
Pagan: Art and Architecture 
of Old Burma. PAUL STRA­
CHAN. Whiting Bay, Arran: 

Kiscadale Publications, 1989, 159 
pp., ill. 

Books on Pagan with a scientific 
purpose are so rare that when one 
appears it is always an event in the field 
of Mon and Burmese archaeology. Paul 
Strachan, who spent a year in Burma 
in 1986, has written a very beautiful 
and useful book on the monuments of 
this old city, with no less than 136 black 
and white photographs and 36 in 
colour. 

It is always difficult in a work on 
architecture and art history to write for 
scholars and at the same time for ordi­
nary travellers. However, this is the 
ostensible aim of the author. And it 
may be the main reason why he has 
combined the study of all the temples, 
paintings, etc. of Pagan under a single 
set: "the Pagan Dynasty" (as he him­
self describes it, the book "is in all senses 
an introduction to the art and architecture 
of the Pagan Dynasty"). This of course 
is the term used by modem Burmese 
historians as an appellation for the 
entire span of the Pagan epoch. Nev­
ertheless the notion is debatable in it­
self, for political and historical reasons; 
we are definitely unaware of the 
number of dynasties in the Pagan pe­
riod. The Glass Palace Chronicle of the 
Kings of Burma mentions at least two 
dynasties (and the story of Anawrahta 
is, most probably, a myth: B.E.F.E.O. 
1977, tome LXN, p. 86-88). But such a 
presupposition (which is common now) 
implies that the art and architecture of 
Pagan must be considered practically 
without origin or descent, and be ex­
plained by the sole genius of a dynasty. 
Actually the blossoming of art at Pa­
gan may be understood partly by the 
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arrival of Buddhist refugees from In­
dia (Bihar), partly by the influence of 
Pala Schools (and ofPaharpur), and also 
by the art of the Mon kingdom of 
Thailand and lower Burma, to say 
nothing of the Cham or Java. In other 
respects it has influenced the styles of 
Haripuiijaya. 

The introduction to Strachan's book 
is a brief history of the Western discov­
ery of Pagan. I think that as far as Taw 
Sein Ko is concerned he is a little un­
fair to this scholar, who was a pioneer 
in different fields (epigraphy, for in­
stance), even if he did not have the 
necessary knowledge in Indology. As 
for the UNDP /UNESCO Project on the 
Conservation of the Cultural Heritage 
of Burma (mentioned on p. 6), it was 
completed at the end of 1988. Due to 

· the political situation in Burma since 
September of that year, the international 
community has delayed the next phase 
of the project; it is mentioned in the 
last Pagan Newsletter (1989), which 
contains the first almost complete map 
of the site for the 2038 old monuments 
(up to the 15th century A.D.) plus 192 
for the later period (15th to 20th centu­
ries). This precious work would truly 
be complete if some 30 more monu-

. ments (unexcavated brick mounds) 
could be added. 

Part one of Strachan's book is 
divided into three chapters: "The Rise 
of a Dynasty at Pagan," "The Pagan 
Temple and Stupa," and "Images: Style 
and Iconography." The first of these 
chapters divides, as usual, the history 
of Pagan into three periods: Early (c. 
850-1120), Middle (c. 1100-1170), and 
late (c. 1170-1300). This division- (one 
short period of 50 to 60 years between 
two much longer ones (270 and 130 
years respectively)- implies 1) that all 
the monuments of the Early period, 
whatever their styles, belong to the 

same set of inspirations, and 2) that the 
Middle Period should be of crucial 
importance for the history of religious 
art in Southeast Asia. 

In fact, all the questions (of peri­
ods and of history) seem to be the result 
of a misinterpretation in methods and 
of an adherence to a national point of 
view. Regarding this last point, it is 
well known how difficult it is to build 
a non-national archaeology - all over 
the world, and here, too. As for the 
question of methods, the proce­
dure -always to be followed for Pa­
gan and for Burma in general- is to 
try to study the various styles meticu­
lously, on the one hand (architecture, 
statues, etc.), and on the other, to place 
those monuments within the history of 
Buddhism, which is very involved for 
all Southeast Asia. For this purpose it 
is absolutely necessary to forsake the 
romantic stories of the chronicles, and 
psychology, at least in the first steps; 
unfortunately all of the second chapter 
of this part of the book here reviewed 
looks like psychological specula­
tion- and not actual archaeology. 

From another standpoint this work 
is unacceptable, because the author has 
denied the role of the Mons. One can­
not seriously agree with him when he 
asserts (p. 8) that: "It must be empha­
sized that Mon cultural influence on 11th 
century Pagan extended to literature only, 
not the visual arts as has been originally 
supposed." Iconography is, precisely, 
the study of rendering texts in stone or 
painting. And when the author adds 
(as argument?), n. 26 to Chapter One, 
p. 144, that Luce was "the main promoter 
of the theory that the Early Period was 
dominated by Mon culture," it seems 
difficult to follow him; as early as 
Forchammer's works, to say nothing of 
E. Huber, Duroiselle or Blagden (and 
the Bohmu Ba Shin), all the scholars, 
and not only G.H. Luce, agree that: 



104 

1) The first appearance of Burmese 
writing dates back to 1198 A.D.~ which 
coincides with the beginning of Bur­
mese influence on Pagan; 

2) Pyu culture had disappeared 
before the 11th century; 

3) The entire western side of main­
land Southeast Asia was culturally 
dominated by the Mons up to the end 
of the 12th century with their different 
Nikaya: the different forms of religious 
monuments are representations of the 
texts of those sects (for instance, for 
Pagan, at the Ananda temple, the as­
sault of Mara's army taken from one 
version of the Lalitavistama used by the 
Sarvastivadin, or at the Myinkaba 
Kubyaukgyi temple, the representation 
of the cosmological part of the Mahtl­
vastu used this time by the descendants 
of the Lokotaravadin in paintings - both 
clearly belonging to Mon culture of that 
period, as is shown by the carved or 
painted writings explaining the de­
signs). 

This is why, amongst other rea­
sons, it seems difficult to accept such 
an assertion (p. 9) as: "The main contri­
bution of the Mons to Pagan was this Jiitaka 
literature ... " A careful study of the Mon 
inscriptions of Pagan would easily 
show that the contributions of the Mons 
to Pagan were artistic, religious, judi­
cial, etc. 

In the second chapter of this first 
part the term gu "cave" is evoked at 
great length to designate the temples. 
The word is not of Burmese origin; it 
comes from Old Mon guh (with the idea 
of "heart"). The use of this word to 
name Buddhist monuments, temple or 
stupa, can be found outside of Burma 
in various places where there were also 
Mon influences, as in the kingdom of 
Haripuiijaya. Immediately to the north 
of the city of Lamphun there are three 
ancient gu. And the fascination with 
caves (see note 23, p. 146), though 
universal, takes on a special meaning 
not only for Burma or the Burmese but 
also for all Southeast Asia if we con­
nect it with the archaic cult of the Naga. 

The use of the term bhakti to de­
fine Buddhist devotion at the time of 
Pagan seems inaccurate. It is neither a 
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Buddhist term nor a Buddhist notion, 
and should be placed back where it 
belongs, in Brahmanical history and 
ways of belief- another world (p. 16 
& 21, and notes 24 & 1, p. 146). 

The third chapter of Part One 
begins by laying down as a principle 
that it is in the study of the images that 
the pattern of the culture and religion 
of the old city can be comprehended. 
One cannot disapprove such a prin­
ciple. But it should be necessary to 
add: inside the frame of an evolution, 
and through the possible School (of 
style) and workshops. 

These images are divided into 
three styles, corresponding to the three 
architectural periods. We have already 
said what we think of this division. 
May we add that in this site the pur­
pose of such an iconography is not to 
tell a story (p. 21) but to enlighten the 
ordinary people in regard to the depth 
of the Way? 

It should be interesting, in this 
prospect, to analyze in detail the shape 
of the images according to each mate­
rial used. One must again insist on this 
fact. In contrast to Champa, Angkor, 
Borobudur, and even "Dvaravati" or 
Haripufrjaya, there have not been effec­
tive and comprehensive stylistic stud­
ies of Pagan, if we except some miscel­
laneous works. It needs real back­
ground information; for example, 
stucco is not only a local tradition (p. 
22); the art of stucco is well known, for 
instance, in Champa and in ancient 
Thailand. 

To come back to the book here 
reviewed, the most interesting analysis 
of the images is in the study of the 
Ananda, pp. 69-70. We find a real 
beginning of description of forms of the 
face of the Buddha, although it is hard 
to admit, without arguments, that we 
can find in them a "Pagan physiog­
nomy" (note 9, p. 146). 

One fascinating problem is at last 
discussed (p. 27): the scenes of the 
votive tablets, their number and their 
distribution. We can dream about a 
complete and critical work (with refer­
ences, texts and annotated iconography) 
on this delicate subject. The Pala tradi-

tion is one, amongst others, to be ex­
hibited at Pagan; I believe that there 
were also representations of the San­
skrit schools of non-Mahayanist Bud­
dhism peculiar to Mon religious his­
tory. 

As a matter of fact, the entire first 
part of the book, together with the 
introductory material to the second 
part, is polemical- as is usual for a 
scientific work. 

The second part, the most impor­
tant, makes up two thirds of the vol­
ume and describes 53 temples or stapas. 
It is divided into three Periods and four 
chapters. We shall only make a brief 
commentary on the first Period (21 
monuments covered in the first chap­
ter), i.e. the "Early Period" (c. 850- 1120), 
"the most problematic one of this work" 
(p. 37)- and, I would like to add, the 
most important. 

