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MERIT AND THE MARKET: THAI
SYMBOLIZATIONS OF SELF-INTEREST

When a coup hits Bangkok the explanation 1s always easy. Any fool knows
the coup promotes its leaders’ interests. When ruling generals make merit (tham
bun), they do it to enhance this life, not thé next one. Buddhism, it seems,
legitimates their power. Thai politics revolves around self-interest. Demonstrations?
They’re orchestrated. Votes? They’re bought. If you’re clever you know who’s
behind what and how they do it, but any dunce knows why they do it. Call it money
or power or whatever, but it comes down to self-interest.

That, anyway, is what most popular and much scholarly writing on Thai
politics says—self-interest explains events. Does it? Well such a ‘theory’ cannot fail,
Self-interest in its widest sense means that in their dealings people maximize
something or other, and that, as Cancian (1968:230) observes, “is one of the
standard restatements of the a priori truth that all human behavior is patterned; that
all human behavior has a reason.” Yet this troubles few. Indeed, when so many
think self-interest says so much, it suggests a fundamental human ‘truth.” Of course
this gets us nowhere. True as it may be, so broad a notion cannot fail to find
" consensus. To narrow this we must specify the social and cultural conditions that
favor the recognition of this ‘truth.’.

What, then, allows peoples as different as Thai and Westerners to agree on
seeing self-interest? Here religion offers a clue. While Buddhism and Christianity
differ markedly, both are what Bellah (1964) calls historic religions that radically
devalue this world. This is a precondition for any thorough reductionism, whether
or not it ends in self-interest. Unless one devalues the immediate fabric of life, one
cannot see something clear and simple beneath its everyday complexities. If this
makes self-interest conceivable for both, here the similarities end. Western and
Thai traditions reach self-interest by very different philosophical routes.

For the traditional Thai, Buddhism presumes a craving (taphd) that can
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thirst for money or power. If this is less human nature than the nature of human
illusion, everyone knows few penetrate the illusions. After all, how few are monks
and how few monks are pure? For a Westerner, however, this is human-pature, and
cynics say the best are only better at disguising their .interests. A Hobbesian man
haunts popular thought. Of course some hold a more favorable view of man, but
optimists and pessimists alike see society as predicated on the individual (Dumont
1970), and this popular solipsism sets them a world away from Buddhists for whom
self and thus self-interest is finally an illusion.

Social science builds upon these Western notions and so it readily sees
self-interest as fundamental. Where would economics and political science be
without self-interest? Without exploring the naive Cartesian dualism that makes
radical material self-interest imaginable, we can follow Sahlins (1976:vii) and say
that some think culture comes down to “the rational activity to individuals pursuing
their own best interests.” Others reject this reductionism, but if they separate the
individual from society as many modern social theories do (Dumont 1970:4-8), then
they must posit self-interest or some such drive to animate the whole and activate
individuals. So a universal, free-floating self-interest props up social theories as
surely as it serves any elite.

This paper seeks to root self-interest in ordinary Thai life. In consequence it
does not delve into Buddhist philosophy, although undoubtedly this has historically
molded the everyday meanings of self-interest. Instead, it explores the ongoing
social origins and cultural meanings of Thai self-interest. I stress that it is social and
cultural to avoid the implication that it is just human nature; and I stress the plural
to avoid the single, seemingly uniform meaning of self-interest often equated with
the market. Seen as human and singular, self-interest makes the market monolithic
and politics straightforward, and so the two become the easy explanations for all
changes in Thai society and the simple way to debunk merit-making or any ideology.
In contrast I shall argue that self-interest is contextual. In contexts where the Thai
expect it, it marks no change and debunks nothing to show self-interest. Where do
they expect it? Their expectations depend on the type of social exchange, and here
overtly self-interested market exchange is but one of three. The other two are a
benevolence-respect exchange common to the whole of society and a modernized
discipline-respect exchange idealized by all but realized by few, mostly in temples
and the bureaucracy. To explore self-interest in these three models of exchange I
shall focus on a Bangkok temple (wat) where a conflict crystalized their differences.
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PLANTS, TAXIS AND THE TEMPLE

In the last century Wat Lek (a pseudonym) lay a bit beyond the city’s
northern walls, but today it is near the heart of Bangkok. By the Fifth Reign
(1868-1910) the neighborhood had the trappings of urban life when most of what is
now Bangkok was still rice paddy fields and jungle. Just over a hundred years ago a
wealthy Chinese nobleman restored the local temple. He made it, literally, a gift fit
for a king, who received it into royal patronage. Yet after its noble patron died the
temple languished, and despite later patrons it stayed in the shadow of wealthier
and more prestigious temples. Today, few people have heard of Wat Lek even
though many have passed by it. Far more people know about the thriving local
market, the nearby government offices, the main road that cuts across the temple’s
land, and the canal that runs along its edge. Of course like most temples in the old
part of the city, Wat Lek is hidden by a wall of shophomes. But even without the
wall, Wat Lek would be lost amid the capital’s hundreds of temples. Most natives
know only their neighborhood temples and a few famous ones.

