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Relationship between Religion and Monarchy 

in Buddhist and Hindu Societies:

With Special Reference to Thailand and Nepal

Sudhindra Sharma

The present research is guided by the contemporary debate in Nepal on the relationship that prevails or should prevail between state and religion. The Constitution of Nepal 1990, on the basis of which the country is currently governed, defines the kingdom as a multiethnic, multilingual, democratic, independent, indivisible, sovereign, Hindu and Constitutional Monarchial Kingdom. According to the current constitutional provision, 'Hindu' is a core attribute of the kingdom. This provision, however, has not been accepted by all sections of society and remains controversial. There are some who argue for retaining the relationship between the state and Hinduism, while there are others who argue against it and demand that the state be declared secular. While proponents of the former argue for retaining the relationship to safeguard the identity of Nepal as the 'only Hindu kingdom in the world' and to stem the tide of conversion to other religions, the proponents of the latter argue that by associating the state with Hinduism, all other religions are discriminated by the state.

In the debate between secularism versus Hinduism in Nepal, the experiences of countries such as France, United States, Turkey and India have often served as points of reference while other countries with monarchial forms of government, and ones with which Nepal shares some commonality as far as state structures are concerned, have not (Sharma, forthcoming). For instance, the relationship between the state and religion in the United Kingdom, which recognizes the Anglican Church as the official church and where the monarch is both the head of the state as well as the head of the church, but where the state at large is secular, does not inform the current debate in Nepal. In the debate on Hinduism and secularism and the question of the monarchy's relationship with organized religion, the experiences of Thailand would be of even greater relevance than those of countries like the United Kingdom.  

Thailand, like Nepal, is an Asian country that has a monarchial form of government. More importantly, it has not succumbed to colonial rule. This in turn means that there has been no rupture between polity and religion as has been evinced in many other Asian countries which have experienced colonial rule. Moreover, it also means that there has been continuity in tradition, though traditions, in turn, have been adapted and improvised to suit modern times. There is still another similarity: the dynasty that rules modern Thailand and one that rules modern Nepal began roughly from the same period which is the late eighteenth century. Lastly, both polities existed up to the present times through skillful negotiations first with colonial powers and subsequently with popular forces. 

Aside from questions of secularism and religious tolerance, additional information on the role of the Thai monarchy in modernizing Thai society, ensuring the consolidation of democratic rule in the country, while simultaneously maintaining stability would be of relevance for the Nepali public. The present Thai monarch, though not actively engaged in politics, enjoys wide popularity among the Thai public, while the beleaguered monarch in Nepal does not. Thus additional explorations on the Thai monarchy, aside from the question of the relationship between the polity and religion, would be interesting to a country that would like to see the consolidation of constitutional monarchy and parliamentary democracy. 

Objectives

The broad objective of the research project is to examine the relationship between kingship and religion in contemporary Buddhist and Hindu societies with particular reference to Thailand and Nepal. The specific objectives of the research project are as follows:

1. To describe how Buddhist and Hindu religious texts envisage kingship.

2. To examine the historical relationship between kingship, on the one hand, and Buddhist and Hindu denominations on the other, with particular reference to Thailand and Nepal.  

3. To examine how traditional kingship in Buddhist and Hindu societies has been transformed through engagement with colonialism and then through negotiations with popular forces in either democratic or socialist forms. 

4. To assess the role of the monarchy in the ongoing transition from tradition to modernity in Buddhist and Hindu societies with particular reference to Thailand and Nepal.

Justifications

This research project will help broaden the debate on monarchy in Nepal and its relationship with organized religion. At one end are those who insist that Nepal continue to remain a Hindu state while at the other are those who argue for a secular country. Adding complexity to the problem are the royalists and the Maoists. The royalists eulogize kingship blindly, often turning to religious scriptures to endorse absolute monarchy while for the Maoists, the institution is the epitome of feudalism and backwardness. These extreme views tend to surface in the media, though the major political parties and large sections of the public do not subscribe to them, abiding by the present constitution of Nepal which envisages constitutional monarchy.  The problem in Nepal has been the lack of resources in the form of books, journals and network with other research organizations through which a more balanced and well-informed view on the concerned topic – i.e., the role of monarchy in contemporary Nepali society, particularly its relationship with the dominant religion - could arise and inform public debate. At stake is the possibility of a religiously tolerant society and a largely secular state. 

