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Abstract
Since January 2004, violent conflicts in the deep South of Thailand have caused 4,453 deaths 
and 7,239 injuries in 10,386 violent incidents. The numbers are increasing every day. Myriads of 
studies, strategies and proposals have been put forth to address and redress this deep-rooted 
problem. This paper is a modest attempt to find analysis and inspiration from the rich cultural 
resources of Buddhism to address the question of conflict and conflict transformation in Thai 
society.

The Buddhist ‘Genesis’ or The Aggañña-sutta has been analyzed by Thai and Western Buddhist 
scholars as offering an allegorical tale which details a long, inter-dependent process of human 
beings’ moral degradation on the one hand, and socio-political evolution on the other. This is 
considered to be the Buddhist equivalent of the Genesis without God.

This paper offers a re-reading of this important sutta as a narrative of conflict and conflict 
transformation. It argues that the personal conflict of the two young Brahmins aspiring to be fully 
ordained is transcended and transformed by the Buddha’s allegorical tale of human socio-political 
evolution. This paper offers an analysis of the narration and demonstrates that in the narrating 
process, the Buddha was ‘substituting’ the Hindu creation myth with the Discourse on What is 
Primary (Aggañña-sutta). This narrative replacement subverts the deep-rooted cultural force of 
the Hindu creation myth which serves as a cosmological justification for a hierarchy of classes/
castes in the social world. Once the Hindu creation myth is de-mythologized, the structure of 
meaning for the personal conflict of the two Brahmins evaporates. In this way, the Buddha’s 
approach to conflict transformation addresses three dimensions simultaneously, namely, the 
personal, the socio-political and the cosmological.

This re-reading is one paradigmatic example of how to revitalize Buddhism to function as an 
agent of social transformation by offering a Buddhist creative approach to conflict transformation.
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Introduction

Philosophically and historically, Buddhism as a spiritual program for the cessation of suffering as 
well as a civilization force has had a relatively good record for peace. Scholars have offered differ-
ent explanations for this phenomenon. Some argue that due to the absence of Divine Transcendence 
articulated through a Monotheistic God, Buddhism is better positioned not to impose absolute truth 
on others and thus is less prone to the use of violence in the name of ‘God’ as the ‘only Truth.’ 
Others argue that historically, the Buddhist Churches have not had temporal power and therefore 
are less prone to use violence. There has never been a ‘Buddhist Vatican.’ Generally speaking, 
there is probably much truth in these explanations. However, it is beyond the scope and purpose of 
this paper to deal with this huge issue. My interest starts from a particular condition of the recent 
increase in violent conflicts in Buddhist Thailand, especially the problems with the Thai Malay 
Muslims in the deep south, namely the three southernmost provinces of Yala, Pattani, Narathiwat 
and four districts in Songkhla. These prolonged conflicts have raised serious concerns with the 
big picture of the future political stability of the whole nation. In a short span of one decade, Thai 
society has faced highly divisive conflicts, not only in the deep south, but also the continuing 
clashes between the red and the yellow shirts. The coup in September 2006 has added more anger 
and resentment among the people.

As a Buddhist scholar, I feel an urgent need to invite Buddhism into the discussion of how to 
provide some ‘solutions’ to the current crisis of violent conflicts. It seems to me that to be com-
placent and proud of the Buddhist legacy of relative peace in Thai history would be inadequate. 
My approach developed in this paper is a small attempt to unearth and re-discover resources in the 
Buddhist canon to address the question of conflict and conflict transformation.