It is supposed that this era of 270 
years (?) covers a single Period of his­
tory, of religion, of religious art. This 
hypothesis is absolutely inadmissible 
and useless. I would suggest that one 
be much more modest and study the 
existing monuments without any 
chronological preconception, and also 
with the help of the entire corpus of 
contemporary inscriptions, mainly 
Mon. There is an almost complete lack 
of mention of these last inscriptions in 
this book. Then the main difficulty is 
to find a way of classification: through 
the evolution of the shapes (first, 
simple; second, more elaborate, up to 
the window style common to the 
Nagayon, the Nanpaya, the Kubyauk­
gyi etc; third, the development of the 
decoration, together with growth in 
volume). But at the same time we 
should verify the evolution ("like 
bushes") of the styles of the statues, and 
always try to find outside influences. 

In brief, following this method I 
shall suggest for this Old Mon period 
(between c. 1050-1120) the following 
temporary classification: Nga-kywe-na­
daung, Nat-hlaung-kyaung, Kyauk-ku­
ohn-min, Myin-pya-gu (which must be 
analysed apart), then the Shwe-hsan­
daw, then the "classical" group of Nan-



phaya, Nagayon, Myinkaba Kubyauk­
gyi, Ananda, possibly the two Hpetleik, 
and the Pitaka-taik. A third group 
includes the Pa-hto-tha-mya and the 
Abeyadana. This is a possible nucleus. 
The question of dating seems to me of 
minor importance in the present state 
of our knowledge, except when we can 
make comparisons with other styles or 
sites in India or Southeast Asia. 

If one follows this point of view, 
all the interesting details given regard­
ing the monuments of Pagan by Paul 
Strachan in his beautiful book have to 
be arranged in other perspectives. 

Yes, books on Pagan are so rare 
that when one appears, it is always an 
event for the lovers of that wonder. It 
is, therefore, always a source of frus­
tration if a book does not live up to our 
hopes, and this frustration can render 
us unfair towards the work of the au­
thor. Indeed, the book by Paul Stra­
chan on Pagan is a very handsome one. 

EMMANUEL GUILLON 
Former Charge de Conference 

Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes 
Section des sciences religieuses 

Paris 

Irrigation in the Heartland of 
Burma: Foundations of the 

Pre-Colonial Burmese State. 
MICHAEL AUNG-THWIN. 

Occasional Paper No. 15, Center 
for Southeast Asian Studies, 

Northern Illinois University. De 
Kalb, Illinois: 1990, 76 pp., maps, 

chart, n.p. 

In his important study, Pagan 
(1985), Dr. Aung-Thwin omitted a vital 
topic. Even though that volume's ar­
gument was based on an ecological 
assumption- that competition be-
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tween state and Sangha for resources 
would periodically exceed supply and 
bring about a "crash" -he marshalled 
little ecological data to support it. 
Rather, he charted this competition and 
left it to the reader to assume that over­
extensions were the result. 

Irrigation in the Heartland of Burma 
is Dr. Aung-Thwin's compensation for 
this omission. This slim, concise and 
detailed volume is essential reading for 
those who wish to understand the 
ecological foundations of pre-colonial 
and perhaps modern Myanmar. 

The logic of Dr. Aung-Thwin's 
presentation is clear. The "Introduction" 
outlines the problem of access to and 
utilization of rice resources grown in 
irrigation systems in Upper Burma. He 
makes it clear here and later that Upper 
Burma was the heartland for successive 
pre-colonial empires both in terms of 
sustainable agricultural resources and 
the locations of capitals. He also shows 
that historical and archaeological data 
demonstrate that many of these irriga­
tion works existed before or were 
constructed during the florescence of 
Pagan. Thus, he describes a stable if 
not expanding ecological system for the 
perpetuation of the Burmese pre-colo­
nial empires. "The Physical Environ­
ment" describes the geographical 
''bowl" in which Upper Burma is placed, 
dictating an arid to semi-arid regime 
with a number of rivers from the sur­
rounding mountains that supply water 
throughout the year. "Rice" describes 
the Burmese variety of that unique crop 
that is so well adapted to tropical and 
semiarid tropical cultivation. 

Having set the stage and the prob­
lem, the volume's core addresses each 
of Upper Burma's six irrigation com­
plexes. Three major systems were of 
trunk and feeder canals; these provided 
for the irrigation of approximately 2,000 
square kilometers (km2) of padi land. 
The "Tonplun" (Mandalay) District, 
with a combination of tank and canal 
systems, had an irrigated area of about 
300 km2• Finally, two smaller areas 
totalling 735 km2 were primarily de­
pendent on tank irrigation. Aung­
Thwin estimates that "approximately 
741,184.50 acres (3,000 km2) in Upper 
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Burma prior to British annexation were 
irrigated, of which at least 663,360.12 
acres (2,684.5 km2) were probably under 
padi." Double cropping was the stan­
dard agricultural practice for this land, 
with some supporting three crops per 
year. 

Having established the extensive­
ness of pre-colonial irrigation systems, 
Aung-Thwin provides a framework for 
"Estimates of Padi Production in Up­
per Burma." His major point is that 
padi production per unit of land can 
be remarkably stable for hundreds of 
years. Assumptions (often made by his­
torians and development experts) that 
production increases as one nears the 
present are unwarranted. Aung-Thwin 
uses firm evidence to substantiate the 
claim that padi production observed 
just prior to annexation was essentially 
similar to that which took place in 
earlier times. He then calculates "Yields 
Per Unit of Land." This disentangles 
the actual production of a piece of land 
from two other oft-cited figures: those 
which stipulated "the rate at which padi 
was ... donated, and the rate at which 
agricultural tax was levied" (39) (em­
phasis in original). An extensive analy­
sis of inscriptions and other written 
materials leads to the deduction that 
approximately 1,043, 2,086, or 3,129 
kilograms (kg) of padi could be grown 
per pay (.70 hectare) for one, two, or 
three crops per year, respectively. 
"Total Productive Capacity of the Upper 
Burma State" concludes that approxi­
mately 1,044,199.9 kg would be pro­
duced by the single, main crop per year; 
double-cropping would increase this to 
1,460,965.2 kg annually. 

Aung-Thwin then plots these 
numbers alongside the Burmese popu­
lation estimated by Burney for the 18th 
Century, 2,279,628 inhabitants in the 
river valleys and 4,209,240 in "all the 
hill areas and coastal regions ... , minus 
Arakan" (54). He estimates the con­
sumption of padi by a farm family of 
five at 1,043.3 kg per year, leaving, after 
deduction of 208 kg for tax, a "surplus" 
of 834.6 kg. Thus, these six irrigated 
regions could have supported 
3,980,160.5 Burmese per year. In not­
ing that he has not calculated produc­
tion from non-irrigated locales, Aung-
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Thwin recognizes that his figures 
closely parallel those presented by 
Burney as well as Crawfurd's (1891) of 
4,416,000. If the padi that could have 
been . produced from non-irrigated 
areas is included, over 5,000,000 people 
could have been supported on Upper 
Burma's production. 

In deriving these figures, Aung­
Thwin shows that the Upper Burmese 
Dry Zone, marginal for rain-fed crops 
and certainly insufficient for padi, 
became, through canal and tank irriga­
tion, an area easily supportive of a large 
population. A "typical" family would 
produce a surplus attributable to an 
irrigation scheme. Thus, that family 
would not only have ample provisions 
for itself, but also, through multiple 
cropping, produce a surplus which the 
state and/ or Sangha could appropriate 
(or fight over). The author also poi­
gnantly shows how a dynasty's atten­
tion to agriculture in Upper Burma 
would pay greater dividends than trade 
with the external world or dependence 
on Lower Burma's resources, leading 
to that dynasty's ~;elativE! isolation from 
the world and a continuing pervasive 
conservatism. 

A second conclusion from this 
study is that Myanmar has a potential 
for rice production which the post-co­
lonial governments have yet to tap. The 
British colonial regime brought about a 
revolution in Burmese ecology, focus­
ing on the development of Lower 
Burma. The "heartland" of Burma is 
the Upper, "dry" basin. That the cur­
rent government has recently seen fit 
to initiate a (re-)development of some 
of these irrigation works is a signifi­
cant statement that recognizes the 
potential of Upper Burma for the na­
tion's future. 

This volume is important because 
"Virtually all studies of padi produc­
tion in Burma begin with the colonial 
period of Lower Burma ... 100 years of 
colonial history is given far more 
weight and attention than 1000 years 
of pre-colonial history" (4). Dr. Aung­
Thwin has engaged in a careful study 
of an important aspect of Burmese 
history with significant contemporary 
implications. It is a pleasure to read 
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such a solidly constructed work that 
sets parameters for his larger study. 

This reviewer has, however, nega­
tive comments concerning the book's 
format and the maps. The maps give 
the location of irrigated areas and canal 
alignments. The author refers to loca­
tions on these maps by number. Plac­
ing them at the back of the book makes 
for awkward understanding; their use 
would have been easier had they been 
located with their respective descrip­
tions. None of the six maps depicting 
the irrigation works has a scale. The 
map of the Ye-U Canal Irrigation Works 
(taken from the Journal of the Burma 
Research Society) has been shrunk so that 
place names and distances are unread­
able; moreover, its location is omitted 
from the base map, "Irrigated Regions 
of Upper Burma." A lack of attention 
was given to consistency in map titles, 
references on the base map, and spell­
ing. That these maps were redrawn on 
computer is admirable, but care should 
be paid to design consistency. With 
these problems, however, this slim 
work has become essential to students 
of Burmese history and Southeast Asian 
cultural ecology. 

