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Buddhism and Majority — Minority Coexistence
in Thailand

Executive Summary

This project is a co-operation between Thai and Swiss partners i.e. the
Institute of Human Rights and Peace Studies, Mahidol University, the Religion Pol-
itics Conflict Desk of the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA), and
the Culture and Religion in Mediation Programme at the Center for Security Studies
(CSS), ETH Zurich. Its main goal is to strengthen the role of Buddhism and its actors
in the transformation of the unrest in Thailand’s three southernmost provinces where

a protracted conflict has taken more than 6,000 lives since 2004.

The goals of this project are: 1) to revisit and develop understanding on
Buddhist principles, practices, lessons and experiences of peaceful coexistence in
Thailand’s multicultural society of the three southernmost provinces; 2) to promote
engagement of the mainstream Buddhism with the conflict in the South in order to en-
hance solidarity; 3) to counter the unconstructive discourse of Buddhism’s being under
threat, which can fuel animosity between religious groups; and 4) to explore ways that
decentralization could be pursued in a way at is in harmony with Buddhist teachings,
the values of the state and the feeling of Thai Buddhists who live in three southernmost

provinces and at central region.

The project’s main focus was on the organization of two intra-Buddhist dia—
logue groups, one at the center and the other one in the south. Members of these two
dialogue groups are Buddhist key actors from various sections of Buddhist community.
In order to connect and work with various Buddhist participants, ones need to build

trust and confidence with them, especially among hard-line Buddhists. Some of them
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hardly have ‘faith’ in peaceful means. Ones realize that being against religious ex-
tremism and build peaceful coexistence can happen only by the religious communities
themselves. Therefore it was quite challenging to address and reduce previous bias
and prejudice among different groups of Buddhist participants themselves and towards

other religious followers.

Moreover, ones accept that religion is a particularly sensitive issue. In the
process of intra-Buddhist dialogue it is important to provide opportunity for con-
flict-sensitive context analysis. Listening from heart to heart sincerely and mindfully is
necessary for this project. Although this intra-Buddhist dialogue is not the dialogue of
study and philosophical doctrine, the religious and cultural literacy is still necessary for
translating the religious understanding into practical actions. This is a challenge of the

project.

The vital achievement is engaging some monks and laymen in Buddhist
universities both at the center and in the south to the unrest. They begin to share their
awareness and responsibility to take part of thinking together about the way out. The
relationship among them becomes much better. A question of continuity of communi-

cating and working together among them is our concern.

In terms of the reflection on non-violence through the process of dialogue
as a conflict transformation, it is shown by the request to our IHRP facilitators to or-
ganize a circle of listening to the different convictions and in facilitating them to find
the possible solution together on the issue of not being able to build Bhuddhamonthon
(a park dedicated to Buddhism) in Pattani. Then a plan to involve other stakeholders
such as Muslims and other authorities will be followed. Put in another way, they may
use a monk mob to protest in public or may create more hate speech in social medias,

instead they choose a process of dialogue in dealing with the problem.
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However, our achievements are approaching to the effort to give an ‘early
warning’ to religious communities and we dream for the right political and legal envi-
ronment in our major and minor communities. Through the proper right of sharing to
freedom of religions, Buddhists as minority and Muslims as majority will be able to be

in peaceful coexistence.

Activities

Activity Date/Month/Year Venue
1* Reflection Group Meeting | 11"-12" July 2015 | The Sukosol, Bangkok
2"Reflection Group Meeting | 14"-15" July 2015 |C.S. Pattani Hotel, Pattani
3“Reflection Group Meeting | 20" September 2015/ Royal River Hotel, Bangkok
4"Reflection Group Meeting | 26" September 2015/ Royal River Hotel, Bangkok
5"Reflection Group Meeting | 29" September 2015| Mahachulalongkomrajavidyalaya
University, Pattani Campus

6"Reflection Group Meeting | 8"-9" October 2015 |C.S. Pattani Hotel, Pattani

Field trip 10" October 2015 Pattani, Yala, Narathiwat

Dialogue

The first step to create trust

The dialogue begins with the introduction of individuals, both participants
and staff. This is followed by the explanation of dialogue rules: “Listen by heart, with
generosity, and with understanding”. The first activity to create relaxing atmosphere
is to let everyone write down his or her anxiety and expectation on a piece of paper.
Then the paper is put on the drawing of a tree on the wall. This method is to prepare

their mental state for the upcoming dialogue.



