok Kham Tai, where people assume that the path to happiness lies in the 
acquisition of more and more goods. Consequently, they continue to seek ways to 
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purchase these goods. The rationale, in Dok Kham Tai and elsewhere, was that in 
exchange for engaging in an occupation which is disapproved of by most of society- 
prostitution-the workers expected to obtain an income greater than they could earn in 
other occupations. In nearly all segments of the sex trade, that expectation was 
fulfilled, and remittances from the women working in the sex industry provide many 
rural families with a relatively high standard of living. 

 
However, the existence of child prostitution in Thailand, combined with 

poverty and the need to have more income, are the major challenges of the motivation 
of sex trade. Girls from poor families usually become prostitutes out of a sense of duty 
or obligation to their parents, to share the family's economic burden. When the family 
is in great debt resulting from failure in agricultural production of even simply from the 
father's gambling losses, the eldest daughters are asked to "sacrifice" for their parents 
and their younger siblings. There are cases where fathers sold their daughters into 
prostitution, for example, to pay for their debt or buy extra cows for farming. This is 
done in the belief that children must show "gratitude" to their parents. Consequently, 
the money that young prostitutes send home will be transformed to a new house, a TV 
set, a video player, a refrigerator or a new motorbike. These consumer goods are 
regarded as a symbol of a grateful daughter fulfilling her obligation for the care and 
protection the parents gave when raising them. 

 
To deal with these challenges, with regard to the above phenomena, although 

it is believed that Buddhism has a conscious significant role in the everyday life of the 
Thai, as a result of the advancement of science and social science (such as economics, 
sociology, etc.), new knowledge and information technology has shaken and unsettled 
many traditional beliefs in Buddhist teachings. These beliefs seem to become alien, 
obsolete or viewed as old-fashioned for people in modern societies which are 
characterized by industrialization and globalization. 
 

Buddhism is, in fact, the way of life. It is dealing with the constantly changing 
cycles of the natural world: birth and death, joy and sorrow; it is about the 
impermanence and interdependence that characterizes all that lives. However, 
Buddhism, in its holistic approach, is believed to help us see how various symptoms 
are interrelated; how the crises facing us are systematic and rooted in economic 
imperatives. Understanding the myriad connections between the problems can prevent 
us from wasting our efforts on the symptoms of the crises and help us to focus on the 
fundamental causes. Under the surface, even such seemingly unconnected problems 
such as ethnic violence, pollution of the air and water, broken families, and cultural 
disintegration can be identified as closely interlinked. Buddhism is full of teachings 
referring to the Middle Way, the right amount and knowing moderation, and all of 
these terms may be considered as synonyms for the idea of balance or equilibrium. 
Knowing moderation is referred to in the Buddhist scriptures as mattaññuta. 
Mattaññuta is the defining characteristic of Buddhist economics. Knowing moderation 
means knowing the optimum amount, how much is "just right." It is an awareness of 
that optimum point where the enhancement of true well-being coincides with the 
experience of satisfaction. This optimum point, or point of balance, is attained when we 
experience satisfaction at having answered the need for quality of life or well-being. 
Consumption, for example, which is attuned to the Middle Way, must be balanced to 
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an amount appropriate to the attainment of well-being rather than the satisfaction of 
desires. Thus, in contrast to the classical economic equation of maximum consumption 
leading to maximum satisfaction, we have moderation, or wise consumption, leading to 
well-being. 

 
Buddhists are generally tolerant, accommodating and respectful of human 

values. Nevertheless, child prostitution is contrary to both the laws of Thailand and the 
principles of the Buddhist teaching. It is the way of ruin and is wrong-livelihood. In 
recent years, there has been a growing movement against the worldwide danger of 
child prostitution. By the efforts of many organizations such as End Child Prostitution, 
Pornography and Trafficking in Children for Sexual Purposes (ECPAT), UNICEF and 
enlightened governments, this scourge is now being actively addressed, with pressure 
being brought to bear on governments and societies around the world to eradicate it. 
For example, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), one of Thai governmental 
sectors, unequivocally supports the fight against child prostitution and is doing 
everything in its power to prevent it by taking a firm stance on preventing and 
discouraging sex-related tourism, and has, over the past years, cooperated with the 
Tourist Police on seeking out and prosecuting sex tourism operators.  