Methodology and Historiography 

In terms of methodology, this research is descriptive-comparative, analytical and normative. It is descriptive-comparative in that it describes and compares the historical relationship prevailing between the polity and religion in different periods of Nepali and Thai history. In this context a note about historiography as practiced in Nepal and Thailand may be relevant. 

In Nepal, the various epochs are reckoned in terms of the dynasties that ruled the Kathmandu valley, the capital of contemporary Nepal and the seat of civilization in the central Himalayas for over two millennia. (Not so long ago, the word 'Nepal' meant the Kathmandu valley and it is only from the nineteenth century onwards that the word has come to mean the entire kingdom.) In Nepal, the major dynasties that ruled and continue to rule the country constitute of the Licchavis, the Mallas and the Shahs. 

In Thailand, the different epochs are reckoned on the basis of the main kingdoms: the Sukothai, the Ayutthya and the Bangkok era. While in Nepal, the seat of power has always been the Kathmandu valley, in Thailand it shifted with the location of the center of the kingdoms. Sukhothai was located in the northern part of Thailand, while Ayutthya, was located south of Sukhothai along the Chao Phraya River. The Ayutthya kingdom continued for four centuries until it was sacked by the Burmese in 1767. The capital of Thailand then moved further south of the Chao Phraya River to Thornburi for a short period and then permanently to the present-day location at Bangkok. 

In Nepal there has been continuity in the dynasties that ruled the valley and thus three distinct dynasties can be identified: the Licchavis, the Mallas and the Shahs. In Thailand, there has been a dynastic continuity in the Bangkok era, where the ruling dynasty has been the Chakkri dynasty, whereas during the Ayutthya era, dynasties frequently changed. 

The paper is analytical in the sense that it tries to unravel an underlying pattern or configuration between kingship and religion. 

The paper also takes a normative position in the sense that value judgments are made and recommendations forwarded.  It argues that there are certain features regarding the relationship between monarchy and religion, between the state and religion and regarding monarchy itself that the Nepali state could learn from the Thai experience. This is discussed towards the end.  

Sukothai Period (1238-1438)

The first kingdom to arise in Thailand was the Sukhothai (from Sanskrit "Sukhodaya" or the dawn of happiness), which was centered in the Lopburi region in northern Thailand. Before the emergence of this kingdom, the Tai people who had begun migration a few centuries ago from southern China were organized around a social institution known as muang. This was the primary unit of social and political organization above the simple village level (Wyatt, D. 1982).

When northern Thailand was still under Ankhorian domination during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, more and more Tai people had migrated into the region. Gradually the Tai people under the leadership of Mangrai consolidated their hold in upland Southeast Asia. Mangrai was later given the title Sri Indraditya by the Ankhorian monarch. Tai unification took place around the thirteenth century. From this period onwards, a distinctive Thai culture is said to have begun. Chiang Mai, which literally means "new city,” was established in 1292.

Mangrai was succeeded by his three sons.  The first two died early but the third, Rama (meaning bold) Kamhaeng, was crowned in 1279. A well-known Thai scholar, Prince Dhani Nivat, has written about kingship during the Sukhothai period in his article "The Old Siamese Conception of the Monarchy.” The monarch at that time, according to Dhani Nivet, was the people's leader in battle, and in peacetime, a father whose advice was sought and whose judgment was accepted by all. Moreover, he was accessible to his people. The kingly style was that of a Lord Father.  The king's paternal benevolence was emphasized, rigid social hierarchy was avoided and so was arbitrary administration of justice and heavy taxation. An inscription that was found in the region had this to say about the reign of King Rama Kamhaeng: 

During the lifetime of king Rama Kamhaeng, the city of Sukhodaya has prospered. There are fish in its waters and rice in its rice-fields. The lord of the country does not tax his subjects who throng the roads leading cattle to market and ride horses on their way to sell them...; if any one in the kingdom has some grievance or some matter that is ulcerating his entrails and troubling his mind, and wishes to lay it before the king, the way is easy: he has only to strike the bell hung there. Every time King Rama Kamhaeng hears this appeal, he interrogates the plaintiff about the matter and gives an entirely impartial decision. 