H. LEEDOM LEFFERTS, JR. 
Research Institute for Isan Art and 

Culture 
Srinakharinwirot University, 

Mahasarakham 

Snramaki~mahaKavyam 
(A Sanskrit Mahiikiioyam on 

the Thai Ramakien), 
3-l'lll'lmvur,-,:~.~ Ln!l,-;f, 

SATYA VRAT SHASTRI. With 
English and Thai translations. 
Bangkok: Moolamall Sachdev 

Foundation and Amarnath 
Sachdeva Foundation, 1990, first 

edition, xxvi + 530 pp. 

Of the two great epics of India, the 
Ramayaqa and Mahabharata, ascribed 
to Valmiki and Vyasa respectively, the 

former has .long enjoyed popularity in 
South East Asia. It is well known in 
Bali, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, 
Burma, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. 

. It describes the heroic adventures of the 
virtuous Rama, son of King Da5aratha. 
Being a victim of his step-mother's in­
trigue, he had to relinquish his rightful 
throne and resigned himself to the 
forest, accompanied by his faithful wife 
Sita and his devoted yoimger brother 
Lakl!ma.Ila. In that wilderness Sita was 
abducted and taken captive to the is­
land of Lailka by Ravaqa, the demon 
king. Hanuman, the general of Rama's 
simian army, constructed a bridge to 
the island and a great war ensued. 
Ravaqa was killed. Sita was safely 
rescued and reunited with Rama who 
finally regained his kingdom. 

The story must hav~ been current 
all over Thailand from at least 700 years 
ago. We have, in Sukhothai Inscrip­
tion I of 1293 A.D., a reference to a "cave 
of Rama." There is also in the vicinity 
a "cave of Sita'' as it is called by the 
local people. Our Lilit Yuan Pai (flftlll 
muvhtJ) compares the prowess of King 
Trailokanath with that ·of "Rama the 
vanquisher of Ravaqa, who followed the 
demon to demolish the land of Larlka 
and save his beloved." Another old 
work, the Dvadasamasa (YI'l'l'Vll'l:l.l1~). 

mentions the "separation of Sita from 
Da8aratha's son and their reunion in the 
end." The Kamsuan (rhl'l1'1cy), thought 
to have been composed in the reign of 
King Narai, says, "Rama, having the 
roadway built across the sea by the 
simian troops, defeated Ravaqa with his 
arrow." Numerous other examples may 
be cited. 

There exist many short literary 
works and fragments dating back to the 
Ayutthaya period which deal with 
scattered episodes of the story, but no 
complete account of the story which 
may be dated back to that period has 
been found. Not long after the found­
ing of Krungthep as the new capital of 
Thailand in 1782, when peace had been 
restored in the country, the work to­
wards a standard version of the story 
of Rama in Thai poetry was begun 
under royal patronage. In 1798, a Thai 
classical drama known as Ramakien, 



King Rama I Version appeared and has 
been considered as the standard ver­
sion of the story of Rama since. 

There are numerous episodes in 
the Thai Ramakien which are not in the 
Valmikian Ramaya.I_la. The question is 
whether all, or only parts, of the extra­
neous episodes are the production of 
Thai hands. If an episode was adopted 
from some other source, then from 
what source? The question is not easy 
to answer. In the first place, there exist 
in India several regional versions of the 
story of Rama. Then, the study of the 
shadow play which prevails in the 
southern peninsula of Thailand sug­
gests that the story of Rama came into 
Thailand through the Srivijaya King­
dom of the south. A few episodes, on 
the other hand, are based on a play of 
Thai words, a fact which makes it likely 
that they were created, at least in part, 
by Thai speakers. Again, the title of 
the work, which is spelled "113Jbn!l1~ 
(Ramakiarti)", a close derivation from 
the Sanskrit word "Ramakirti", is pro­
nounced "Ra-ma-kien", a fact which 
hints that there should be Khmer influ­
ence somewhere. 

It is not possible to discuss in detail 
within this space how these additions 
crept into the Thai Ramakien and from 
where. What we know is that Rama in 
the Ramakien is the same as in the 
Ramayaqa, but many of the episodes 
are not. 

This Thai Ramakien was retold in 
a small English book by Sri Satyananda 
Puri some five decades ago. The circu­
lation was limited, and the book is hard 
to find, even in a library. It was retold 
in English again by M.L. Manich 
Chumsai, the well-know scholar and 
energetic writer of historical cum liter­
ary topics of the Chalermnit Publish­
ing House, Bangkok. 

Now the Thai story of Rama has 
been given the form of a Sanskrit epic 
poem by no less a poet of renown than 
Sri Satya Vrat Shastri, a Sanskrit scholar 
and poet from India. He was the Head 
of the Sanskrit Department and the 
Dean of the Faculty of Arts at the 
University of Delhi when he agreed to 
come to Thailand as a Visiting Profes­
sor of Sanskrit in Chulalongkorn Uni-
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versity. After that, he visited several 
universities in Germany, Belgium, and 
Canada. Then he went back to India, 
and served as the Vice Chancellor of 
Shri Jagannath Sanskrit University in 
Orissa. After that he was invited to 
Thailand again, and has been associ­
ated with Silpakorn University ever 
since. 

Professor Shastri is from a family 
of true Sanskrit background. He re­
ceived his first Sanskrit lessons from 
his own father, also a Sanskrit profes­
sor. He has written several Sanskrit 
~works: three Mahakavyas, two Kha.I_l­
qakavyas, one Prabandhakavya and 
others. During his stay in this country 
the first time, he wrote a beautiful 
Khaqqakavya on Thailand entitled 
Thaide5avilasam- LVI!JbVIf'liifl'l~. to mark 
the 200th anniversary of Bangkok or 
Krungthep. Professor Shastri's mind 
never stays idle; it is always active. 

It was during his second stay in 
Thailand, when his knowledge and 
understanding of Thailand, of the 
temperament of the Thai people, its 
language, its tradition, its literature and 
other aspects of Thai life, had become 
broader and deeper, that he composed 
this Sanskrit Mahakavya on the Thai 
Ramakien. 

Name of Meter 

Sanskrit Thai 

Indravajra-Upajati ~UVI1iib=ii!J1-~ti'JI1~ 
Anul:ltubh I Sloka u.sm<ll'l1 

Viyogini ['lt!J Piil] 
Svagata [~'l'll'll'l'l] 

Bhujangaprayata 11'li.:JI'ltl1::ml'l 
' Mandakranta [!J'UVI1011Ur;J1] 

Sikhariqi [i'1'll1ruJ 
Vasantatilaka 'liu~~fln 

Totaka Lr;J!)O 

Malini 
~ ... 

:IJ'lfl'U 

Praharl:lil1i [ ti1::'J,11ntcU] 

Drutavilambita [VIlr;Jijfl':IJYlr;J] 

Pul?pitagra [~l!tti1'111'l11] 
Vidyunmala ii'll'li:IJ'lfl'l 

' 
Total 1,211 
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According to Professor Shastri's 
own words, "The Ramakien has been 
for me just the thread to pick up the 
narrative .. .It is this which has enabled 
me to create a Kavya out of it." 

· Nevertheless, his evaluation of the 
Thai Ramakien deserves further men­
tion: 

"As a story the Ramakien is of 
gripping interest. Told through a vari­
ety of incidents and episodes ... , it has 
an appeal of its own. It is a good insight 
study of the human imagination at play 
in inventing chips of different hues and 
sizes, of possibles and impossibles and 
putting them together ... 

"It is this mosaic that makes the 
Ramakien stand out as an independent 
entity and not a pale shadow of the 
pioneering work of Valmiki., who might 
have been the first to tell the Rama story, 
but as the Thai Ramakien ... prove(s), 
was not the last. It is the Rama story 
everywhere but not the same. And that 
is the beauty of it." 

The Sriramakirtimahakavyam is 
written in verse, with 15 meters (or va­
rieties). There are altogether 1~09 stan­
zas, or 51p04 aksharas or syllables. The 
frequency of the meters employed is as 
follows: 

Number of Number of Percent 
stanzas Aksharas Aksharas 

691 30,404 59.26 
277 8,864 17.28 
63 2,646 5.16 
56 2A64 4.80 
47 2,256 4.40 
31 2,108 4.11 
16 1,088 2.12 
12 672 1.31 
6 288 0.56 
3 180 0.35 
3 156 0.30 
2 96 0.19 
1 50 0.10 
1 32 0.06 

51,304 100.00 
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In the table above, the meters in 
square brackets are hardly met with, if 
at all, in Thai literary works. 

An average Thai is familiar with 
Indravajra and Upajiiti meters, and they 
are very popular in Thai poetry. Now, 
as seen from the table, they are also the 
most often used (59%) by our author. 
Running up next is Anu!itubh or Sloka 
(17%), but this meter is never used in 
Thai poetry. The least used meter is 
Vidyunmiila (0.06%), a meter with four 
quarters of eight heavy or guru 
aksharas (syllables) each. No light or 
laghu syllables are permitted. This 
makes the meter rather difficult to 
employ in Sanskrit poetry. The meter 
is known in Thailand under its Pall 
name il'll'l!3J'lfl'l (Vijjumalii) and is fairly 
popular. 

The Ramiiyaqa is a long epic 
poem of approximately 24,000 stanzas 
or Slokas (fl'ltm). The meter is Anu!itubh, 
or ·U,~m1'11l:t as it is called in Thailand. 
A sloka or stanza is made up of 32 
aksharas which makes the entire 
Riimiiyaqa about 770,000 aksharas long. 
The Ramakien, on the other hand, is 
written in a Thai meter called klan bot 
lakhon - nfif1LI11Yifi::m of approximately 
25,000 stanZas. Each stanza inciden­
tally contains about 32 syllables, just 
like the sloka. The total number of 
syllables in the Ramakien is therefore a 
little less than 800,000, a few percent 
longer than the Riimiiyai}a. 