 
In April 1996, the Royal Thai Government of Thailand passed stringent anti-

prostitution laws with the most severe penalties reserved for those involved in child 
prostitution. Now customers, procurers, brothel owners, those who force children into 
prostitution and even parents, face long prison sentences as well as large fines. 
However, according to Buddhism, the key action of governments, Thai Sangha and 
educational institutions must enact policies that place the best interests of the child at 
the forefront. Children need monks, parents and communities to support, educate, 
inform and empower them in order to realize their rights, the value of life according to 
religious teachings and meet their full potential.  
 

The stress associated with globalization is also weakening the direct 
connection Buddhism has traditionally had with the daily lives of Thai people.  This 
weakening is also part of the equation that connects globalization and prostitution 
within Thailand, because it weakens the effect Buddhist ethics have on the people.  
Sexual misconduct clearly controversy the five precepts, and the weakening of 
Buddhist morality is one of the background factors that may make it easier for a girl (or 
a boy) to choose prostitution as a means of making money.   

 
  However, to consider the weak role of monks in Dok Kham Tai, as it has 

already been noted, there are significant risks for monks engaging directly in a 
campaign against prostitution.  Judging from negative public reaction to monks who 
took an active role in environmental issues, one could only imagine the difficulties 
which would also arise if monks confronted with issues such as prostitution, women, 
sex and crime. Monks are by position required to remain detached.  It may be noted 
therefore that the monk’s role in society limits him from directly engaging the issues 
discussed here.   This does not mean, however, that Buddhist teachings are irrelevant.  
On the contrary, they may be appropriately applied towards resolving social problems 
related to consumerism and prostitution.   
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 Significantly, Buddhism has a long association with education in Thailand. It 
may be possible to turn this historical link to advantage.  Thai people are proud of their 
country, and Buddhism is recognized as being associated with Thailand both at home 
and abroad.  Could Buddhism be promoted as the ‘trademark’ of Thailand – the unique 
stamp that distinguishes Thailand from other nations internationally, and permeates the 
country internally?  Superficially, this is already the present situation in Thailand, but 
could it be turned into a tangible reality? Many children regard Buddhism as one of the 
most boring subjects at school, and find little that is relevant to their daily lives in its 
teaching.  This is an area that requires further study, and should be of urgent concern to 
the Sangha in Thailand. In general, the teachings of Buddha can effectively be used to 
change the general social values, not just among school children, but also in society at 
large.  In rural areas, Buddhism can assist in the stability of the family, and in the 
preservation of traditional Thai values of modesty and virtue amongst people. The 
government is considerably influenced by the military and ‘big’ business, so such a 
change must probably come from Buddhism (Sangha) itself.  

 
According to the Buddhist teachings, to tackle the problems originating from 

consumerism and prostitution, it should first be understood that the Buddhist teachings 
do not prohibit consumerism and prostitution, but make people aware of the nature of 
material desires, and provide a method to control them. All forms of desire: the desire 
to have, to take, to govern, to consume, to have sexual pleasure – these desires must not 
rule us. Excessive desire for anything causes suffering because we must struggle to 
seek out that thing. If we allow too much sensual input, it may easily lead to breaking 
the third of the five moral precepts.  If we allow too much sensual input, we may crave 
too much consumption and our sexual appetites are inflamed.  Consequently, the desire 
for money to purchase things is a lure for a girl to enter prostitution, and the inflamed 
desire provides a ready market for her services. 

 
  Buddhist ethics advise moderate living not to consume too much nor too 

little.  It is excessive material and sexual desire that is against the Buddhist teaching, 
the Five Precepts, the middle way of living, and right livelihood.  The immoral nature 
of prostitution and related activities are clear in the Buddhist teachings, but this same 
teaching is ignored by general population. One of the reasons is that the role of 
Buddhist monks in preventing and solving the problems of prostitution in Thai society 
is rather passive.  It is common in Thai society that lay people will go to the temple as a 
refuge, and consult the monks for soothing advice when they are in trouble. The 
socially acceptable roles for Buddhist monks on prostitution are to care for the victims 
of AIDS or orphans.  This is considered an act of kindness.  However, lay people 
believe that Buddhist monks should not get involved in worldly issues such as 
prostitution, but should instead spend their time training themselves according to 
Buddhist teaching.  Such a belief has inhibited the contribution of the Sangha and 
Buddhism to the solution of many problems in society.   