Kingship seems to have been based on personal kin-like relations rather than on impersonal formal relations. The realm was more like a super-muang than a kingdom in a conventional sense.  The unit is held together by pyramidical personal loyalties. The inscription also indicates that Siamese Thai was used as the language of administration (Wyatt, D. 1982). During the reign of Rama Kamhaeng, we find Brahmans in the court.  We also find the Devalaya-mahaksetra – a complex that houses the monks.   

Though influence of Hinduism – both Saivism and Vaishnavism – and Mahayana Buddhism have been found in the Dvaravati kingdom and in early Sukhodaya, these were to decline with the penetration of a reinvigorated Theravada Buddhism from Sri Lanka. The gradual consolidation of Tai rule in northern Thailand and their Buddhization went hand in hand. Though subsequently some Hindu and Mahayana Buddhist influences made their way during the Ayutthya period, Theravada Buddhism was definitely the variant of religion the state supported, though kingship rituals remained largely Hindu.

Rama Kamhaeng was succeeded by his son King Loetai, who was, in turn, succeeded by his son King Lithai. King Lithai was a scholar and patron of Buddhism. He is said to have studied the Tripitakas thoroughly. He enjoyed the title of Mahadhammaraja ("Mahadharmaraja"), the Great Righteous Monarch. King Lithai wrote the famous epic of Tribhumikatha – the story of the three planes of existence, a text that is still popular among the monks and lay believers in Thailand.     

The emergence of a distinctive type of a relationship between kingship and the Buddhist sangha could be evidenced as early as the time of Rama Khamhaeng. Records show that he invited a monk from Nakhon Si Thammarat ("Nagara Sri Dharmaraja"), called Mahathera Sangkharat, asked this monk to sit on his throne called Manansilapatra, and then listened to the monk’s sermon. Why does a king ask a monk to sit on his throne and listen to his sermon? What does this symbolize? Is he following a precedent? To answer this question, one will have to explore some of the canonical texts of Buddhism and unravel its archetypical king, Emperor Ashok.

Ashok as an Archetype: The Dhamaraja and the Chakkavatti

The Agganna Suttanta gives the Buddhist version of the origins of the world, society and kingship. The text is composed of two parts. The first is a dialogue between the Buddha and two Brahmin disciples – Vasettha ("Vashistha") and Bharadvaja – in which the Buddha disputes the social and moral claims of the Brahmins. The second part tells how the world came to be (Tambiah, S. 1976).   

When disorder prevails in human society, human beings come together and select a king. He is described as one "who should be wrathful when indignation is right, who should censure that which should be censured, and should banish him who deserves to be banished.” The king is given a portion of the people’s rice. The above description of the king underlines an elective and contractual theory of kingship. The one chosen should be the best among men—the most handsome in physical form and the most perfect in conduct. He is "Mahasammata" or the great elect because has been nominated through the consensus of all; he is also called "raja" because he charms others by his norms and he is khattiya (“kshetriya") because he is the lord of the fields. 

The interesting feature about this story of societal creation is that the four strata are described as forming after the founding of kingship itself, i.e., society and its gradations develop under the umbrella of kingship. The king – Mahasammata – himself orders society to prevent disorder. In society, the khattiya comes first, followed by brahmana, vessa ("vaishya") and sudda ("sudra"). Contrary to the Brahminical theory of emergence, it is the nobles who come before the Brahmins. The brahmanas are of two types – the jhayaka (meditators) and ajjhayaka (non-meditators) – the former being of a higher status than the latter. Brahmins of both kinds live by the gift of food in contrast to the khattiya rulers and nobles who, as lords of the field, receive a tax or tribute of rice. Other beings adopted the married state, engaged in various trades – these are the vessa. Those who remained unmarried, took to hunting and other such pursuits became the sudda. 