Religion, state and conflict in Southern Thailand

About one decade before the recent eruptions of violent conflicts in Southern Thailand, the Thai 
Buddhist institution has shown signs of decreasing religious tolerance both in its relation to other 
Buddhist groups as well as in its relation to the religious others, especially the Muslims and the 
Christians (Satha-Anand, 1993: 193–213). I have argued elsewhere that only when Buddhist insti-
tution occupies the sole basis for the definition of Thai cultural identity, could Thai Buddhism 
exercise religious tolerance towards others (ibid.: 212). I would argue that due to the weakening 
self-confidence of the Buddhist institution in the past decades and the resulting decrease in reli-
gious tolerance in Thai society, the Buddhist Church in Thailand has been less relevant to the search 
for solutions for the violent conflicts in the South. In many cases, the Buddhist temples in the deep 
south themselves have been turned into military barracks.1 While it needs to be said that the violent 
conflicts in Southern Thailand cannot be explained in terms of religious difference alone, it is hard 
to deny that the dominant indicator of the two main conflict parties, namely the Buddhist state 
and the Muslim insurgents, is based on religious identification. According to a major report on the 
number of casualties in violent incidents in the deep south (Chitpiromsri, 2010),

In the past 82 months of violence, between January 2547 (2004) to October 2553 (2010) there have 
been 10,386 violent incidents, 4,453 deaths, 7,239 injuries, totaling 11,692 people. Among these, 52.02% 
(2,628) of those dead were Muslims, while 38.15% (1,699) were Buddhists. Among those injured, 60.13% 
(4,353) were Buddhists, while 32.68% (2,362) were Muslims. In other words, one can say that there were 
more Muslim deaths, while Muslims counted less than half of those who were injured.

Researchers, government agencies, NGOs, journalists and peace activists have offered numer-
ous studies and explanations of the above violent incidents (McCargo, 2008; NRC, 2006).2 This 
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paper aims only to address one aspect of this complex phenomenon, namely to ask why it is that 
Buddhism as a religion of tolerance and peace could not have been more active and relevant to help 
address the problem of the increase of conflicts and violence in Thai society in the past decades. 
Leading Thai intellectuals have pointed out a key explanation, namely the continuing patron-client 
relationship between Buddhism and the Thai state. According to Sulak Sivaraksa (1993: 128), ‘The 
institutionalization of the Sangha was typically linked to state control, so that instead of holding 
the state to the ethics of nonviolence, the Sangha has increasingly been called upon to rational-
ize violence and injustice.’3 This issue of ‘holding the state to the ethics of nonviolence’ is highly 
relevant as it implies a very constructive and engaging relationship between Buddhism and the 
state. However, the past seven centuries of that ‘engaging relationship’ have been shaped more by 
state control than by a vibrant independent church with moral authority.4 The construction of state- 
centered Thai Buddhism has concocted a version of Buddhism which has mostly justified ideology 
of the state through various phases in Thai historical development. In this long process of symbi-
otic relationship between Buddhism and the Thai state, it seems that the original reformist spirit of 
the Buddha has been eclipsed.5 This tendency for the institutionalized church to become conserva-
tive and less vibrant is well reflected in other religions as well. A leading Muslim writer, Gai Eaton, 
once asked, ‘What is the point of religion if it does not change the world?’ It seems that religion has 
lost its transformative power, its potential as an agent of change and a medium for social advance-
ment. In this way, religion has also lost its transcendental claim to be a vehicle to bring society to a 
better place. The question that faces us now is: How do we rescue that transformative potential of 
religion so that it can aid social advancement (Noor, 2011: 19–20)?

The following will be an exercise in re-reading a key narrative in the Buddhist Tripitaka in 
order to highlight the ‘transformative’ potential of ‘Buddhism,’ which was very much relevant to 
and engaged with the socio-cultural context of the time. It is hoped that this re-reading will serve 
as an inspiration as well as an interpretive possibility to re-vitalize the messages of the Buddha in 
the context of violent conflicts in contemporary Thai society.