 
Although Buddhism perhaps does not play a direct role in the immediate 

decision to enter prostitution, it can play a major role in increasing the moral resistance 
to such a decision and in minimizing the harmful effects of consumerism.  This is, of 
course, relevante to the “new generation” of young and educated prostitutes, many of 
whom continue to study in high school or university even as they ply their trade. Not 



Fac. of Grad. Studies, Mahidol Univ.                                                          Ph.D. (Religious Studies)/  185 

only would a change in social values toward a more spiritual understanding of life 
direct women and children away from prostitution, it would also reduce the “pull” for 
prostitution on the demand side.  A general increase in the understanding of the 
immorality of this activity should make men less likely to seek out prostitutes, and 
women less likely to decide to enter the trade.  Particular attention should be paid to the 
role of advertising in promoting consumerism and the use of sensual or sexually 
provocative imagery.  Similarly, pornography of any kind tends to increase the desire 
for sexual contact and should be discouraged or forbidden to the greatest extent 
possible. 

 
  How can these changes be accomplished given the weakening role that 

Buddhism plays in the daily lives of many Thais?  It is true that our study found that 
Buddhism is less applied to daily life in Thailand than it was in previous years.  
Influences from abroad and even changes in national policy (through development) 
have reduced the impact of Buddhism on the family.  However, this study also found 
that Buddhism is held, in general, is high esteem but it has a less active role to play in 
Thai society.  Although there is general faith and belief in Buddhist teachings, the role 
of the Sangha in bringing Buddhism to the people should be more increased.   

 
  This study shows that many people appreciate the value of Buddhist 

teaching, but that they have economic pressure and subsequently fail to incorporate 
these teachings into their everyday life.  Market forces associated with development, 
urbanization and industrialization force them to put more effort into working to support 
their family.  Their reduced Dhamma practice and participation in Buddhist ceremonies 
mean that they are becoming distanced from their religion.  They understand that they 
are Buddhist and proud of that fact, but they have trouble in knowing how Buddhist 
principles apply to their daily life.  

 
   Consequently, the important problems of the people in Dok Kham Tai may 

be the lack of a correct and full understanding of the basic Buddhist concepts of ethics 
and morality.  The main misunderstanding, for example, relates to the concept of the 
gratitude which children owe their parents.  This principle of gratitude has allowed 
women and children to work for money even if this means providing sex services in 
order to send money back home for their parents to build new homes or buy new 
facilities.  Surprisingly, parents may actually be proud that their children are willing to 
provide sex services and send money to improve the financial status of their families. 
This has provided the means for many families in Dok Kham Tai to own a new house, 
and the large number of these new houses gives silent testimony to the acceptance of 
this ‘gratitude’ on the part of the daughters.  

 
  It is true that Buddhist concepts support gratitude as a virtue, and praise those 

who exhibit it.  This is shown in teachings such as “ Gratitude is the mark of good 
persons”, and an example of a Buddhist saint noted for gratitude is “Phra Sariputra” 
who was said to have more wisdom than any other Arahant (worthy one). In Buddhism, 
gratitude is associated with wisdom, but this wisdom arises from the appreciation of 
others’ kindnesses such as those of parents and teachers. This wise understanding of 
gratitude gives rise to the knowledge that it is not for the reason of parents’ giving birth 
to the child, or the teachers’ teachings but for the good deeds done by parents and 
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teachers, their respectability, and their suggestions for good behavior.   Hence, 
gratitude should be shown by proper practice. If monks take a greater role to help 
people understand about gratitude, they must make it clear that right practice, not 
conveniences or money, enhances gratitude. 

 
With regard to the role of the government sector in dealing with the problem 

of  the preventation of child prostitution in the village, it is difficult to say whether 
Thailand has a sustainable development strategy. Most government officials just do 
their own duty without paying much attention to the other aspects of development. 
Generally, governments in the past viewed the sex trade as a stimulant for 
manufacturing and economic growth. The liberal capitalisation promoted since the first 
economic and social development plan was based on the theory that increased 
consumerism stimulates economic and employment growth. This concept is reflected in 
many government policies that Thailand’s growth strategy is not sustainable, such as 
the problem arised from the government sector about the duration and continuity of 
government postings. For example, during the term of this study in Dok Kham Tai, 
there were rotations of some of the government officers who have important roles in 
social development. Even if the rotation was done at the end of their term, it created 
discontinuity in the work. When old people go, the new people who come have to learn 
the job. If the overlap is not smooth or the new person cannot adapt and apply him or 
herself profoundly to the problem, projects will be delayed. This reduces work 
efficiency. Fortunately, the pattern of job rotation is not typical of the NGO’s, some of 
which have sent personnel to study the problem in the long time, such as Khun Samai 
Sae Pae from CARE who has worked in Phayao’s province for over ten years and 
knows the situation better than the government officers. 