30

The following activity is Appreciative Inquiry, sharing their pride of the rela-
tionship between religions. The participants are paired with the others whom they have
yet to know. This is to practice listening with attention to the experiences of the others.
It is the beginning of good things, force, morale support, and hope to step forward with

mutual values.

Atmosphere of Dialogue

It is common that for the first day of dialogue there are some doubts, anxiety,
unfamiliarity, no intimacy, and no trust among participants. Some participants have
got tension and some conflicts with others. The dialogue usually proceeds well on

the basis of standard principles “listen by heart”. Even though the participants have
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some resentment at the beginning, their feeling would finally go away. They become
so impressed with the dialogue that they would like to join it again when they see that
dialogue is an opportunity to talk and to create safe space. The participants are enthu-
siastic to speak out. The reflection on the last day is good evidence that the dialogue
is a process of enhancing a feature of being human: listening skills. Participants listen

by heart, with generosity, and with understanding.

1* round of reflection group meeting (July 2015)

e Objectives and process: two reflection group meetings were organized,
one at the center on 11"-12" July and the other in the south on 14"-15" July. They
were aimed to be platforms for Buddhist key actors 1) to exchange their personal ex-
periences in interacting with people of different religious affiliations and express their
perception on the concept of peaceful coexistence; 2) to begin to analyze the problems
regarding majority-minority coexistence; and 3) to brainstorm on how the Buddhist
community can help in creating peaceful coexistence. 25 and 14 representatives of

various sections of the Buddhist community participated in the meetings in Bangkok

and Pattani respectively.
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e Outcome of the activities: the two meetings served well as platforms for

creating intra-Buddhist group cohesion in two areas. The participants got to know one
another, expand their networks and, more importantly, felt motivated to cooperate with
one another in their own dialogue group to play a part in creating peaceful coexistence
in Thai society, particularly in the south. Most of them expressed positive attitudes to-
wards people of other religious affiliations and the idea of interreligious/ethnic peaceful
coexistence. Regarding the conflict analysis of the unrest, most perceived the unrest
as a conflict derived from social injustice and structural violence. The center group felt
that Buddhists at the center could play roles in transforming the conflict by engaging
themselves in social works and reaching out to communities in the south. The southern
group expressed that the relationship between communities in the south had worsen
during the past ten years due to the lack of mutual understanding and trust. The Bud-
dhists in the south were also divided into groups with different level of tolerance and
approach to tackle the conflict. Most viewed that transforming the unrest was not a task
for the Buddhists alone; the Muslims, especially the hardliners, needed to be involved

in the process.

Two indicators on how the project managed to create group cohesion among
the Buddhist stakeholders invited to the meetings are 1) the creation of two LINE ap-

plication groups called “WeavingPeaceTogether” and “SouthWeavingPeace” which
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have served as means for intra—group interaction up to the present and 2) the release
of Weaving Peace Together (WPT)’s official statement condemning violent attacks on
Buddhist monks walking for alms in Pattani on July 26", 2015. The statement can also
be regarded as the first action of the center group’s constructive engagement for peace

in the south.

2™ round of reflection group meeting (September 2015)

e Objectives and process: this second round of intra-Buddhist dialogue
was created to prepare both center and southern groups for their inter-group dialogue
in October. At the center two reflection group meetings were organized on 20" and
26" September with 21 and 13 participants respectively. The group learned about the
current state of the unrest, security issues and policies, peace process and, more im-
portantly, grievances of the Buddhists in the south. At the southern meeting organized
on 29" September, 34 Buddhist stakeholders openly discussed their minority situation,
fears, needs, concerns and political solutions for the conflict. Similar to July reflection

group meetings, this round of reflection group meetings employed activities encourag-