Re-reading the Buddhist ‘Genesis’

Generally speaking, the Aggañña-sutta has been a focus of study by both Thai and foreign scholars 
as a Buddhist blueprint for the explanation of the origin of human beings and the development 
of political institutions. It tells of celestial beings whose desire to taste ‘earth essences’ led them, 
step by step, to a process of moral degradation, which in turn led to conflict, theft, telling lies and 
violence. At the moment of violent conflict, these beings decided to ‘appoint’ or ‘elect’ someone 
fair and charismatic to act as mediator in conflicts and imbued him with the authority to inflict 
punishment. A political institution was thus created.6 I will leave aside the lively debates among 
scholars whether the Aggañña-sutta was meant to be a historical tale of human origin or a satirical 
allegorical tale to criticize the Hindu creation myth.7 I will use the translation of Steven Collins as 
a basis of my re-reading of the Aggañña-sutta as a narrative of conflict transformation.

One key element of my re-reading is the often overlooked fact that this tale was told in a con-
versation between the Buddha and two young Brahmins who are on the verge of receiving full 
ordination. The conflict within the heart of the young Brahmins is the central ‘plot’ of the whole 
narrative. In other words, the long narrative of celestial beings desiring earth essences and their 
gradual moral degeneration was a creative act of the Buddha in telling an alternative narrative 
of human origin as a replacement of the Hindu creation myth. This act of replacement can be 
highlighted only when the whole sutta is read within the context of a dialogue or a conversation. 
The weight of the celestial beings’ narrative is meant to be placed in the conflicting heart of the 
two young Brahmins. The ‘content’ of the narrative needs to be contextualized within the broader 
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narrative of the encounter between the Buddha and the two young Brahmins. The following is a 
brief account of the long narrative of Aggañña-sutta.

The Aggañña-sutta in brief

The Aggañña-sutta can be divided up into three main parts.8

Part One: Story of the present (Passages 1–9)

Passages 1–7 begin with the Buddha’s conversation with the two young Brahmins about Brahmins. 
The two Brahmins had a heavy heart as they were on the verge of receiving full ordination to 
become monks. As Brahmins they had been criticized by other Brahmins for aspiring to belong to 
an ‘inferior’ group, as only the Brahmins belonged to the fairest and most superior of all castes. 
The reason for this was the belief in the Hindu myth of Brahmins ‘coming forth’ from the mouth 
of the Lord Brahma at the moment of creation. The Buddha responded by saying that the Brahmins 
had forgotten ‘their past.’ According to the Buddha, the Brahmins were all born from the wombs 
of their Brahmin mothers. One needs to imagine how radical this statement must have sounded for 
Brahmins during the time of the Buddha. The play with ‘birth’ and ‘origin,’ the ‘primary’ and the 
‘best’ continues throughout the whole narrative.9

Passage 8 conveys the incident when King Pasenadi pays respect the Buddha as the Buddha is 
the teacher of Dhamma and Dhamma is the ‘best.’

Passage 9 indicates that ascetics are superior to kings and Brahmins.

Part Two: Story of the past (Passages 10–26)

Passages 10–17 tell of celestial beings who were originally self-luminous. After tasting earth 
essences, their bodies lost self-luminosity. After the disappearance of earth essences, they started 
to taste fragrant earth, then creepers, then self-growing rice. The skin began to change and there 
arose ‘beauty’ and ‘ugliness.’ Pride and arrogance found expression at this moment. After eating 
rice without cultivation, sexual differentiation appeared. ‘The female parts appeared in a woman, 
and the male parts in a man; the woman looked at the man with intense, excessive longing, as did 
the man at the woman.’ Then they had sex and at first they were chased away by other people who 
threw earth, ashes and cow-dung at them, saying ‘Away with you and your impurity, away with 
you and your impurity!’ Later on, people started to build houses to conceal their sexual acts. Then 
a certain being who was lazy, started to accumulate rice instead of just collecting self-growing rice 
twice a day. Others followed. After some time, rice without cultivation disappeared. ‘Because these 
beings took to eating rice which they had stored up, powder and husk then covered the grain, cut-
ting without regeneration and harvesting became known, and the rice stood in clumps.’

Passage 18 recounts the beginning of private property as the beings decided to divide up the rice 
and set up boundary-lines.