The Sririimakirtimahcikiivyam is 
divided into 25 sargas or cantos. The 
main plot follows the Riimiiyaqa of 
Viilmiki, and is narrated in a straight­
forward manner. In fact, our author 
makes it clear that he has chosen to 
concentrate on the episodes of the 
Ramakien as are not to be met with in 
the Viilmikian Riimiiyaqa or other In­
dian Riimiiyaqas. His work starts with 
a short Introduction in the first sarga 
giving general information about Thai­
land and the Thai Ramakien. From 
then on, for the convenience of read­
ers, Professor Shastri has given to each 
sarga a name indicative or suggestive 
of the episodes to be emphasized. For 
those who. would like to get a general 
idea or a brief sketch of each sarga, an 
outline is given in the table of contents. 

REVIEWS 

Some of the episodes not found in 
the Viilmiki.an Riimiiyaqa are intriguing. 
·Those who study the various versions 
of the story of Riima will bear witness 
to this. The following few sargas in 
this Mahakiivyam are examples:-

Canto IV, Nandaka (uuvm), 
Ravai}a's previous ex­
istence. 

Canto vm, Darabhi (VIm), a patri­
cidal buffalo killed by 
Valin. 

Canto X, Beiijakayi (Llltyn'l!!), a 
corpse floating against 
the current upstream. 

Canto XII, Suvarl)lUil<ltsyii ( ~'lmu-
31'.,.'111), the bridge's 
destroyer. 

It is not an easy task for any writer 
to incorporate all the extraneous epi­
sodes as found in the Thai Ramakien 
in a book in another language, with an 
effect which is felt by a native Thai 
speaker. Sometimes it is a play on 
words that counts, or a playful trick 
which is utilized for a serious purpose. 
For example, the Ramakien has a story 
of a grateful she-frog who sacrificed 
herself to save the life of her benefi­
cient Rishi. With the supernatural 
power of the Rishi, she was brought 
back to life again, but this time as a 
beautiful woman. The Rishi named her 
Nang Montho on account of her former 
existence as a frog (Sanskrit maf!qilka). 
She finally became the queen of 
Rava11a (Viilmiki : Mandodari). 

Another story is the fight between 
Riimaslira and Arjuna, in which Riimasiira 
caught Arjuna by the ankles and 
smashed him against Mount Kiiilasa with 
such a powerful force that it caused the 
Mount to lean to one side. Niigas (large 
serpents) from the world ocean were 
used as ropes and all the gods exerted 
their strength in the attempt to pull the 
mount up, but of no avail. It was 
Sugrlva who suggested a trick. When 
the niigas were fully stretched during 
the pull, they were all unexpectedly 
tickled at the navel at the same mo­
ment. A reflex by the niigas caused a 
powerful jerk and Mount Kiiiliisa stood 
up straight as before. 

In any case, the many episodes 
which are incorporated in the 
Sririimakirtimahakiivyam are represen­
tative enough of the philosophy of life 
of the people, or peoples, whosoever 
they are, whose variegated contribu­
tions added up to make the Thai 
Ramakien the way it is at present. 

The book is illustrated with 16 
color plates on the Thai Ramakien, and 
if the picture on the front jacket is 
included, there are 17 plates in all. They 
are photographs of mural paintings 
from Wat Phra Keo located within the 
precinct of the Grand Palace. The re­
production of the plates is first class. 

For those who prefer to read 
the work in English, there is a transla­
tion by Dr. Jiya Lal Kamboj of the De­
partment of Sanskrit of the Hindu 
College of the University of Delhi (pp. 
219-358). For Thai readers, a Thai trans­
lation by Dr. Chamlong Sarapadnuke 
of the Department of Oriental Lan­
guages of Silpakorn University follows 
(pp. 361-530). This makes the book 
directly valuable to scholars interested 
in comparative literature, folk-lore 
studies and in the expansion of Hindu 
culture in South East Asia. 

Translating a work requires spe­
cial skill; the translator must know 
exactly the meaning of key words in­
tended in the original. Very often the 
expression in one language cannot be 
rendered into another language with 
the correct shade of meaning. Thus the 
Sanskrit "kaSdd", which simply means 
"a certain being, someone", is translated 
"some person" in the English translation 
and "'1./f'i!tfvlif-3 - (a man)" (Ill. 16). In 
the Ramakien, this "someone" is a she­
crow. 

In Canto IX, the Sanskrit 5yena in 
Ravaqa's dream is translated differently, 
as a vulture (LLN) in the English transla­
tion, but as a mden (hawk) in the Thai 
translation. In the Ramakien, it is the 
liN (vulture), a scavenger bird, subsis­
ting mainly on carrion, and always a 
bad omen. A hawk is a bird of prey, 
and may signify anything. In Canto 
XVII, the soul of Riivai}a is kept in a 
sealed casket or box made of stone. The 
Sanskrit word used in this case is 



"pafljara" and is rendered the same in 
the translations (a cage and m.:Jun.) 

These minor points need not be 
much emphasized, because as a whole, 
the ~riramakirtimahakavyam serves its 
purpose far more than the present 
reviewer expected. It is a beautiful work 
of literary art. It is a valuable contribu­
tion to Modern Sanskrit poetry in the 
Mahakavya style of Sanskrit literary 
tradition. It is a pioneering work which 
attempts to bring the growth, the col­
orful blooms and savory fruits of the 
Ramayaqa from ~yamadesa back home 
to India in the language of the original. 
The work of the illustrious author Satya 
Vrat Shastri, while being a beautiful 
objet d'art in itself, is also a contribu­
tion to the aq:ldemic pursuit on the ex­
pansion of the story of Rama. Last, but 
not least, it should serve as a serene, 
subtle and sober element inwardly 
inherent in man to bring in closer cul­
tural ties between Thailand and India. 

VISUDH BUSYAKUL 
Chulalongkorn University 

Thai Manuscript Painting. 
HENRY GINSBURG. London: 

The British Library, 1989, 112 pp., 
ill. 

The ornate, ethereal, and often 
whimsical world of Thai manuscript 
painting, previously accessible to the 
reader only in scattered monographs 
and book chapters, has at last come to 
the fore in Henry Ginsburg's Thai 
Manuscript Painting. This slim, 112-
page volume, with its sumptuous color 
photographs and concise but highly 
informative text, is without doubt the 
most valuable contribution to the ma­
terial published thus far on this engag­
ing art form. 
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Dr. Ginsburg, curator of Thai and 
Cambodian material at the British Li­
brary for many years, is well qualified 
to author the book. Writing with au­
thority, sensitivity, and an obvious love 
for his subject matter, he presents a 
clear, succinct understanding of the 
basics of Thai manuscript painting in 
the elegant language of the true con~ 
noisseur. 

The book begins with an introduc­
tory chapter on the history, form, 
and content of illustrated manu­
scripts - both palm leaf volumes (bai 
ian) and folded paper books (samut khoi) 

-in Thailand. The subsequent five 
chapters delineate themes commonly 
depicted: cosmology, divination, ele­
phants, ten lives of the Buddha, and 
Phra Malai. The final two chapters deal 
with genre scenes and stylistic devel­
opment. 

The five chapters dealing with 
content are perhaps the most valuable 
part of the book, for they shed light on 
a diverse body of pre-modern folklore 
and literature that is quickly becoming 
forgotten in many development-con­
scious segments of Thai society. For 
example, the chapter on Thai Buddhist 
cosmology as revealed in Traiphum 
treatises and illustrations brings sense 
and order to what at first glance seems 
to be a grab bag of motifs, tales, and 
mythological characters. Attributed to 
King Lithai who ruled Sukhothai in the 
14th century, the Traiphum was com­
piled from more than 30 different 
Buddhist sources. It describes the three 
realms of existence, each of which is 
divided into various levels. The trea­
tise begins with an account of the 
lowest level of existence - where the 
various hells are located - and contin­
ues through the realms of the animals, 
humans, thewada, and brahma to the 
highest level- where beings are com­
pletely free, not only of suffering, but 
of all material elements. 

While the text focuses on the moral 
and physical aspects of life in each level, 
the illustrations give more prominence 
to the geographical features of the text 
and include labels identifying the 
places, structures, and personages 
depicted. 
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Although the Traiphum in modem 
published book form extends to more 
than 300 pages, Ginsburg boils it down 
to a nine-page chapter much of which 
is taken up by six half- or full-page 
photographs. For the scholarly reader, 
he provides references to various ver­
sions of the Traiphum itself, both in Thai 
and in translation, rather than attempt­
ing a detailed summary. 

The second chapter is a valuable 
source of information about numerous 
indigenous types of divination. One 
such method, expounded in Phromma­
chat texts and used in Thai fortune­
telling, is an eclectic blend of lore from 
both indigenous and foreign sources. 
It involves not only the Chinese 12-year 
animal cycle, but also specific trees that 
house the 'spirit' of persons born in 
particular years. In addition, each year 
has its particular element of either 
water, earth, wood, gold, fire, or iron. 
(Those who have visited the Jim 
Thompson House in Bangkok may have 
seen a facsimile of this type of divina­
tion manuscript available for sale at the 
giftshop.) 

Another method of divination 
involves numerology and depends 
"solely on the numbers of the month of 
birth together with the day of birth, 
within the given birth year." Still other 
divination texts are based on a system 
of astronomy that interprets specific 
changes in the appearance of the heav­
enly bodies as good or bad omens. 
Ginsburg does not include any ex­
amples of illustrations from the third 
category of manuscripts, which, admit­
tedly, are perhaps the least interesting 
visually of all the treatises. (The paint­
ings consist of circles of different col­
ors or combinations of colors represent­
ing the planets, sun, and moon.) 