ing deep listening and active interactions and discussions.
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e QOutcome of the activities: at the center the group developed a com-
mon understanding on the unrest and felt that they could play constructive roles in
the southern conflict transformation. However, some participants expressed that there
would be quite a challenge for the Buddhists at the center to be so actively involved
in the peace building in the south without a strong network between Buddhists at the
center and Buddhists in the south. The southern Buddhists with greater interreligious
experiences could guide them on how to approach certain issues properly and the two
can engage constructively for peace. In the southern dialogue group most participants
felt that they were being sidelined by the authorities and that their concerns were not
taken seriously. Apart from speaking about their grievances, the group also brain-
stormed on how to work with the Muslims in the area as well as the Buddhists at the
center in resolving the conflict. One of the strategies they came up with was to create
social activities that all parties can participate and learn more about one another.
These activities would gradually lead to mutual understanding and trust, two important

features for peaceful coexistence in their opinion.

This 2™ round of meetings also helped in fostering group cohesion of both
the center and southern groups. Participants felt closer to one another and mutual
trust started to grow. They also continued to interact via the already-established LINE
groups. New comers of both dialogue groups were invited to join the LINE groups and

interact with the existing members of their own group.
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Weaving Peace(30)

3" round of reflection group meeting and fieldtrip (October 2015)

« Objectives and process: this 3“ round of reflection group meeting was at
the focus on the project. Its objectives were to further foster solidarity of each group
and to create new center-south group by bringing in some representatives of the
center group to interact with the members of the southern group. It was expected that
after this two-day meeting on 8"-9" October, 51 southern participants would help 7
representatives of the center group develop better understanding on the conflict, the
problems faced by Buddhist community of the south, and types of roles and contribu-
tion Buddhists of the south expected from the Buddhists from the center. Such roles
and contribution must be constructive ones and for the benefit of all communities in
the south. The participants were engaged in activities that helped them express their
ideas and opinions openly, such as big-group dialogue, World Café, Haiku/Thai poem

writing and drawing, and Fish Bowl dialogue.
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After reflection group meetings, fieldtrips to Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat
were organized on 10" October for participants of both center and southern groups to
further gain understanding on the unrest, expose themselves to the idea of peaceful
coexistence and learn first-hand about the co-existing strategies of some local peace-
ful Buddhist-Muslim communities. They also had opportunities to meet local politicians,
authorities, military personnel and leaders of some Muslim communities and members

of the civil society and learn more about the conflict.

Group 1 Pattani

The trip started with the visit to Lim Koh Niew Foundation. Here, the partic-
ipants learned about the existence of ethnic Chinese people in Pattani. The Chinese
people established a foundation with an aim to provide social services, especially

scholarship to all children in need regardless of their ethnicity or religion.

There are still some conflicts between the Chinese and Muslims here. The
president of Lim Koh Niew Foundation has applied the process of dialogues to solve
the problems before they turned into great conflicts. For example, every year the prov-
ince organizes a grand Vegetarian Festival, but some Muslims did not like that kind
of festival at all. So, the president decided to talk directly to those Muslims in order to
make them clearly understand the festival. Fortunately, the method worked well and
since then a large number of Muslims have joined the festival only in the activities that

do not go against their Islamic teachings.
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The second place they visited was Krue Sae Mosque as well as Lim Koh
Niew Graveyard. At the mosque, the participants were welcomed by the Sub-district
Chief and his staff. The chief said there were not any problems about the coexistence

between the Chinese and Muslims, who had completely different religions and cultures.

Oet-10,

B 00t 10,2015
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In addition, the group traveled to Sai Khao Sub-District, a model community
where Buddhist and Muslims could live happily and peacefully together. There was
mutual agreement on the fair appointment of community leaders. It was believed that

people of this community shared the same ancestors.

After the visit, there was a reflection before departure. Those who came
from central region admitted that what they had seen during the trip was completely
different from what they had heard from the media. The media tended to portray that
Buddhists and Muslims could never live together. Some participants said the time
spent in this field trip was too short to judge what they had seen. This was because
they may have not yet seen the communities that really had problems. The others were

so impressed with Sai Khao community that they proposed a homestay project in this
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community to see and learn more from the people. Some were interested in presenting
stories of peaceful coexistence between the people of different religions and cultures to
the public in order to reduce the negative perception of the south’s Buddhist-Muslim

coexistence.