 
Although there have been many projects created by the government such as 

the Ministry of Education has a project called “Sema for Life” which offers 
scholarships for rural students who are at risk of entry into the sex trade.  However, the 
expenditure of funds concerning these scholarships needs close monitoring.  The focus 
should be on supporting their family and allowing them to continue their studies 
without dropping out from school. If the scholarship is spent on conveniences such as 
fans, refrigerators, or television sets, it cannot solve the problems associated with the 
sex trade. The investment in education, which enables children to have knowledge and 
secure jobs in the future, is a long term one. People tend to be interested in short-term 
investment. Before launching any projects for rural areas, the government should be 
prepared to take a long term approach, and must remain aware of any side effects that 
might increase the consumerist mentalities of the people. 

 
Moreover, the government has to deal with family consulting as one of the 

factors driving people in the village to enter sex trade. The problem is derived largely 
from the irresponsibility of the parents for their family. Generally speaking, a key role 
of parents is to be a moral model for their children.  The parents and home environment 
set the stage for the child’s growing awareness of the world, and of the social and 
moral values that operate within that world.  Parents are the first providers of the ‘do’s’ 
and ‘don’ts’ which the child internalizes as his or her own concept of right and wrong.  
If parents do their duty in this regard, a child is much more likely to lead a righteous 
and moral life. In Dok Kham Tai, a problem associated with family breakdown is the 
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very early age at which many young people are marrying or having children.  These 
young couples often do not have proper education or training on how to earn a good 
income.  They also lack the maturity in spending decisions, and often buy on impulse, 
using credit irresponsibly.  Such a pattern of spending puts considerable financial 
pressure on the young family, and the husband may leave to find hourly or seasonal 
work elsewhere.  If the couple has children, the financial pressure intensifies, and this 
often leads to quarrels – at an age when neither one of the couple have control over 
their tempers, or experience in the art of compromise.  The end result is that man often 
abandons his family, leaving woman with the children.  If the woman does not have 
enough money, she often leaves children with her grandparents and earns the living by 
providing sex services. She might work in another province or in Bangkok and then 
send the money back home. 

 
Another organization which can play an important role for preventing sex 

trade is the Tambol Administration, with local people working to develop their own 
district. This tie to the local community makes it uniquely equipped to play an 
important role in solving the problems of the community in the most efficient manner 
possible. If knowledgeable staff and assistance are available from the district officers, 
to help study the problems and prepare solutions with lasting value, better results will 
be obtained.  This will make the best use of government funding for the area. In 
addition, Dok Kham Tai is very interesting to NGO’s, who are willing to help with 
current projects such as AIDS prevention, and vocational support with plentiful 
budgets.  

 
However, although the national strategies have gradually evolved in response 

to the emerging of domestic problems, rural poverty must be the first recognized by 
supporting local goods’s marketing. Significantly, apart from agricultural produces, 
Dok Kham Tai produces handicrafts such as cloth, which could be promoted and 
marketed to a wider area and might become popular. People will then become 
confident in their products. To improve income from the agricultural sector, alternative 
crops must be investigated. Garlic and red onions grow very well in the area but the 
planting of these crops has been decreasing. Also, farmers in the area found that 
irrigation via man-made canals from Kwan Phayao still does not enable a seasonal 
annual harvest because of insufficient water. Therefore, more efficient use of these 
canals should be encouraged by shifting to crops which do not need as much water as 
rice. Developing an agricultural and light industrial base, which is sufficiently strong to 
support people without seeking work outside the district is essential to the solution of 
problems in Dok Kham Tai.  The pattern of seasonal migrant labour at low wage rates 
in provinces such as Chiangmai, Chonburi, and Rayong, disrupts family life, and also 
hides or provides a convenient ‘cover’ for daughters working in the sex trade.  They are 
just ‘away’ in the city working like other people in the district. 