Various modes of divination, 
Ginsburg explains, were also used in 
diagnosing physical ailments. Illus­
trated manuscripts include diagrams of 
the human body, indicating points for 
pressure massage, and drawings of 
mascots for maladies of each month to 
aid in the diagnosis and treatment of 
growths and tumors. Here, again, we 
see an example of Thai eclecticism in 
the apparent blend of Chinese, Indian, 
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and Arabic systems of health care that 
made their way into medical manu­
scripts in old Siam. 

Elephant treatises, along with texts 
dealing with the court and warfare, are 
the subject of the third chapter. The 
religious and courtly symbolism at­
tached to elephants in Thailand is 
mentioned briefly, with examples sug­
gesting that southern India provided 
the prototypes for the Thai illustrations. 
Ginsburg notes that although much of 
the Hindu mythology of India was 
adopted in Buddhist Thailand, as seen 
in treatises on mythological elephants 
such as Erawan (Sanskrit, Airavana), it 
was altered in the process. "The Hindu 
gods have become characters in fable 
and drama to the Thai," he explains, 
"but none the less potent characters of 
great renown." 

Within Buddhism, however, notes 
the author, the Hindu gods "have no 
proper place at all." This point raises 
the question of why and by whom the 
manuscripts dealing with secular sub­
jects (apart from elephants, others in­
cluded the characteristics of cats, fight­
ing cocks, and horses) were commis­
sioned. In the case of Buddhist texts, 
the answer invariably is that sponsor­
ship of a manuscript painting consti­
tuted an act of merit, the benefit of 
which would accrue to either the spon~ 
sor or someone designated by him/ 
her- usually a deceased relative. In 
the case of non-Buddhist treatises such 
a compelling motivation is absent, and 
one wonders what there was to replace 
it. 

The fourth chapter, on the ten lives 
of the Buddha, is rich in information 
not only on the depiction of the Thotsa­
chat, or Ten Jatakas, but also on the 
changes in the format and content of 
manuscript painting that took place 
during the 18th century. As the author 
explains, two types of illustrated manu­
scripts apparently existed at this time: 
the cosmology or Traiphum manuscripts 
(which include the Ten Birth Tales 
among many other subjects) and manu­
scripts containing a series of extracts 
from Buddhist texts in the Pali language 
written in an ornate Cambodian script. 
Though Ginsburg doesn't mention this 
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fact, the Traiphum manuscripts were 
composed primarily of illustrations, 
many of which occupied several con­
tinuous pages, with the text confined 
to brief labels scattered throughout the 
illustrations, identifying and delineat­
ing the various realms, structures, and 
characters depicted. 

The Buddhist scriptural extracts, on 
the other hand, are written straight 
across the page. Often they include 
pairs of decorative paintings, one at 
each side of the page with the text in 
between. The paintings depict mythi­
cal animals in a forest setting and/ or 
scenes from the Ten Birth Tales, even 
though they contain no textual refer­
ence to these themes. By the early 
nineteenth century this type of manu­
script appears to have been completely 
supplanted by a third, slightly larger, 
type, illustrating as well as narrating 
the story of Phra Malai, which is dis­
cussed in Chapter 5. 

Dr. Ginsburg's summary of each 
of the Ten Birth Tales is a valuable 
shorthand to interpreting the key ele­
ments typically found in manuscript 
illustrations, where because of spatial 
limitations the story has become dis­
tilled into a few standardized key ele­
ments or essential motifs. In the 
Mahajanaka Jataka, for example, the 
key elements include a shipwreck and 
the rescue of the Buddha-to-be by a sea 
goddess. In the Sarna Jataka, it is a 
figure representing the hero being shot 
with an arrow by a misguided king. 

Finally, Chapter 5 deals with the 
theme of Phra Malai, the compassion­
ate monk who travelled to hell to re­
lieve the sufferings of the hell beings, 
and then to heaven, where he met the 
future Buddha, Maitreya. This tale was 
the most prevalent subject of illustrated 
Thai manuscripts from the early 19th 
to the early 20th century. As Dr. 
Ginsburg points out, the Phra Malai 
manuscripts that came into vogue at 
this time represented not only a new 
theme in manuscript painting, but a 
new format as well. Although the 
Cambodian alphabet was used in both 
formats, the old books were only 9-10 
em high, were written in the Pali lan­
guage, and used a thick decorative 

script. The new manuscripts, on the 
other hand, were 14 to 15 em in height, 
were written in the Thai language, and 
employed a thin style of calligraphy. 

The author notes that there are 
numerous Thai as well as Burmese, Lao, 
and Cambodian versions of the Phra 
Malai story, which derives from a Pali 
text that may have originated in Sri 
Lanka. The ultimate source of the story, 
however, is by no means certain. A 
careful examination of the various 
sections of the story suggests that, like 
the Traiphum, Phra Malai is a compila­
tion of numerous earlier canonical and 
non-canonical Buddhist treatises.1 At 
the same time, analyses of stylistic 
features of the oldest extant Pali ver­
sions of the text reveal linguistic idio­
syncracies that suggest it was composed 
by someone whose native tongue was 
a Southeast Asian language, such as 
Burmese or perhaps northern Thai.2 

One of the most famous Thai ver­
sions of Phra Malai is the Kham Luang, 
or "royal version," composed by Prince 
Thammathibet in the first half of the 
18th century. In Ginsburg's view, "the 
high-flown poetry of Prince Tham­
mathibet elaborates, and indeed rather 
obscures, the narrative by the stiff ele­
gance of its verse." He notes that "the 
illustrated manuscripts all use another 
text, ... set in a far simpler form of po­
etry." 

Unfortunately, he does not iden­
tify this text, though he can only be 
referring to the Kham Suat, or chanted 
version of Phra Malai, which, in fact, is 
the version found in illustrated manu­
scripts. Yet this fact does not square 
with Ginsburg's assertion that "[t]he 
account of hell [in the popular version] 
is quite succinct." On the contrary, the 
section describing the suffering hell 
beings and preta comprises nearly one­
fourth of the Kham Suat text, and is rich 
in colorful, graphic, and often grotesque 
descriptions of their torments.3 

The Kham Suat text in fact, is 
unique in this respect, for most other 
versions of Phra Malai are remarkably 
similar to the Kham Luang text in the 
general flow of events and in the rela­
tively short amount of space devoted 



to Phra Malai's visit to hell.4 

One who is familiar with Phra 
Malai texts may quibble with 
Ginsburg's identification of the figure 
in Plate 25, sitting with lndra and Phra 
Malai, as Brahma. (Unfortunately, Phra 
Malai manuscripts, unlike those of the 
Traiphum, lack identifying labels for 
personages and places. Thus, one can 
identify figures in the illustrations only 
on the basis of knowledge of the text). 
The Hindu god Brahma, typically 
depicted with three faces, is not one of 
the standard characters in the story of 
Phra Malai. Rather, it seems more 
reasonable to identify this figure as 
either one of the twelve devaputra who 
come to worship at the Culamani 
Chedi, or as the future Buddha 
Maitreya, who plays an integral part in 
the story. 

Following a brief chapter on genre 
scenes, the book concludes with "Notes 
on Style." Here Dr. Ginsburg gives an 
accurate but cursory summary of the 
development of Thai manuscript paint­
ing. He notes, for example, a trend 
from the 17th century onward that 
"moves from free and open composi­
tions with very lively details ... towards 
more closed-in compositions embel­
lished with details that are often tightly 
packed and sometimes fussy." Though 
he suggests that clues to dating manu­
scripts can be found in a study of both 
textiles and architectural elements, such 
as thrones, pavilions, and pulpits, 
Ginsburg makes no mention of signifi­
cant stylistic connections with relevant 
mural painting (as found, for example, 
at Wat Yai Suwannaram, Wat Ko Kaew 
Suttharam, and Wat Chong Nonsi). 

Finally, the author concludes his 
work with a most useful appendix list­
ing Thai illustrated manuscripts in The 
British Library and other institutions in 
the West. 

On the whole, then, Thai Manu­
script Painting is a most praiseworthy 
work, having accomplished the admi­
rable feat of demystifying the diverse 
and relatively obscure subject matter 
portrayed in Thai illustrated manu­
scripts. Moreover, it does so in ·a 
manner that conveys the social context 
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in which the various manuscripts were 
created and the spirit of playfulness that 
pervades many of the paintings. In the 
light of these accomplishments, any 
criticisms of the book are minor, indeed. 

One criticism concerns the use of 
the words "virtue" and "merit" in the 
context of the Buddhist birth tales in 
Chapter 4. Each of the Ten Birth Tales 
epitomizes a specific Buddhist concept 
or ideal collectively known in Pali as 
paramitta and in Thai as parami. This 
term is generally translated into 
English as "virtue" (though "perfection" 
is sometimes used).5 Dr. Ginsburg, 
however, uses this term seemingly 
interchangeably with the word 
"merit."6 

"Merit", however, is the English 
term generally used to translate the Pali 
"punnya"; (Thai: boon), as in the trans­
lation found in McFarland: "assets in 
the future life's balance sheet, resulting 
from good deeds; the antithesis of 
kamma; merit; happiness or reward (as 
laid up for the future state or condi­
tion)," p. 484. And, in fact, Dr. Ginsburg 
does use the word "merit" in this sense, 
as well? The terms are not interchange­
able, however, and given Dr. 
Ginsburg's extensive background, one 
can only wonder why he chose to use 
them in this confusing way. 

Another criticism is that the author, 
in categorizing the manuscripts by 
theme, fails to discuss the relationship 
between the various types of manu­
scripts. Were the elephant manuscripts, 
for example, painted by the same art­
ists who illustrated the divination texts? 