Wat Lek is obscure, but it is not ordinary. Indeed, it is a royal temple (wat
luang) and within the Sangha its abbot has a high position (tamnaeng), its Pali
school is well regarded, and its Pali scholars (parian) are mémy and distinguished. It
has powerful formal and personal connections to the Northeast that cement its
important place in the prestigious Thammayut Order. Yet these distinctions define
its dilemma. It cannot just ‘get by’ as ordinary Bangkok temples can; it must
flourish. It is in the big league and yet it plays with handicaps. It is just too small
(about 2/, acres housing 60 or so monks and novicesin Lent) to be-as prominent as
major royal temples several times its size. Its Northeastern regionalism is frowned
upon by the Bangkok elite. And its neighborhood has also declined. Once perhaps a
dozen palaces were within a short walk, but today the wealthy have moved to better
neighborhoods. Of course Wat Lek still attracts elite patrons from all over the city,
but it is caught between its elite aspirations and the practicalities of living amid
ordinary Thai and petty Chinese merchants. The temple needs both elite favor and
local popularity and yet the two can clash as they did when some young monks tried
to clean up backyards and a potted plant market that had spilled over into their
temple.

~ The backyards were eyesores—tangles of drying laundry, rotting debris and
knee-high weeds that had grown up in the most sacred part of the temple (the
phutthawat), in the very shadow of the stupa (chedi) and the preaching hall (wihan).
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One backyard was even a taxi repair shop where power tools whined as the monks
chanted nearby. Evening breezes bore the fragrance incense--and the odor of
gas--while gutted hulks stood rusting next to the preaching hall. Fortunately potted
plants hid this mess. Less fortunately the plants were there not to decorate the
temple but to display to buyers. Some neighborhood plant merchants made merit in
the temple and, not waiting for the next life, took their rewards there too. They
turned the temple into a market.

This troubled the young monks. They wanted a temple known for its
disciplined monks and learned abbot, not its enterprising merchants and skilled
mechanics. When a customer mistook a monk for a plant merchant, it was the last
straw. Taxi repairs and plant peddling had to go. The young monks resolved to
act—but how? Conflict was unseemly and monks were supposed to be generous. So
the monks suggested taxis and plants leave. No one took the hint. Some were even
angered. “Was this the thanks they got for making merit at the temple?” “What
stingy monks! The temple wasn’t using the land anyway.” Some cursed the young
monks and threatened their leader’s life.

Why were they so angry? They felt betrayed. In their eyes it cost the temple
nothing to be generous and honor their ‘rights’ to use its land. They had made merit
at the temple and thus shown respect. How could the monks now deny them
benevolence? These attitudes and their interpretation of the monks’ motives came
out of benevolence-respect exchange.

BENEVOLENCE-RESPECT EXCHANGE

The benevolence-respect exchange is not uniquely monastic, but simply
Thai and deeply Buddhist. Its archetype is the family where a parent’s benevolent
care earns his child’s enduring respect. To express this the Thai turn to Buddhism
wherein benevolence earns merit (bun) and creates a bunkhun or debt of gratitude
that the child should grow to honor. Within this exchange the spiritual and material
mix. Benevolence means everything from a simple blessing (hai phgn) to daily

1. No one Thai word designates this exchange although it is implicit in clearly marked superior-inferior
relations (phuyai-phunoi [big person-little person], phi-nong [elder-junior]). The inferior depends
on (phuyng, asai) the superior to care for (liang) and assist him. In return he should respect (napthy,
Khaorop) and obey (chyafang) the superior. While the gestures, words and offerings of respect are
clearly defined, the particulars of benevolence are left open to the superior’s wishes. He should of
course be kind (karuna) and generous (Chaikwang), but benevolence is best described by the metta
or loving-kindness shown by a pure monk, Akin (1969) and Hanks (1975) provide a more complete
discussion of what this exchange entails.
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meals; respect can be a gesture of deference (e.g. wai) or a lifetime of labor. As an
economic- mode we can say that respect funnels resources to the parent who
distributes them among his children.