Group 2 Yala

The participants paid visits to some important places such as Wat Chang
Hai, Wat Weruwan and a military camp. They also visited some important figures in the

area as well as a peaceful Buddhist-Muslim community in Sateng Sub-district.

The participants asked some questions about the unrest to local Buddhists,
government officials, and Muslims to gain perspectives. These three groups of people
similarly viewed that the unrest was not a religious conflict but a political conflict and a
struggle for power and benefits of some groups of people. Unfortunately, the ones who

had been most affected were the ordinary people.

In Yala, the relationship between Buddhists and Muslims has changed in
a negative way since the begining of unrest. Discrimination becomes more and more
obvious, and the people tend to live separately from the others. Even though the unrest
is not caused by religious differences, religious issues are always used as a tool for
discrimination. When the people in the area are not united, it is easier for insurgents

to create misunderstanding and violence.



41

The challenges faced by the Buddhists in this area are:

1) The decrease in number of Buddhists in the area. The Buddhists have
moved out to work or do business in other areas of the country, seeking life and
property security. It is fear that Buddhist communities and even Buddhism will finally
disappear from the southern border provinces.

2) There is a disharmony among the Buddhists as they have different views
about how to deal with the unrest.

3) The Buddhists feel that they do not receive attention and care from the

government as much as the Muslims do.

While the government officials see that the unrest has been positively trans-

formed, the local religious leaders, politicians, and Buddhist leaders think that the
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situation does not improve much. The government sectors should come up with poli-

cies promoting the relationship between ethnic groups, creating equality and justice for

everyone by means of more strict enforcement of laws.
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However, the Buddhists in Yala still have good attitudes toward the Muslims
and are ready to work hand in hand with them in order to solve the current violent
problems. The Buddhists here viewed that the drive for peace could be sustainable
only when the local people do this duty. Also, the Buddhists should have an opportu-
nity to join peace talks with MARA Patani. The Muslims in the communities in Sateng
Sub-district advised that the local people should join hand in taking care of the security
of one another. They also suggested that there should be more social activities that
both ethnic groups could do in order to solve social problems. The said activities might

create unity and brotherhood between Buddhists and Muslims.

Group 3 Narathiwat

The field trip in Narathiwat enabled the group to learn about the cultures that
were different from the Buddhists’, e.g. knowledge of Halal food, Adhan (the call for

Islamic prayer in the morning), or the local shops representing local ways of life.

Then, the group visited some temples. The first one was Wat Bhromniwas,
the center of activity for Buddhist Network For Peace. After that, the group visited Wat
Khok Ko. The abbot had good understanding of the problems in Buddhist-Muslim
coexistence although he himself was a progressive monk who believed in the protection
of Buddhism. During the visit to Wat Khok Ko, the group learned how effective the
dialogue was when they saw the abbot used dialogue process in a group discussion.
There were also flipcharts and papers for the members to write down what they
learned. The group was impressed by a warm welcome by the locals. Also, the group
had a chance to talk with local Buddhist women. They learned that the women were
rather unhappy as they struggled to seek life security and confidence to go on with

their lives.
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The highlight of the trip was when the group visited a Buddhist-Muslim
community. The group paid a visit to the house of Imam Wae Hasae in Su Ngai Padi
District. In this community there are 127 Muslim families and only 27 Buddhist families,
and all of them have been living happily and peacefully together. This was very sur-
prising and impressive to the group. Upon arrival, a group of people including Imam,
Muslims, and Buddhists, was all waiting to welcome the group. The Imam promised
that he would protect and take care of this small group of Buddhists. He also talked

about the good cooperation to take care of each other.

 Outcome of the activities: after being engaged in 1%, 2™ and 3 rounds of
reflection group meeting most participants at center and south started to feel that they
were a part of the groups. Some southern participants helped IHRP team reaching
out to some interesting Buddhist figures of their communities. The solidarity of cen-
ter-south joint group was vividly exhibited via meaningful interactions during activities
and fieldtrips. Both center and southern Buddhists started to include one another in
their own networks and talk about their joint projects. 7 representatives of the cen-
ter group expressed that they had learned so much about the unrest from the local
Buddhists, authorities as well as Muslim leaders of the visited communities; some
were motivated to write about their trip to the south and talk to other Buddhists and

non-Buddhists in their networks about the unrest and how they could help improving



the situation. After the fieldtrips some participants who had negative attitudes towards

Islam and Muslims seemed to gain a more balanced view on Islam and Muslims.