A more minor criticism is the fact 
that the vast majority of paintings fea­
tured in the book were taken from 
manuscripts in Western collections. It 
is hoped that in the future Dr. Ginsburg 
will write a sequel to the present vol­
ume filled with examples from the 
many fine manuscripts in Thai collec­
tions. 

While the scholar of Buddhist 
studies or art history may wish for more 
exacting detail in the text, fuller docu­
mentation of source material, or more 
complete analysis of stylistic develop­
ment, the book is highly recommended 
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as an inspiring, well written, and beau­
tifully illustrated launching point for 
further study. 

BONNIE BRERETON 
Ann Arbor, Michigan 

ENDNOTES 

1) Supapom Makchaeng, "Khwam Pen.Ma 
Khong Phra Malai Sut," Watthanatham 25 
Somphot Krung Rattanakosin 200 Pi, Sun 
Songserm lae Phatthana Watthanatham, 
Withiyalai Khru Thonburi, 2525, pp. 8-9. 

2) Supaphan na Bangchang, Wiwithana/am 
Ngankhian thi Pen Phasa Bali nai Prathet Thai, 
Bangkok, 1986, pp. 312-314. For an histori­
cal analysis, see Supaporn Makchaeng, 
Mnleyyadevatheravatthu: Kantruat Somchamra 
lae Kan suksa Choeng Wikhro, Withiyaniphon 
Mahabandit Phanaek Wicha Phasa Ta­
wanok, Banditwithiyalai Chulalongkorn 
Mahawithiyalai, 2518, pp. 27-36. 

3) Up until about fifteen years ago this text 
was commonly chanted at funeral wakes in 
central and south Thailand; nowadays this 
practice occurs only in scattered spots 
around the country, including Ayutthaya, 
Chachoengsao, Bangkok, and Pattani. In 
fact, illustrated Phra Malai manuscripts 
frequently include depictions of funeral 
scenes on the opening pages of the text. 

4) See, for example, the Northern Thai 
Mnlai Ton-Mnlai Plai, the lsan Mnlai Moen­
Mnlai Saen, and the Central Thai Phra Mnlai 
Sut Sam Thammat. 

5) The Pali Text Society's Pali-English Diction­
ary, London, 1966, p. 464; see also George 
Bradley McFarland, Thai-English Dictionary, 
Stanford, California, 1944, p. 482. 

6) He writes, "[T)he greatest virtue of all is 
Giving, the theme of the very last of the birth 
tales." p. 44). But later, he notes, "Prince 
Temiya ... embodies the merit of renuncia­
tion," (p. 45), and [Prince Janaka's] life ex­
emplifies the merit of perseverance." (p. 46). 

7) "The renown of King Nimi and his merit 
are such that the very gods desire to meet 
him ... ) p. 47). 
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Hill Tribes Today: Problems 
in Change. JOHN McKINNON 
and BERNARD VIENNE (eds.). 
Bangkok: White Lotus-Orstrom 
(TRI-ORSTROM Project), 1989, 

xxvn + 507 pp., 101 plates, hard 
cover. US$ 39.50 

The main aim of this collection of 
articles, a sequel to an earlier volume 
(McKinnon and Wanat, eds., 1983), is 
to show how national and international 
political interests and the cognitive 
orientations of researchers, enrouted 
research and policy on the so-called 
"hill tribes" of northern Thailand in a 
direction which, according to the edi­
tors and several contributors, was 
highly detrimental to the hill tribes 
themselves, and to propose a viable 
alternative to that direction. 

Research on the hill tribes of Thai­
land has from the very outset been 
construed in terms of an "outside-in" 
perspective: The "problem" of the hill 
tribes has been defined from the per­
spective, and with a view to the inter­
ests, of the wider T.l;tai society and 
especially of its political center, which 
in tum was influenced by international 
interests. The hill tribes, who until the 
end of the 1950's enjoyed relative free­
dom from governmental interference, 
became a subject of intensified scien­
tific concern only as the Thai state 
began to penetrate the northern high­
lands militarily, administratively, eco­
nomically and politically, and sought 
information and advice as to how to 
deal with them. These needs formed 
the background to the foundation of the 
Tribal Research Center (now Tribal 
Research Institute) in Chiang Mai in 
1964 (Geddes, 1983: 5). The penetra­
tion itself, and the research it engen­
dered, was motivated by the problems 
which the hill tribes allegedly created: 
destruction of the forest by their swid­
dening techniques, production of 
opium, and a threat to national secu­
rity through insurgency (df. McKinnon, 
1987). The book puts into question this 
"outside-in" perspective, and the scien-
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tific and popular images of the hill 
tribes which it generated. Indeed, the 
principal acievement of McKinnon and 
Vienne is that they succeeded to for­
mulate an inverse perspective, one 
which looks at the hill tribes "inside 
out," and seeks to formulate their prob­
lems from their. own perspective, and 
not from that of the authorities. Many 
of the contributors therefore examine 
the problems of the hill tribes, and the 
policies of the authorities towards them, 
especially those relating to the substi­
tution of opium by cash crops and to 
resettlement, from this perspective. 
These concerns in tum lead to the criti­
cal examination of the place of the hill 
tribes in the wider contemporary Thai 
society. 

The book resulted from a novel 
kind of cooperation in hill tribe research 
between Thai and foreign researchers 
and institutions. As the editors point 
out in their introduction, the book is 
" ... a cooperative undertaking in institu­
tional development and scientific re­
search conducted by personnel from the 
Tribal Research Institute (TRI) and the 
French Institute of Scientific Research 
for Development through Cooperation 
(ORSTROM)" (p. XXII-XXIII). Signifi­
cantly, however, there are no contribu­
tions by members of the hill tribes 
themselves. 

Most of the authors work in the 
TRI or were associated with the OR­
STROM project; their contributions are 
supplemented by invited papers by a 
few other foreign researchers. The 
authors come from highly varied back­
grounds; among them are anthropolo­
gists, geographers, nutritionists, agricul­
tural scientists, political scientists, 
administrators and even a primatolo­
gist. The heterogeneous origins and 
disciplinary backgrounds of the authors 
endow the volume with some lack of 
cohesiveness and with considerable 
variability in the quality of the contri­
butions and of their relevance to its 
principal intellectual concerns. 

The major themes of the book are 
stated by the editors in their introduc­
tion, and by Wanat Bhruksasri, the 
director of TRI since its inception. In 
his two contributions, Khun Wanat 

outlines the current governmental pol­
icy towards the hill tribes, and pres­
ents a liberal and humane interpreta­
tion of that policy, which seeks to 
overcome its harsher implications, 
while preserving its central goal: the . 
integration of the hill people into Thai 
society. In Wanat's considered opin­
ion, this can be achieved without their 
complete cultural assir.nilation; perma­
nent settlement of the hill people, which 
is advocated as a solution to their al­
leged destruction of the forest and of 
other natural resources through shift­
ing agriculture, can, according to 
Wanat, be achieved by cooperation and 
without the use of compulsion. Ironi­
cally, his moderate and humane ap­
proach contrasts harshly with reality as 
demonstrated, e.g., by Ardith Eudey's 
article- an eye-witness account of the 
manner in which the authorities evicted 
a group of Hmongs (Meos) from a 
village in a wildlife sanctuary in Uthai 
Thani province in 1986. 

However sympathetic he may be 
to the hill tribes, Wanat's perspective is 
still one of "outside-in;" it could indeed 
hardly be otherwise, considering that 
he is an official of the Thai government. 
The opposite, sharply contrasting posi­
tion is represented in an article by 
Bernard Vienne, a French anthropolo­
gist and senior researcher of OR­
STROM. Vienne sharply criticizes the 
basic assumptions of policy-makers and 
researchers regarding the hill tribes, and 
the manner in which hill tribe pro­
blems are defined and development 
policies implemented. Vienne argues 
that policy makers entertain a stere­
otypical image of the hill tribes, that 
their development policies are prima­
rily of a merely technical nature (such 
as the introduction of agricultural 
innovations to prevent opium growing 
and forest destruction by swiddening), 
and that their priorities are set accord­
ing to the interests of external factors, 
rather than those of the hill tribes them­
selves; indeed, the latter are excluded 
from the whole policy-making process. 
The consequences of current policies of 
opium eradication and introduction of 
cash crops into the tribal economy have, 
in Vienne's opinion, been disas­
trous- they led to increased depend-



ence of the hill tribes upon the wider 
society, to increased precariousness of 
their existence, and to pauperization 
and disillusionment. 

Chupinit Kesmanee and Chanta­
boon Sutthi, senior researchers at TRI, 
present detailed analyses of the diffi­
culties and failures resulting from the 
agricultural extension and crop-substi­
tution policies of the authorities, and 
further substantiate Vienne's principal 
arguments. Chupinit especially points 
out the ecological imbalances caused by 
these policies and stresses the need for 
a balanced social and economic devel­
opment approach, which would pay at­
tention to the needs of the hill tribes, 
and introduce an alternative subsis­
tance-crop policy, instead of the cur­
rent cash-crop policy. 

These contributions are followed 
by several interesting papers, which, 
however, are not always related to the 
principal concerns of the volume. 

The nutritionist Ralana Maneepra­
sert reviews the nutritional problems 
found among hill tribe people, and 
points out the social factors which . 
aggravate these problems among 
women and children. Sanit Wongspra­
sert of the TRI presents a case study of 
Lahu opium addiction; he finds that 
addiction remained relatively high, 
despite the recent decline in opium 
production. 