This familial archetype and its Buddhist meanings can stretch to fit any
superior-inferior relationship. As Thai, monks establish these relationships with the
laity. As Thai institutions, temples do the same. Both build a community of
followers out of resources that range from sacred power and social connections to
money and land. A layman can go to a monk for a cure or an introduction he needs
to get a job. He can go to the temple to arrange a cremation or ask for a place to
live. When the abbot or any monk helps him, it shows an abiding benevolence. In
return the layman owes respect. He shows this through obeisance, small favors or
even major contributions—all deeds that make merit.

The exchange creates a social whole, or what Mauss (1967:76) called a total
social phenomenon that is “at once legal, economic, religious, aesthetic,
morphological...” and more. Whatever we label its content, a social whole is
inherently but not simply material. Its materialism is implied and embedded.

Of course we can objectively measure the material exchange at any moment
in time. Yet the relationship is not at any moment, but at all moments. Measuring it
is rather like cutting down a tree to count its rings. You can tell how old it was, not
how old it would have been. By the same token we can gauge the materialism in the
benevolence-respect exchange only at its end, and some relationships last a
lifetime—or even longer, if we take karma (kam) as seriously as the Thai do. But
suppose we waited to measure just one exchange. What would be our scale? How
do you compare cash with kindness or tally a bunkhun that the Thai say has no
price? Of course it’s easy if what the Thai say is all false consciousness, but does
stripping away Thai meanings do anything more than impose our own? Certainly if
we ignore Thai explanations for their actions then we must trace their motives to
some fundamental human self-interest. Real as this may be, so general a construct
can only obscure the specific self-interest that the Thai do see within the exchange.
Consider Wat Lek.

As elsewhere in Thai society, at Wat Lek benevolence-respect exchange
created social wholes or, more simply, communities. The local community revolved
around use of temple land. The temple compound proper was a place to gossip, play
and work. You could sell snacks or park your car. For perhaps a hundred temple
boys it was also home. Most had come from the country to study in Bangkok’s
schools. They lived on the monks” charity. For free rooms, guidance and sometimes












70

Volume 74 (1986)

skin, yet he is less a traditional man than a natural man who spbordinates himself to
tradition. It is precisely this sacrifice that makes him so admirable.

Now if we agree with Thomas Hobbes about human nature, we can credit
the Thai with a fundamental insight and stop here. But even if this is true, it does
not explain the social origins of this ‘insight’. True, within the relationship
self-interest is muted, perhaps forgotten. Generosity reigns. But outside self-interest
runs rampant. One owes strangers nothing. Thus the natural man is expected, even
approved, on the outside. But he does not stop there. He lurks on the inside too.
Now if he is only a socially constructed being, how can he haunt the inside where
society says he has no place? The answer lies in choice. In Thai society a person can
choose his affiliations. Thai groups are fluid and overlapping, and this is not
incidental but integral to the organization of society. Thus society does less to
dictate one’s group than force one to choose—or at least be conscious of choice.
Now because the Thai see the outside as hostile and exploitative, the choice to offer
benevolence or respect can never be disinterested. It always seeks the advantage of
the inside, a refuge from the harsh outside. This then is the self-interest that Mauss
(1967) saw in the gift--the stake that two parties have in an alliance when the choice
is that or nothing. Thus a consciousness of self-interest imbues even the inside
where it is presumed yet never proclaimed lest the benevolence-respect bond be
broken.

Yet the bond was broken at Wat Lek, and so each side saw the other as
openly and viciously self-interested. Some merchants felt that the monks had
abandoned them to seek the respect of others who offered more. Certainly it was no
secret that the temple’s elite patrons frowned on the mess and merchandizing. Of
course the monks saw it differently. For them it was a matter of discipline. A
disciplined monk would command respect and he stood far above self-interest.
DISCIPLINE-RESPECT EXCHANGE

In contrast to benevolence-respect, discipline-respect exchange is seen as
supremely disinterested. How is this plausible when an awareness of self-interest
pervades society? Again the answer lies in choice, or rather the lack of it. Within
discipline (rabiap, winai) there is no choice. Self and hence self-interest are

6. Thai society is organized in a center-periphery pattern (see Tambiah 1976) wherein small and local
groups arc subsumed in larger ones that revolve around the capital and its ruler or ruling elite. This
sets the context for the patron-client relations and entourages (Hanks 1975; Akin 1969) that
underlic and crosscut the formal structure of the society.
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a third model of exchange—the market—where self-interest is most open. This is the
opposite of the other two. In benevolence-respect exchange self-interest is
unspoken while in discipline-respect it is unimagined. For both materialism is
indeterminate, obligations deep and relations hierarchical. In stark contrast, in
market exchange materialism is calculable, obligations minimal, and relations
egalitarian.