Referring back to the supposed superiority of the Brahmins, according to the Agganna Suttanta, if there is at all anyone who is superior in this scheme of things, it is the bikkhu, an arhat - a recluse who can be drawn from all four strata irrespective of rank. "This bhikkhu, who breaks through the bond of society, is chief among them all…by virtue of the norms he follows…." Thus according to the Buddhist scheme of things relating to the world, there are two foremost or superior beings – the bhikkhu and the king. While the king is the mediator between social order and disorder, the bhikkhu is the mediator between a world of fetters and a free state of deliverance and is therefore even superior to the king.  

There are other ideas that can be gleaned from early Buddhist literature. These relate to the cakkavatti ("Chakravarti"), the virtuous wheel-rolling world ruler. Again, according to Anguttara Nikaya which contains stories recounted by the Buddha about his previous lives, in a previous life the Buddha is said to be a wheel-turning rajah, implying that this form of existence was inferior to Buddha-hood. It extols the Buddha as a mahapurusha (great being) par excellence – though his real role in the cosmological process is to reveal it; the second Mahapurusha is the cakkavatti, the virtuous wheel-rolling world ruler. It further states that the king who rolls the wheel of the state is a dhamma raja, a righteous monarch.  

We do not know as much about Ashok as we do about the Buddha. What we do know about Ashok is that he was one of the sons of Bindusara (who in turn was the son of Chandra Gupta Maurya, the founder of the Maurya dynasty) and that he probably struggled for the throne with other prince-claimants. This in turn means that he probably had to eliminate his brothers before emerging victorious. Thus a Buddhist root dilemma for those who have aspired to become like him is the need to kill before becoming a great king who can rule righteously.  

Scholars have tried to reconstruct what the dharma of Ashoka was by looking at the inscriptions he has left behind. Reading the rock edicts, scholars have argued that what emerges is that Ashoka's policy of dharma is not strictly Buddhist, though it is informed by Buddhism. Stanley Tambiah in his book, World Conqueror World Renouncer (1976), rightly points out that "…it would be surprising indeed if the king preached the Buddha vacana. As a king he would have seen it as his rightly duty – not to preach how ordinary mortals can attain enlightenment – but to act in such a way as to lead to a prosperous and virtuous society in which the sangha and its dharma may flourish…." Concludes Tambiah, "The welfare measures – as evidenced in the Edicts – can be read as making it easier for Ashoka's subjects to observe the moral law and provide opportunities for meditation for the monks towards the pursuit of nirvana.” 

When Ashoka renounced violence after the Kalinga war and aspired to become a righteous ruler, he already had an archetype in the early Buddhist literature – that of a cakkavatti – who after conquering a country ruled righteously, "not needing rod or sword.”  These wheel-turning emperors allowed the conquered kings to keep their possessions, simply ensuring that in their kingdom the lay population follow the five precepts – the panchasheela. 

Another feature we find in Ashok, and something those who have aspired to become righteous Buddhist monarchs have emulated, is his stern disapproval of schism in the sangha. Thus with Ashok as an archetype, we have periodic "purifications" of the sangha by powerful monarchs as well as the perennial tendency of the political authority to regulate the sangha by devising an eccleastical hierarchy. 

Ashoka, had once invited Nigrodha, the saintly samenera, to sit on his throne and had listened to his doctrines. By this gesture – asking a monk to sit on his throne – and listening to his sermons, Ashoka had made the samanera, the lord of his palace. This gesture has been interpreted to mean a symbolic acknowledgement of the higher authority of the sangha by the polity and the followers’willingness to be subservient to it. This is another of Ashoka's gestures repeated by South East Asian Buddhist monarchs.  When king Rama Kamheang of Sukhodaya had asked Mahathera Sangkharat to sit on his throne, Manansilapatra, Rama Kamheang was emulating the behaviour of Ashoka, and through this logic projecting himself as a righteous Buddhist ruler.   