 
Furthermore, to deal with the problem, the government needs to launch a clear 

plan to reduce child prostitution in Dok Kham Tai by setting up two goals: To provide 
vocational training under the Public Welfare Department in regions where many girls 
are bought for prostitution and to crack-down on prostitutes under the age of 18. The 
first strategy is presented as helping children who have been arrested for child 
prostitution to gain work skills upon returning to their home province. However, in 
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Dok Kham Tai, Phayao, local villagers rejected a vocational training course as they 
believed others would think they had been in the sex trade. This fear was enforced 
when the Government launched projects to provide vocational training courses to 
combat the prostitution problem. 

 
Although, there is a vocational school in Dok Kham Tai, but it has some 

limitations. The type of training is mainly handicraft, which leads skills suitable to 
working in light industry only. In general, Dok Kham Tai and Phayao province are not 
popular for tourists, so the local demand for handicrafts is not large and does not create 
enough revenue when compared with the revenue from sex services.  Moreover, people 
in the field survey noted that Dok Kham Tai Vocational School is rural and far from 
the city. Students have to travel by car or, more popularly, by motorcycle to get to 
school. People are skeptical that the expenses from the purchase of motorcycles and 
fuel will be offset from the revenue derived from selling handicrafts.   

 
However, vocational training is certainly one method used to reduce entry into 

the sex trade. If sufficient revenue is generated as a result of the right vocational 
training, the basic needs of people should be met and participation in prostitution 
should be effectively reduced. At present, Naresuan University (Campus), located in 
Phayao, can grant Bachelor’s degrees locally, therefore, if enough jobs are created for 
these graduates, changes for the better and social development will follow. 
Simultaneously, local people will earn more and sufficient income from employment 
within industries supported by these graduates, and can supplement and aid their own 
careers based on knowledge learned from vocational training and their experience in 
daily life. 

 
For the promotion of compulsory education for the villagers, various efforts 

should have been made to materialize it. For instance, free education, free lunch and 
free textbooks are provided for poor children, especially in remote areas. The 
effectiveness of these measures is attested to by the fact that in rural society, teachers 
are highly respected. However, if the teachers confine their roles to both recognize 
problems in the community and lead efforts to solve them, their social contribution will 
be much better. It was clear from the survey that some teachers, who have a long 
experience in the area, should have recognized the problems regarding prostitution, and 
should have taught the children to avoid bad behavior, i.e. providing sex services. 
Perhaps teachers are reluctant to cite prostitution as bad behaviour because some of the 
students’ mothers are involved in it.  Furthermore, we must encourage Buddhist monks 
to play more active role in helping the people of Dok Kham Tai at least in helping 
people to realize the priorities of life, and shift the perspective and attitude of 
consumerism/materialism toward concentrating on mental development, following the 
teaching of the middle way of living, and practicing meditation. The application of 
Buddhist ethics to current social problems will prompt others to begin a multi-
disciplinary approach to the incorporation of Buddhist thinking within the ninth 
economic plan and to re-affirm Thailand as a nation of active and practicing Buddhists 
with compassion, care and concern for all.   
 

Recently, a movement of “engaged Buddhists” has begun to sweep the globe. 
This movement is said to be comprised of a wide range of individuals from diverse 
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cultural backgrounds. Such engagement can take many different forms (e.g., voting, 
lobbying, peaceful protest, civil disobedience, etc.), but it is always aimed at actively 
challenging and changing those institutions, etc. which inspired by Buddhist values. 
However, Buddhism is a pragmatic teaching which starts from certain fundamental 
propositions about how we experience the world and how we act in it. By "social 
action" we mean the many different kinds of action intended to benefit mankind. These 
range from simple individual acts of charity, teaching and training, organized kinds of 
service, "Right Livelihood", for example, in and outside the helping professions, and 
through various kinds of community development as well as to political activity in 
working for a better society. 