Two papers on the Lisu (Prasert 
Chaipigusit and Yves Conrad) and one 
on the Akha (Cornelia A Kammerer) 
constitute the more specifically anthro­
pological contributions to the volume. 
They relate primarily to commonly held 
stereotypes and beliefs regarding the 
hill tribes, such as Lisu "anarchism" 
(Prasert), and to the problems involved 
in defining tribal ethnic identity by 
means of "objective" criteria (Conrad 
and Kammerer). In the last section of 
her paper, Kammerer discusses at 
length the current problems of resettle­
ment of tribal people and their integra­
tion in the Thai nation. She finds that 
there is a difference between the gov­
ernmental policies towards the Karen 
and the other hill tribes; but otherwise 
her analysis is very much in tune with 
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the general approach of the editors of 
the volume. 

The last section of the book con­
sists of a motley collection of "fragments 
and reflections", among which Jean 
Baffle's article on the portrayal of the 
hill tribes in Thai penny-horribles 
(cartoons) is the most interesting. 
However, that section is preceded by a 
thoughtful paper by John McKinnon, 
which in fact constitutes the conclud­
ing statement of the book. According 
to McKinnon there is a consensus be­
tween researchers and policy-makers, 
wrong in his eyes, regarding the na­
ture of the hill tribes and of their place 
in Thai society. This consensus forms 
the basis of current policies towards the 
highlands; these policies, in McKinnon's 
view, need rethinking. McKinnon 
claims that there exists an agreed 
"paradigm" which "places highlanders 
in a marginalized and subordinate 
position in relation to the mainstream 
of Thai society" (p. 305). This paradigm 
is related to a body of widely shared 
opinions (the "consensus") and images, 
mainly negative ones, regarding the hill 
people, many of which are open to 
question, even if they have been pre­
sented as "facts" by social scientists. 

In so far as such "facts" served as 
a basis of policy towards the hill tribes, 
the social scientists who have provided 
them rendered a disservice to the tribes. 
McKinnon calls on them to challenge 
the prevailing consensus, and to exam­
ine critically their scientific understand­
ing of the hill tribes and of their place 
in Thai society. 

However, more than by faulty 
information, policy formation was, 
according to McKinnon, shaped by 
powerful foreign intervention, which 
"emphasized the structural opposition 
between lowlanders and highlanders in 
a manner which suited the former but 
worked to the disadvantage of the lat­
ter" (pp. 333-4). Foreign assistance, 
motivated primarily by the desire to 
eliminate opium production, sought to 
help to integrate the hill tribes into the 
nation. However, McKinnon argues, 
since the interests of the hill tribes were 
not taken account of, rather than inte­
gration the process led to a mere struc-
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tural assimilation and cultural homog­
enization of the tribes. Foreign donors 
thus in fact contributed to the process 
of state formation in the highlands; but 
the effects of the governmental pene­
tration of their areas on the tribes them­
selves "has largely been ignored: in­
creased socioeconomic participation 
and integration has not been accompa­
nied by positive political incorporation 
into the state structure" (p. 341). The 
tribals failed, on the whole, to secure 
tenure on the land which they have 
illegally occupied; and close to half 
the tribal population has not yet been 
given Thai citizenship (at the time of 
writing). 

This is an iconoclastic book, which 
puts into question many of the accepted 
truisms about the hill tribes and offers 
an alternative perspective which, even 
if not always wholly convincing or 
clearly stated, is certainly thought­
provoking and intriguing. The book 
makes a strong moral point, namely, 
that the approach and policy towards 
the hill tribes has to recognize their own 
interests and to foster their participa­
tion in the process of their development 
and integration into the national soci­
ety. 

While this message forms the 
"backbone" of the book, there are quite 
a few contributions which, though they 
in themselves may be valuable, relate 
to it only marginally or not at all. 
Particularly the last section of "Reflec­
tions: Fragments and Impressions" is 
poorly integrated with the principal 
thrust of the book. But this is a minor 
quibble in view of the fact that this is 
one of the more thoughtful books, ac­
cessible to laymen, as against the pres­
ent flurry of tourist-oriented picture­
books and guide-books, presenting the 
hill-tribes in a superficial, idealized and 
unrealistic light. Indeed, it is ironic that 
during the very period through which 
the hill tribes have suffered a growing 
economic, social and cultural crisis, 
tourism into the highlands, in quest of 
the "primitive and remote" (Cohen, 
1989) hill tribes, has become increas­
ingly popular. 

The volume is beautifully illus­
trated with about a hundred color 
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photographs, most of them taken by the 
authors of the various papers. How­
ever, the editing of the volume leaves 
much to be desired. There are too many 
typos, misspellings of names, and lists 
of references none of which were cited 
in the text (e.g. in the articles by Sut­
this and Ralana). It is a pity that such 
negligence should mar an otherwise 
significant, beautiful and timely book. 

ERIK COHEN 
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
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Radical Conservatism: Bud­
dhism in the Contemporary 

World. SULAK SIV ARAI<SA et 

al., Bangkok: The Thai Inter­
Religious Commission for Devel­

opment and the International 
Network of Engaged Buddhists, 

1990, 558 pp. 

The Thai Inter-Religious Commis­
sion for Development and the Interna­
tional Network of Engaged Buddhists, 
the joint publishers of "Radical Conser­
vatism," are to be commended for their 
efforts in drawing together such a 
varied, provocative and enlightening 
collection of articles analyzing Bud­
dhism's role in contemporary society. 
This publication is of critical importance 
at this juncture in Thai history as 
Buddhism's relevance is increasingly 
questioned, and the status and prestige 
of the Sangha and its institutional hier­
archy has been compromised and 
weakened. Well publicized infractions 
of both the vinaya and state law by 
renowned monks and perceived inac­
tion and weakness on the part of re­
sponsible Sangha authorities to take 
remedial action have resulted in a cri­
sis of faith on the part of the educated 
citizenry, particularly the younger 
generation. "Radical Conservatism" 
provides a much needed tonic; a faith 
restorative fostering a deeper under­
standing and awareness of basic truths 
as expressed through the Dharma in all 
its varied manifestations. 

This volume of articles is dedicated 
to Buddhadasa and in honor of his 
seventh cycle. His prodigious labours 
in interpreting Buddhism to assure its 
continuing relevance in modem day 
society are now legendary. 

It is not surprising that in a book 
of thirty-eight articles on such varied 
subjects as Buddhism and Psychother­
apy; Buddhism and the Environment; 
Buddhist Monasticism in European 
Culture; Buddhist-Christian Approach 
to Social Liberalism; and Women and 
Buddhism in Thailand, the Reader, 
depending on his or her background 

and proclivities, would meditate only 
on a selected few, peruse others and 
glance cursorily at the rest. However, 
each article, in its own unique way, 
provides new insights and perspectives 
which enrich our minds and contribute 
to our individual search for serenity, 
equilibrium and wisdom. 

The first section, entitled "Buddhist 
Thought in the Contemporary World," 
contains two gem-like sermons, sear­
ing in their brilliance, as one comes to 
realize how it is possible to both be a 
good Buddhist and create a workable 
Buddhist society despite the violence, 
chaos and materialism so prevalent in 
contemporary society. Interestingly 
enough, the two authors, Bhikkhu 
Sumedho and Bhikkhu Khantipalo, are 
western monks. This volume presents 
clear evidence that whether a monk or 
layman, one's nationality does not 
determine or limit one's ability to 

· comprehend the intricacies. of Buddhist 
thought and philosophy. Asian and 
Western academics, teachers and phi­
losophers are all equally contributing 
to the burgeoning worldwide Buddhist 
scholarship so evident in the volume 
under review. 

I have always been an admirer of 
Thich Nhat Hanh's exceptional ability 
to communicate the vital importance of 
Buddhist awareness and how it can 
impact on every aspect of our daily life. 
I was, thus, quite predictably, en­
thralled with his expositions on anger, 
non-self and suchness and their mean­
ing in our lives in his article on bud­
dhism and Psychotherapy. One of the 
favored way stations of the Middle Path 
must certainly be Plum Village where 
Thich Nhat Hanh resides. Other ar­
ticles in this section deal with Buddhist 
approaches and means to cope with 
money and death. The article on 
Buddhist Education by the respected 
Buddhist scholar, Phra Debvedi, while 
erudite and informative as might be 
expected, somehow seemed a bit mis­
placed in this section. 

One would have hoped for the 
inclusion of one of Phra Debvedi's 
trenchant treatises on the community 
service role of the Sangha, and specifi­
cally the work of the Phra Patana 



(Development Monks) in the North and 
Northeast, which could have blended 
in perfectly with the cluster of articles 
in the next section on "Socially Engaged 
Buddhism." Herein, several interrelated 
articles focus on the role Buddhism can 
play in sensitizing the world commu­
nity to a new approach to perceiving 
nature; to one of the interdependence 
of man and nature. Such a Buddhist 
inspired "world view" has very practi­
cal implications for solving the envi­
ronmental crisis in which the world 
finds itself. At the same time, the 
various articles indicate how this Bud­
dhist insight into the interdependence 
of all living things has implications for 
developing new systems of agriculture, 
e.g., integrated farming; new ap­
proaches to combating disease; and 
new paradigms of development replac­
ing the increasingly discredited eco­
nomic growth model. The authors in 
this section include such well known 
"engaged" Thai Buddhists as Dr. Pra­
wase Wasi and Ajahn Sulak Sivaraksa 
as well as their farang counterparts in 
the United States and Europe. 