Passages 19–20 recount stealing, accusation, telling lies and punishment by physical violence. 
Conflicts escalated to the point that the beings ‘came together and lamented…bad things have 
appeared for us beings, in that stealing, accusation, lying and punishment have become known; 
what if we were to appoint one being to criticize whoever should be criticized, accuse whoever 
should be accused, and banish whoever should be banished? We will each hand over to him a por-
tion of rice. Then, monks, those beings went to the one among them who was most handsome and 
good-looking, most charismatic and with greatest authority and said, Come, being, (you) criticize 
whoever should be criticized, accuse whoever should be accused, and banish whoever should be 
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banished; we will (each) hand over to you a portion of rice. He agreed (and did as they asked); they 
(each) gave him a portion of rice.

Passages 21–26 recounts the emergence of the four classes.

Part Three: Conclusion (Passages 27–32)

Passages 27–30 recount the message that morality, rebirth and release are the same for all social 
groups.

Passage 31 indicates that the Arahant is what is primary.
Passage 32 recounts the verse by Brahma Sanamkumara praising the person endowed with wis-

dom and good conduct as the best in the whole universe and ends with an account of how the two 
young Brahmins rejoiced in the words of the Buddha.

Identifying three dimensions of understanding a specific conflict

According to John Paul Lederach (2003: 11), a leading pioneer in the field of conflict transfor-
mation and peace building, an incident of conflict needs to be addressed from three dimensions, 
namely the immediate situation, the underlying pattern of relationships and the context, and the 
conceptual framework which connects the problems at hand with the deeper relational patterns. A 
very mundane example is when family members have lively arguments over household tasks, like 
doing dishes. The conflict focuses on something very concrete and specific: the pile of dirty dishes. 
In fact what is at stake in this dispute is much more than who will wash the dishes. According to 
Lederach, ‘We are negotiating the nature and quality of our relationship, our expectations of each 
other, our interpretations of our identity as individuals and as a family, our sense of self-worth and 
care for each other, and the nature of power and decision-making in our relationship’ (ibid.). The 
difference in outlining the bigger domain of conflict in this example indicates the broader concern 
of ‘conflict transformation’ as distinguished from ‘conflict resolution.’ In other words, conflict 
resolution might focus mainly on the conflict situation at hand. Once the negotiation succeeds in 
allocating compromise who will do the dishes tonight or how to take turns doing the dishes in the 
future among members in the family, then the conflict is ‘resolved.’ Conflict transformation points 
to deeper patterns of relationship or underlying meanings or culture which inform the relation-
ship by delegating each party with specific roles. Take for example, in many Asian cultures, the 
younger girls in the family might be ‘normally’ assigned the task of washing the dishes, if there 
are no domestic servants. If the normality of the gender relations is upheld, no conflict would 
arise in the first place. However, if in some Western societies where household chores are usually 
shared between the male and the female members, then negotiation usually does the task. From this 
perspective, the concrete and specific situation of conflict needs to be understood in terms of the 
deeper patterns of relationship which had been ‘scripted’ by a pre-existing culture. In many cases 
a broader narrative of differentiation of gender roles informs the culture. Thus we have an align-
ment of the concrete, the deeper pattern of relationship and the ‘meta-narrative’ which provides the 
conceptual framework for that relationship.

Let’s go back to Aggañña-sutta. At the beginning of the story, the moment of anxiety of the 
young Brahmins indicates the conflict between the force of tradition of their Brahmin families and 
their choice of aspiring for full ordination. This conflict is very concrete and specific. And yet, the 
intervention of the Buddha places this conflict within the broader familial relationship of these two 
Brahmins with other Brahmins. The Buddha said, ‘Surely, Brahmins must revile and abuse you.’ 
The reply from the Brahmins confirms this statement by the Buddha. Then the Brahmins invoked 
the ‘conceptual framework’ of that conflict by recounting the ‘reasons’ given by other Brahmins 
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regarding the Hindu creation myth: ‘Brahmins are Brahma’s own sons, born from his mouth, born 
of Brahma, produced from Brahma, the heirs of Brahma’ (Collins, 1993: 339). In line with the nar-
rative of this myth, the young Brahmins then, ‘have left the best class and gone over to an inferior 
class, since you have become wretched shaven-headed (pseudo-) ascetics, members of some sect, 
no better than offspring of our Kinsman’s (i.e. Brahma’s) feet. It is not good, it is unseemly, that 
you have left the best class, and have become offspring of our Kinsman’s feet’ (ibid.).