 
Primarily, Buddhism is at the center of the Thai view of life and forms the 

foundation of most attitudes, both in the city as well as in the village. The wat serves as 
a social center where villagers have both religious and recreational activities. But just as 
even the toughest material changes its shape under pressure, Buddhism has undergone 
certain alterations caused by the stress of globalization’s fast-paced rural life style. In 
addition, the Buddhist doctrine is aware of the danger of materialism. Meanwhile, 
materialism means a way of life dominated by material preference and attachment. 
Materialism thus brings about consumerism and economism. It encourages desire and 
indulgence. The more we are materialists, the less we can find spiritual happiness and 
peaceful lives. Hence, it is obviously shown that material development and spiritual 
development went on the opposite direction.  

 
Generally speaking, it takes a great deal of development and perpetuation for a 

long period of time for a culture to grow to the extent that it can be recognized as the 
culture of a group of people. Thai culture is also based upon the style of living of Thai 
people in the old days blended with culture of other ethic groups with whom the Thais 
have come into contact, which is modified and passed on to the following generation. 

 
According to Dok Kham Tai villages, the wat is the focal point of the village, 

symbolizing the Buddhist religion and also acting as the major unifying element, 
particularly during festivals and merit-making ceremonies when it also becomes a 
social center for young and old alike. However, few abbots are scholarly, meditative, 
and retiring, the monastery is unlikely to concern itself much with a community center 
with a subtle but powerful influence on social action. Therefore, the village’s wat today 
inevitably plays less of a social role and is normally visited only for religious 
observances or for one of the festivals scattered throughout the Buddhist year. 
Traditional Thai life-style, which survives virtually intact in upcountry villages, have 
undergone extensive reshaping under the pressures of urban demands. Modernization 
has greatly extended the range of employment opportunities open to people migrating 
to the city. Meanwhile, the family in the villagehas become victim to the city life-style. 
 

With regard to this value, it also reveal that the villagers are first and foremost 
ego oriented, characterized by the highest ego value of puttinging very high value on 
self esteem. For example, although most of the villagers are peasants, considered as the 
backbone of the country, according to the inspection reveals that it is constantly ranked 
top priority, with the exception of farmers who ranked it relatively low among all Thai 



Phra Somsak Duangsisen                                                     Conclusion  /  190 
 

groups. Generally speaking, Thai people, including Dok Kham Tai’s villagers, have a 
very high ego, a deep sense of independence, pride and dignity. Since the "ego" of the 
Thai is so important, this "ego" orientation is the root value underlying various key 
values of the Thai, such as "face-saving". The "face" is identical with "ego" and is very 
sensitive. Since the villagers give tremendous emphasis on "face" and "ego", preserving 
one another's "ego" is said to be the basic rule of all villager interactions. They cannot 
tolerate any violation of the "ego" self. Therefore the feelings of “loss of face” were 
related to a family or to a girl’s decision to enter prostitution.  Many new and 
substantial houses have been built in Dok Kham Tai, and often it is generally known 
that the money for construction came from a daughter who was a sex worker either in 
Thailand or overseas. Meanwhile, persons in this area feel they had lost face by not 
having a house the same standard as their neighbours.  

 
Meanwhile, despite the cool and calm front, they can be easily provoked to 

strong emotional reactions, if the "self' or anybody close to the "self" like one's father 
and mother, is insulted. Consequently, for a culture in which relationship is also very 
important besides "ego", it is not surprising to find a number of relationship related 
values taking priority in the cognitive systems of the people. The Bunkhun relationship 
is thus based on the value of gratitude. Therefore, this value orientation is characterized 
by the highly valued Grateful quality in a person, and by the patterns of Bunkhun or 
grateful relationship. 

 
Moreover, although most of the villager are Buddhism, the life-style of people 

in the village seem contrast to Buddhist principle. The villager generally value material 
symbols as they are seen as "forms" of being "modern" (Thansamai) and "developed". 
(Even government officials are stuck with these misleading "forms"). "Development", 
according to the villager, has often been equated with roads, electricity, refrigerators, 
motorcycles, etc. Consequently, the "Development" did quickly stream in. Motorcycles 
started roaring into the village. Obviously, refrigerators, electric rice cookers, 
televisions, jeans, lipsticks, shampoo, fragrant soaps and other consumer goods 
advertised on television also became integral part of the villagers' lives, while gambling 
and drinking become more widespread and the villagers plunged deeper into debt.  