The third section of this volume 
deals with Buddhahasa's thought as 
interpreted by both Thai and Western 
scholars who have pored and pondered 
over the entire corpus of Buddhadasa's 
writings and sermons. Each of the 
articles focuses on one or more aspects 
of Buddhist thought, history, or lore 
that has come under the c_ritical eye of 
Buddhadasa and which consequently 
has been re-interpreted. Whether it is 
a question of the life of the Buddha or 
the core concepts of dharma, karma, 
merit, sin, nirvana, Buddhadasa's inter­
pretations are inevitably cast in a 
modernized, demythologized, rational­
ist vein. The exposition of Bud­
dhadasa's thought by the authors in this 
section make the reader realize how 
easily Buddhadasa's thinking could be 
viewed by traditional Buddhists as 
radical and subversive. Despite the 
disclaimer of the two-language thesis, 
phasa khon (everyday language) and 
phasa dharma (dharma language)~ used 
for different audiences, the fact remains 
that Buddhadasa's predilection for the 
dramatic statement eradicating widely 
held literal and mythical beliefs, and 
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for seeking identity of symbols and 
concepts with other religions, has led 
to both misconception and mistrust. It 
is also clear from these authors' expo­
sitions that Buddhadasa's teachings are 
especially relevant for an educated 
urban clientele. They would appear to 
have less meaning for rural villagers 
and would more than likely cause 
confusion and be destabilizing. It is 
almost too facile to denigrate spirit 
worship and Brahmanic ritual, as well 
as popular forms of Buddhism, unless 
alternative forms of both social control 
and spiritual sustenance, meaningful 
within the villagers' mind-set and world 
view, are provided. Buddhadasa's 
thought is not geared to or focused on 
such a rural constituency. The authors 
in this section include such established 
scholars as Louis Gabaude, Donald 
Swearer and Grant Olson who have 
exhaustively translated and studied 
Buddhadasa's writings. It is somewhat 
surprising that one of the most provoca­
tive analysts of Buddhadasa's thought, 
Peter Jackson, was not given the op­
portunity to offer his critique herein. 

The fourth section of this volume 
describes the national imprimatur that 
has been put on Buddhism given the 
different social, cultural, political and 
historical contexts in which it has flow­
ered or declined. The vital role Bud- . 
dhism has played in inculcating a sense 
of worth and dignity for India's un­
touchables is outlined. The Sri Lankan 
Sangha's concept of a "dharmacracy" is 
analyzed in terms of the negative effect 
it could have on the desirata of ethnic 
reconciliation. The flowering, destruc­
tion and partial recovery of Buddhism 
in Kampuchea is outlined in detail. 
Less attention is given to the unfortu­
nate and counter-productive efforts of 
all Khmer groups and factions to use 
Buddhism for their own political pur­
poses. Other articles concern Buddhist 
ethics and the issue of ethnic minori­
ties in Ladakh; survival of Siamese 
Buddhism in a Malay State; Buddhist 
music as a response to evangelist Chris­
tian practices; Buddhist monasticism in 
European culture; and the relevance 
and appeal of Buddhism to contempo­
rary Western society. 

In line with Buddhadasa's interest 
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in other religions and the influence of 
non-Theravada doctrine and thought 
on his religious model, the last section 
deals with interreligious dialogues 
leading to human, development and 
enrichment. The writers in this section 
caution Buddhists against self-satisfac­
tion and a concomitant lack of interest 
in religious pluralism. They point up 
similarities and parallels among differ­
ent religions as well as the critical entry 
points to best pursue reconciliation and 
mutual understanding. This section 
includes a rather provocative discussion 
of Christian liberation theology and a 
possible Buddhist variation on this 
theme. 

In addition to the intellectually 
stimulating, provocative and informa­
tive articles in this book under review, 
the reader is further rewarded with a 
comprehensive bibliography of Bud­
dhadasa's translated works in such 
diverse languages as Chinese, French 
and Tagalog. As if this was not a 
sufficient bonus, a bibliography of 
studies in English, French and German 
concerning Buddhadasa and Suan 
Mokkh is provided. Both of these 
extensive bibliographies were prepared 
by Louis Gabaude of L'Ecole Fran~ise 
d'Extreme Orient. 

Ajahn Sulak Sivaraksa and his 
fellow editors have done an immense 
service not only to academicians but to 
the general reading public in publish­
ing "Radical Conservatism". This 
immensely readable volume has 
enough pearls of wisdom to both en­
tice and enchant the most recondite of 
scholars, the most jaded of urban co­
gnoscenti or iconoclasts. It is also a 
book of rare import for those of what­
ever religious persuasion searching for 
truth and meaning in an increasingly 
chaotic world. To the Kennedy Foun­
dation for its financial support, to the 
editors for their arduous task of selec­
tion, cajoling and compiling and to the 
writers for their wisdom, a word of 
praise for a job well done. 

~LL~J.KLAUSNER 

Chulalongkorn University 
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The King of the White 
Elephant. PRIDI BANOMYONG. 

Los Angeles: Thammasat Asso­

ciation. Second edition, 1990. 

US$10. Available at Kled Thai 

Co., Ltd., and Song Sayam Co., 

Ltd., Bangkok 

Pridi Banomyong was a Senior 
Statesman with experience in different 
fields- as the Finance Minister in 1940, 
the first Rector of the University of 
Moral and Political Sciences, the Regent 
of His Majesty King Ananda 
Mahidol- a very busy person with 
many affairs of great responsibility to 
the nation; yet he found time to write 
this novel from his historical imagina­
tion. The purpose of this publication 
was to propagate his anti-war and anti­
violence concepts during the pre-World 
War II period, thus encouraging the 
loving-kindness principle of religion to 
be used effectively in problem-solving, 
instead of violence among human 
beings, and that "Right is always victori­
ous over Might." 

In his giving an account of the 
glories of the old capital, Ayodhaya, we 
find that the lives and the ways of liv­
ing of its people were indeed very in­
teresting. Although the king himself 
was still very young when he came to 
the throne, he felt the ceremonies and 
splendours of the court were disagree­
able to him. He stuck to his own simple 
ways and severe tasks. He loved the 
peace and welfare of his nation more 
than anything else. He defended his 
country in single combat, risking his 
own life against the king of the neigh­
bouring country, and won everlasting 
peace. In this way, the incessant suf­
ferings of the people were relieved. 

Historical views in this novel are 
very obvious. The morals are for 
people to live in peace, love, and under­
standing, which will, eventually, bring 
about unity to people and the society 
in which we live. 

The book was first published half 
a century ago, together with a black­
and-white film directed and produced 
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by the late Senior Stateman himself. It 
was reprinted in August 1990 to com­
memorate the 45th anniversary of the 
Thai Peace Day celebration. Without 
his direct involvement in the Free Thai 
Movement carried out clandestinely 
against the Japanese occupation of 
Thailand, the allies would not have 
agreed with him that the Thai declara­
tion of war against Great Britain and 
U.S.A. was null and void. Hence the 
Kingdom managed to maintain its 
independence all through. Yet, some 
in Thailand still ignore his valuable con­
tribution which started with bringing 
democracy to Siam in 1932. 

Hopefully, this new edition of The 
King of the White Elephant will remind 
the readers that, besides being a States­
man, Mr. P. Banomyong was also a 
good prose writer, and his vision of 
Buddhist socialism was a little too far 
ahead of his contemporaries. 

S. SOBHANA 
cfo The Santi Pracha Dhamma 

Institute, Bangkok 

Dr. Ambedkar: The Liberator 
BHADANT ANAND KAUSAL­

YA Y AN Bangkok: International 

Network of Engaged Buddhists, 

1991, 50 pp. 

Upon Dr. Ambedkar's appoint­
ment by Jawaharlal Nehru to help draw 
up a new Indian Constitution, he said 
at the presentation of its draft, "Why 
did I join the Constituent Assembly? 
Solely to safeguard the interests of the 
Untouchables. No more than this." He 
might have also added, "And nothing 
less." 

Dr. Bhimaro Ambedkar was born 
of a Mahar family of the Untouchable 
caste. He spent his entire life challeng­
ing the injustice and cruelty of a social 
system that relegated millions of Indi-

ans to a "sub-human" level. He also 
became, through his conversion and 
spiritual example, one of India's great­
est advocates of the Buddhist religion. 

In his short book (actually more of 
a booklet), Mr. Kausalyayan gives us a 
concise, readable introduction to a man 
whose life, in some ways, can be com­
pared to Mahatma Gandhi .. Both men 
were deeply involved in the political 
issues which rocked India at the end of 
its colonial period. Both men were 
motivated by a deep spiritual life, al­
though, in Dr. Ambedkar's case, it was 
the Dhamma of the Lord Buddha which 
was the source of his great engagement 
in the struggle to bring liberation to the 
Untouchables. 

Ironically enough, we are told how, 
over the issue of a separate electorate 
for the Untouchable caste, both men 
found themselves in strong disagree­
ment. Dr. Ambedkar believed that a 
separate electorate was essential to 
recognize the rights of the Untouch­
ables. Gandhi began a fast to the death 
to oppose a separate electorate for any 
group. Eventually, a compromise was 
established. 

The most stirring episode in the 
book is the account of Dr. Ambedkar's 
march on the Chowdar water tank. 
This public water tank was legally open 
to members of the Untouchable caste. 
However, higher caste Hindus were 
vehemently opposed to this and thus 
the Untouchable minority did not dare 
draw their water there. After several 
mass marches (one including over 
10,000 Untouchables) and a prolonged 
court case, the tank was finally opened 
to the lowest caste, a tank from which 
even animals had always been allowed 
to drink. 

Apart from some "hagiographic" 
tendencies on the part of ·the author, 
this short work is a needed introduc­
tion to Dr. Ambedkar's life and work. 
One hopes that the future might bring 
us a more comprehensive study of this 
pioneer "engaged Buddhist." 

CRAIG BARCAL 

Maryknoll Missioners 


