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ABSTRACT

Thailand, a Buddhist country, has practiced the death penalty for ages. It only
became an issue twenty years ago after human rights organizations raised it for public
review. The debate was concerned about whether the death penalty is immoral and
violates the right to life. The aim of this study is to ascertain if the death penalty is
compatible with the Buddha’s teachings and to analyze the attitudes of Thai Buddhist
monks’ towards the death penalty. The Buddha’s teachings and biography were
studied, taking generally accepted interpretations as a guide. In-depth interviews
were then conducted with 25 senior Thai Buddhist monks from various sects and five
lay Buddhist intellectuals to get their understanding of the Buddha’s teachings and
their explanations for the monks’ attitudes. From the Buddha’s biography and
teachings, as a form of killing the death penalty can definitely be considered to be
inadvisable. The Buddha intervened to discourage executions and murders, indeed all
forms of violence, but he did not persist in doing so when he saw that it had to be
according to the law of karma. As to the monks’ attitudes, it was found that few of
those interviewed considered the death penalty to be problematic or against Buddhist
tenets. Most considered it to be an appropriate secular punishment for heinous crimes,
such as drug trafficking. None have directly preached against the death penalty, even
though they recognize that it is a form of killing and that the Buddha strongly advised
against killing. Reasons given for supporting capital punishment include: 1) the
monks’ need to conform with community values because of their dependency on the
community; 2) their requirement to conform to the official position in political order;
3) their former status as villagers or ordinary people accustomed to the culture of
violence and deference to state authority and elite opinions; 4) their failure to study
Buddhist teachings deeply or systematically with reference to the death penalty; 5)
and their insufficient exposure to views from other countries regarding the death
penalty. All in all, most monks hold attitudes little different from laypeople, most of
whom readily accept the death penalty.
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