 
Therefore, what should we do to cement the creative relationship between 

Buddhist Ethics and the villager’s life-style? As a matter of fact, according to Buddhist 
vision, through meditation and Buddhist teachings, monk may teach the villagers to 
analyze and identify their chronic poverty, to understand that their gambling, drinking 
and unnecessary expenses have worsened their situation, and to help them think out 
means to ease their problems. The villagers may make religious vow to decrease 
expenses on unnecessary products, revitalize their community spirits, collaborate on a 
series of projects such as the village's Rice Bank, Fertilizer Bank, etc., and retain their 
self-reliance. Significantly, the monk's duty of helping the lay people intellectually and 
spiritually does not arise from this bond in compensation for their help but arises from 
spiritual virtue and compassion. The idea of helping others out of suffering and raising 
them to a state of happiness can be seen in the moral behavior of the Buddha himself 
and is exemplified in all his teachings.  

 

http://lox1.loxinfo.co.th/~sniphon/5.6.html
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In Thailand, primarily, the dominant religion is Buddhism. It underlies the 
Thai’s sense of identity and their life’s value. Thus, with the rapid growth of cultural 
globalization and technology it is challenge for Buddhism should be re-interpreted such 
that it becomes a partner in the effort to reconcile cultural traditions and modernization. 
The Buddhist principle of The Middle Way, which teaches that the path to salvation 
lies in avoiding extremes, then, could be interpreted so that the Thai culture avoids both 
the extremes of uncritical fear or acceptance of modernization. What remains to be 
done is to find out where the optimal balance lies, and this surely requires constant 
effort. Despite the apparent change of Thai life-style, traditional Thai values are 
hopefully still strong beneath the surface of rural life, a reflection, no doubt, of the fact 
that the overwhelming majority of village dwellers have come from Buddhist 
backgrounds and also of the potent strength of Thai cultural heritage, which over the 
centuries has so often demonstrated its ability to bend without breaking. 

 
Generally speaking, within dominant discourses of Thai identity, Thailand is 

represented as being a Buddhist society. Indeed, Buddhist ritual, teachings and the 
institution of the Sangha have played an important roles throughout Thai society. 
However, the actual Buddhist practice and belief have often commented upon the 
complex and syncretic character of Thai religiosity, which combines animist, 
Brahmanical and Buddhist elements. Consequently, Buddhist and other practices form 
separate religious systems which serve different religious, social, and psychological 
functions such as local religious practices.  

 
However, Thai Buddhist life-style is complex, but not because of the 

relationship among Buddhist, Brahmanical, and animist practice. Rather it is complex 
because of the differences among local groups and their histories of social and political 
relationships. Part of this complexity comes from the fact that Thai community is not a 
homogenous, and that there is no ‘Thai’ Buddhist life-style, rather only local religious 
practices that serve a wide range of functions from making sense of the world, to 
legitimizate and justify. This is the complexity, masked by the question of the 
relationship between Buddhism, modernization, and other practices that needs further 
to be explored. 

 
According to Buddhist Ethics, one should live in accordance with nature and 

free oneself from the materialistic life. In order to survive according to Buddhist 
principle, one needs only the four necessities of life, i.e., clothing, food, lodging and 
medicine. If one wants to have an excessive amount of them, one should acquire them 
without causing trouble to oneself and others. Buddhism thus balances human 
economic and environmental needs by means of teachings of the middle path (or 
moderation) and contentment leading to a moderate disciplined way of life. In deed, 
acting as a moral and ethical example, monks are the most venerated persons in the 
Thai countryside, remaining very close to the hearts of the people. In times of crisis, it 
is to monks that people bring their problems for counsel and encouragement. In urban 
areas, however, the wats and monks have lost much of their former prestige and 
leadership. This is due to the fact that the Sangha has not been able to adjust itself to 
the new phenomenon of urban life and the rise of the new middle class. Students in the 
modern schools and colleges also have lost contact with the wat's atmosphere of calm 
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and happiness. The modern curriculum, mainly based on Western standards, also 
stresses material success rather than contentedness. Cinema and television are now 
replacing the fun and feasts of the Buddhist festivals. No member of the new 
generation has yet said anything against Buddhism, although every now and again there 
are some critical remarks to the effect that perhaps monks do not deserve the Thai 
attitude of respect and honor shown to them by the laity.  