We can see that the very personal conflict of the young Brahmins is actually intimately linked 
to the deeper patterns of relationship with their families as well as other Brahmins in the larger 
society. The Buddha did not simply tell them to stand firm on their desire to receive full ordina-
tion and thus could have addressed their conflict of the heart. The Buddha went deeper into their 
past and let them articulate both that deeper pattern of relationship and the conceptual framework 
which informed that relationship. The self-identification of Brahmins as belonging to the highest 
class in society was justified and explained by their ‘origin’ from the mouth of Lord Brahma. The 
personal conflict was therefore linked to the familial relationship and the familial relationship was 
explained by the cosmological tale of the birth of Brahmins, as well as those other classes which 
were not directly mentioned here.

Replacing order of meanings

It is interesting to note that in order to address the specific conflict at hand of the two Brahmins, 
the Buddha challenged the account of the Hindu creation myth by directing their attention to the 
empirical present (or recent past) of the Brahmins as a human group. All Brahmins (including the 
two in conversation with the Buddha) were born from the wombs of Brahmin mothers. This is how 
the Brahmins ‘had forgotten’ their (empirical) past. This empirical present was further elaborated 
by recounting the episode of King Pasenadi paying respect to the Buddha. Then the empirical pre-
sent was juxtaposed to a primordial past when the cycles of change had brought forth the celestial 
beings who were self-luminous but whose desire to taste earth essences, had brought them to the 
brink of collective turmoil before they decided to appoint a leader who could level out punishment 
for wrong-doers.

We could identify three inter-related incidents of conflict here. First, the conflict in the heart 
of the young Brahmins. Second, the conflict of the young Brahmins with their families and other 
Brahmins. Third, the conflicts in the primordial narrative about celestial beings whose desire 
to taste earth essences leads to a long process of moral degradation, gradually and respectively 
generated by pride, arrogance, sexual desires, theft, accusation, telling lies, and violence. The 
appointment of a political leader in passage 20 should not be seen as the only moment of conflict 
resolution in the narrative. Rather, we should pay closer attention to the moment of joy of the two 
Brahmins at the end of the narrative in passage 32 as implying that their conflict of the heart at the 
beginning of the story has been transformed. In other texts in the Tripitaka (The Buddhist Bible), it 
was recorded that these two young Brahmins finally received full ordination and attained liberation 
(Collins, 1993: 319).

From our analysis of the whole narrative of Aggañña-sutta, we could argue that the Buddha’s 
approach to solving a conflict covers the three dimensions outlined by Lederach. The Buddha 
addresses the personal conflict of the two Brahmins in the context of the socio-cultural patterns of 
relationship both within the family and among the social classes, and last but not least, his crea-
tive imagination conjures up a world of ‘moral imagination’10 which re-orders the values of things 
by offering an allegorical argument for what is primary and thus most important and the best. 
The Dhamma is primary, most valuable and best. The newly proposed hierarchy of values by the 
Buddha which should inform patterns of relationship could thus be embedded in the mind of the 
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two Brahmins. Only when the two young Brahmins subscribe to this new moral imagination on 
their own accord, can their conflict of the heart truly evaporate.