A new LINE group called “Weaving Peace” was created, connecting the center group

with the southern group and fostering group solidarity.

Future Plan

Who can contribute to conflict transformation in the south?

and how can they do so?

1. Buddhist monks can promote peaceful coexistence and establish networks
for local development.

2. Civil society groups can cultivate dialogue culture in the area by organizing
activities encouraging citizens to talk and listen to one another. This is a first step
towards building group cohesion and trust.

3. The State and NGOs should work together to restore justice and end
violence. They should engage all stakeholders in dialogue and seek solutions that are
acceptable to all.

4. Religious followers should adhere to their own religious principles and
bring them to practice.

5. the Media should report community stories or life history of local public

figures that are clear examples of inter-religious peaceful coexistence







What are we going to do next?

Having understood the objectives of the project, the participants reflected

that we should do the followings:

1) Invite the religious leaders to speak on how to live one’s life in accor-
dance with the right doctrines, and to see whether the believers of different religions
are now living their life in the same way;

2) Appoint some Buddhist missionaries, who have knowledge of Buddhism
and peace in mind, to create understanding in southern border provinces;

3) Establish a center for advice and assistance concerning the misunder-
standing caused by discourses and hate speech in different social media;

4) Build good relationship by inviting the monks from Kelantan or visiting
the Buddhists there. Create close relationship between Buddhists and Muslims in the
south and in central region. This may bring about the effective cooperation to solve the
problems in southern border provinces;

5) Place an emphasis on the significance and the continual sharing of infor-
mation. The booklets or pamphlets may be distributed to propagate the information of
relationship and collaboration;

6) Organize icebreaking activities to build common sense for accepting
differences and diversities. This can be done by having both Buddhist and Muslim

students exchange their knowledge. Once the children are familiar with each other, the

conflicts will become just small problems. In the future they will live happily together.
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The most interesting suggestion from our participants was the promotion

of intra and inter-religious dialogue. They suggested that the Buddhist and Muslim
religious leaders should come to talk together in order to build good relationship and
cooperation. The good example in this case was the Development Project of Wat Pi-
yaram, a joint activity between Buddhist and Muslim communities. There should be
intra-dialogue among Buddhists before inter-religious dialogue. The former dialogue
should be held continually to understand the relationship between different religions
and to raise the ideas about the solutions thereof. In addition, the project of dialogue
should be upgraded to be an organization, e.g. an association, with clear objectives
and principles. The close friendship should be built up by frequent meetings among
Buddhists and Muslims, so that they could see the dialogue as providing safe space.
Nevertheless, before meetings with a variety of group of people, it is important for
both sides to be prepared to talk openly and listen with open-mindedness. This is to
prevent misunderstandings. The participants recommended that the dialogue should be

incorporated in the ways of life in a sustainable manner.



Apart from this, we the organizer always views that women and their

significant roles can play a crucial part in promoting peaceful coexistence in the south.
That was why a number of Bhikkhuni (female monks), Mae Chee (women in white
who observe 8 precepts), lay women working at NGOs and some socially engaged
Buddhist women were invited to join our reflection group meetings. These women’s
participation brought not only positive dynamics to the group but also additional
perspectives that enriched the discussions. In our future activity we will continue to

support women and their participation in the conflict transformation for the Unrest.

Conclusion

The project bears certain degree of importance and relevance to the conflict
transformation and peacebuilding in Thailand’s three southernmost provinces. Strong
groups of Buddhist stakeholders both at center and in the south created by the
project’s activities would likely contribute constructively to resolve the conflict. With
aim to include more stakeholders as participants or observers in the future dialogues,

it can be expected that the project would be among ones that could create peaceful

coexistence, socio-political changes and long-lasting peace in the area.
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