The opposition is obvious and yet it hides affinities that appear when,
following Weber (1958a:17), we distinguish two sorts of market-based
self-interest—the simple greed sufficient for a bazaar economy as opposed to the
rational pursuit of profit necessary for capitalism. Given this distinction, bazaar-like
greed and benevolence-respect exchange share a profound similarity—a double
standard. In the bazaar you favor friends and cheat strangers just as within
benevolence-respect you owe everything to your group and nothing to outsiders.
Each thus promotes an assumption that strengthens the other. Opponents on the
surface, they are allies underneath in the consciousness they create.

By the same token capitalism and discipline-respect share a single standard.
Friend or enemy, a capitalist charges the same price just as a strict monk follows the
same rules. Now this similarity would be little more than curious were discipline
confined to the temple, but it is also the model for the modern bureaucracy and
modernization. While a traditional bureaucrat favors friends and a corrupt one
favors money, the ideal modern bureaucrat simply follows the proper rules like a
strict monk. Discipline and capitalism oppose each other openly, and yet their
shared insistence on a single standard promotes a consistent rationalism that may
someday dwarf their differences. After all, it was the ethical imperative to deal with
strangers and friends by the same standard that Weber (1950:356-358; 1958a:57-58)
saw as an essential step in unleashing the market economy in the West.

Will the Thai sense of discipline work the way the Protestant Ethic did? I
doubt it. The Thai see discipline as an ideal few can attain, not a duty for all as the
Protestant Ethic was.” This expectation that people will differ sustains the social

9. Of course this does not deny that some Thai do cultivate personal desciplinie or that their practice
could prove to be a trend. I have known ex-monks, lay meditators and two Seventh Reign
noblemen who lived profoundly disciplined lives. But in itself this is hardly new. Strict personal
discipline (e.g. avoidance of women) has long been a way to attain magical powers. Yet this has not
made discipline an attribute of ordinary individuals. To the contrary, most people admire rather
than imitate the disciplined few. Indeed, they are so admired that the bureaucracy eagerly absorbs
them and so gives their personal discipline institutional expression.
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calculable, a necessity for capitalism. Both bureaucracy and capitalism attack local
autonomy. As Weber (1958b:230-231) observed:

Often bureaucratization has been carried out in direct alliance with

capitalist interests... In general, a legal levelling and destruction of

firmly established local structures...has usually made for a wider

range of capitalist activity.
We need look no further than Wat Lek for an example. When the temple turned
out the taxi owner and plant merchants, the market awaited them. Where once
‘respect’ and judicious merit-making had been enough, now only money would do.
Here capitaiism followed bureaucracy’s discipline. But the reverse is also true.
Wherever capitalism undermines local communities, petty patriarchs lose the means
_ to defy central control (O’Connor 1981). Then resources that were once locked up
in benevolence-respect move onto the market and often into the bureaucracy’s
hands. Indeed, as capitalism has moved out into the countryside, resources have
flowed to Bangkok and funded the bureaucracy’s prodigious growth. V

I do not mean to imply that capitalism is taking over Thai society. Perhaps

it is. Certainly our largely economic theories of society and the perspective of
Western history encourage this conclusion. But self-interest is neither new nor
honored. True, capitalism offers it new opportunities, but these need be no greater
threat than the bazaar and amoral politics have been for centuries. Moreover,
wherever capitalism shows an ugly face, it strengthens the mandate for-the discipline
- that controls it. Each can grow and yet be stable opponents just as in the United
States big business and big government have often been at once ideological
opponents and functional allies. Thus I see only ideological reasons why capitalism
need conquer discipline, benevolence or respect.

But where I do see one model of exchange replacing another is between
discipline and benevolence as happened at Wat Lek. In this shift the people at the
top subordinate themselves to rules. They lose patriarchal powers but gain respect.
For the people. at the bottom the requirements are the same—respect—but the
rewards are different. Benevolence was always personal and often material, but
discipline offers them the abstract reward of participating in the betterment of
society. This is no trifle. It is meaningful to many, even though it stealthily saps

" their power. Of ¢ourse they still hold the power to not participate, to refuse respect.
In benevolence-respect this was acceptable self-interest and a powerful lever against
superiors who needed manpower to keep or enhance thejr positions. Under
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