Re-reading a text and re-addressing a conflict situation

This attempt at re-reading the Buddhist ‘Genesis’ is not an attempt to argue that the content of this 
sutta will be able to help solve the conflict situation in Southern Thailand. Rather it is an exercise 
of imagination and understanding which helps revitalize a complacent Buddhist institution in Thai 
society. It is pointed out that the narrative itself recounts a conflict situation which points to a very 
deep structure of meaning of the whole fabric of society. The fact that the young Brahmins were 
in great anxiety and were in conflict with those closest to them indicates that the message of the 
Buddha had been a significant agency of social transformation at that time. The possibility of the 
decision of the young Brahmins to receive full ordination by their own choice and not by force 
of their tradition points to the potential of Buddhism as a religion for social advancement. The 
conflict of the young Brahmins was a conflict indicating a possible personal and social change. 
This reading of the conflict situation of the story helps bring out the often eclipsed potentials of 
Buddhism as originally a reform movement which aimed to push society forward to a ‘better’ 
place. That better place is not only the possibility of enlightenment or liberation or complete ces-
sation of suffering, it also indicates a critique, a moral commentary on the existing Hindu class or 
caste system. In this sense in aiming for spiritual liberation Buddhism was also offering possibility 
for social transformation. The approach to conflict transformation in the Aggañña-sutta is but one 
crucial exercise of moral creativity on part of the Buddha, which could serve as an inspiration to 
look and to see Buddhism, not as a religion of state control, but as a religion which offers poten-
tials for social advancement. This often eclipsed face of Buddhism needs to be re-introduced and 
discussed so that Buddhism in Thai society could be more engaged with pressing social problems, 
including most urgently the violent conflicts in the deep South.

The current conflict situation in the deep south needs to be addressed by various deeper ques-
tions like: What are the roles of a Buddhist state to its religious minority? What does it mean to 
be Thai in relation to being Buddhist? What are the domains of meta-narrative of Thai society 
which need re-thinking so that a process of conflict transformation would be more feasible for this 
Buddhist country? These questions and many more would help build a spiritual and intellectual 
resource from which a more lasting resolution of the violent conflicts in the Southern Thailand can 
be more aptly addressed.

Notes

  1.	 There are some exceptions to this general observation. Take for examples, the initiatives by the National 
Reconciliation Commission whose members are well represented by Muslim leaders and Buddhist 
monks. Special mention should go to Phra Paisarn Wisalo. Please also see a research dealing with some 
Buddhist temples in the deep south being turned into military barracks in Nilsen (2013).

  2.	 Please see, on this subject, a study by Duncan McCargo (2008). See also the report of the Commission of 
National Reconciliation (NRC, 2006).

  3.	 Please also see numerous examples of exploring Buddhism as an ethics of peace and conflict resolutions 
in McConnell (1995).

  4.	 Please see a discussion of the ‘desirable’ relationship between Buddhism and the state from the perspec-
tive of a leading monk scholar in contemporary Thailand in Phra Dhammapitaka [P. Payutto] (B.E.2539).

  5.	 Of course, we cannot overlook the reformist attempts by the late Buddhadasa whose new interpretations of 
Buddhism for the contemporary world have created much resonance with more liberal minded scholars.

  6.	 Please see an authoritative study of the political message of the Aggañña-sutta in Chantornwong and 
Smutavanich (B.E.2523).

https://doi.org/10.1177/0392192113519898 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/0392192113519898


Satha-Anand	 61

  7.	 Please see an overview of the debate in Collins (1993), especially the ‘General Introduction.’
  8.	 I follow the structure of division as developed by Steven Collins (ibid. 332–334), but the brief accounts 

of each passage in each of the three parts are mine. This is to help offer a succinct account of the whole 
narrative of Aggañña-sutta without having to go through the long details. For a full translation, see Collins 
(1993).

  9.	 The word ‘play’ here is used intentionally to indicate the debate among scholars whether the primordial 
tale was a serious account or was a simply a satire of the Hindu creation myth. Please see an overview of 
the debate in the General Introduction of Steven Collins’ translation.

10.	 This term ‘moral imagination’ is used by John Paul Lederach in another book which argues for the cre-
ative act of moral imagination as part of the process of peace building. See Lederach (2005).
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