Moreover, in the Thai current situation, a great many monks do not complete 
their formal Buddhist education. Many monks are simply uneducated. These facts do 
not have much social impact in themselves, but the actual situation in Thailand is that 
Thai society holds the Sangha in extremely high regard. The Sangha was expected to 
provide spiritual guidance, but, the tie between the Sangha and the lay community is 
very fragile. The Sangha, for the most part, fulfills only public ceremonial or ritualistic 
needs. For too long there has been no intellectual dialogue between the Sangha and the 
lay community at any meaningful level. The Sangha could maintain a very reserved 
attitude towards social issues in general, including the issue of prostitution. Therefore, 
there is a great need for the Sangha to revitalize the structure of Buddhist education in 
order to strengthen, at very least, its own monks, so that they can provide effective, 
spiritual guidance for the great numbers of people living in communities. For example, 
even when the monks have to involve themselves in dispensing rites and rituals, he 
could effectively use the occasion as an opportunity to show their compassion by 
applying this teaching into action.  

In Dok Kham Tai village, this research sees the need and the possible 
development of new mechanisms for cooperative, collaborative partnerships, at all 
levels of society.   The challenging may be how the monks in Dok Kham Tai can 
become more successful in merging spiritual and material development.  Their 
approach is to teach the villagers and the native farmers about self-sufficiency, 
moderation, frugality, appropriate technology, mutual help and cooperative patterns of 
behavior by linking outer material development with the inner spiritual evolution 
provides. Such as Luang Phor Nan (a monk well known for his community work in the 
poor northeast of Thailand), helped to provide put a ‘spiritual immunity’ which made 
both economical profit and spiritual development available to people. Meanwhile, 
economic activity for generating income guided by the monks such as a lack of self-
centeredness can lead to spiritual attainment as long as it promotes the removal of 
poverty, sickness, and prostitution. 

In fact, the situation in Thailand regarding the globalization of cultures through 
the spread of different life-style in rural areas is an interesting phenomenon. In general, 
there are three major spheres which have an effect on Thai life-style: home, school, and 
church or temple. In former times, in many communities, the schools were run by the 
temple or the church. Consequently, spiritual values would be instilled in the children 
from a very early age. Nowadays, many schools are run by government or the private 
sector. As the Thai students were struggled with negative outcomes of urban growth by 
the influence of globalization and consumerism, there should have been move to 
strengthen traditional Buddhist values such as right livelihood or moderation of living. 
Therefore, the state must not only take responsibility for education, but there should 
also be a strengthening of links between schools and religious institutions to tackle the 
decay of children spiritual values. Making up for the loss of spiritual values from 
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education would indicate a need for the monks to have more cooperation with schools 
or even to set up their own community schools. In order to regain morality for our frail 
society, monks have to work hard in order to inculcate the sense of responsibility in the 
public mind.  

Moreover, as a result of the advancement in the field of science technology 
and social sciences, new knowledge and information about man and transnational 
society has shaken and unsettled many traditional beliefs and the great historic faiths, 
such as Judaism, Christianity, Buddhism, Confucianism, etc., as well as the 
institutional system based on them. These beliefs have become alien, obsolete or old-
fashioned for members in modern societies which are characterized by 
industrialization. This has created an acute ethical crisis for all faiths in industrialized 
societies. The Sangha or religious scholars have to try to translate important traditional 
religious elements into modern terms to make religion more relevant to modern 
societies. As the traditional sources of religious authorities have come more and more 
into question, religion may become more privatized and individualized. As a result, 
religious influence has decreased, at the same time, religious conflicts and a variety of 
religious sects may spring up. Existing religious institutions and teachings are indeed 
facing challenges from social changes, and the resulting religious development.  

 
From this perspective on the possibilities of change, we return to Dok Kham 

Tai, for what is happening in Dok Kham Tai is a very specific challenge for 
improvement. We believe that the Dok Kham Tai community can be developed 
through utilizing the full potential of its local resources. From observation in the late 
afternoon after school, there seems to be more schoolgirls than schoolboys who are in 
their prime of life and who will grow into a new generation. We hope that they will 
have a good life with perfect body and perfect mind. We hope that Dok Kham Tai, 
which is known as “The Land of Pretty Women”, will also become the “Land of 
Dignity”, a great land of peace and coherence and Buddhist culture as its ancestors 
once intended.     
 
 

http://lox1.loxinfo.co.th/~sniphon/religiousaspects.html
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