Moving from the earliest kingdoms in Thailand to Nepal, we find an interesting process at work. In Thailand, Buddhism was consolidated as the "backbone" of society, while Hindu elements were incorporated in state structures and Hindu-animistic elements prevailing among the population at large. In Nepal, by contrast, Hinduism was consolidated as the "backbone" of state structures and of society, while Buddhist practices prevailed among large sections of the population. While Theravada Buddhism gained in salience in Thailand, it was Mahayana and then subsequently Vajrayana that became the dominant type of Buddhism that prevailed in the valley.   

Pre-Licchavi Era

It is only from the Licchavi era (from the fifth century A.D. onwards) that Nepali historiography is set on a more firm footing because of the existence of inscriptions.  Historical reconstructions prior to the Licchavi era have had to rely on royal chronicles and occasional artifacts that have been unearthed. One well-known royal chronicle is the Gopalarajavamshavali – the chronicle of the Gopala dynasty. 

Certain conjectures can be made on the basis of Gopalarajavamshavali. It appears that the Gopalas i.e., cow-herders were the first royal dynasty in Nepal. They were soon displaced by the Mahisapala i.e., buffalo-herders. In all probability, the Mahisapalas were the Kiratas because buffalo herding was a central part of life of both groups. Some scholars are of the opinion that while the cow herders were an Indo-Aryan people, the buffalo herders were a Tibeto-Burman people. 

The earliest religion in the Kathmandu valley seems to have been the non-Aryan cult of the Pasupata or the ‘Lord of the Animals.’ This deity was later to become identified with the Hindu god Shiva. This cult later on coalesced around the temple of Pashupati, which in subsequent centuries achieved salience as the patron deity of Nepal. 

The Kathmandu valley, from ancient times, had been a place of refuge for people living in the surrounding regions. Once their confederacies were annexed by the expanding Magadhan State during the fifth century B.C., the Shakyas of Kapilvastu, the Lichavis of Vaishali, the Mallas of Koligrama and the Vrijjis took refuge in the valley. Among these different immigrant groups, it was the Licchavis who were to consolidate their position and emerge as the rulers of the valley within the next few centuries.  

The Lichavi Era (5th Century A.D. to 9th Century A.D.)

The Licchavis, who claimed descent from the solar dynasty, defeated the lunar dynasty and began ruling around 400 A.D.  There have been many illustrious rulers in the nearly 500 years of Licchavi rule in Nepal. Some of the names that stand out are Vrsadeva (around 400) Manadeva (464-505) and Amshuvarman (606-621) and Narendradeva (643-649) (Shah, 1996). 

During the Licchavi era, kings called themselves Bhattaraka Maharajadhiraj, which means the Revered King of Kings. Another more elaborate title was Giriraja Chakra Chudamani Paramabattaraka.

During the time of the Licchavis and their successors, Shaivism, Vaishnavism and Buddhism were known in the valley. Religious antagonism was not evident among the adherents of the different religious sects. This can be deduced from the fact that not only fathers and sons of the same ruling line worshipped deities of the different sects, but their wives were themselves free to worship any deity they chose.

In fact, among the king’s titles we find designations such as parama-sugata, parama-bhagavata or parama-maheswara (supreme worshiper of Buddha, Vishnu and Shiva respectively) which indicates that the kings did not see themselves as the protector of Hinduism or Buddhism per se, but were devoted to special deities (ista-devata). Though the kings had personal inclinations towards one sect or denomination, their personal proclivities to one, however, did not prevent them from providing patronage to others. Among the Licchavi rulers, Vrsadeva was a devotee of Buddha, while Manadeva and Amshu Varman were devotees of Vishnu and Shiva respectively. Nevertheless, Manadeva built monasteries for Buddhists and Amshu Varman married the princess Bhrikuti to the king of Tibet and helped to propagate Buddhism there (Singh, 1999). 

Post-Licchavi and Pre-Malla (880-1200)

The post-Licchavi and pre-Malla era was largely a transition period in Nepali history. A clear picture of this period has yet to emerge. From the various sources available, one is able to deduce the existence of dual rulership (dvairajya) during many reigns. It was during this period, towards the end of the eleventh century, that a strong kingdom emerged in Tirhut, located in the southern part of present Nepal. 

Returning to Thailand we find interesting processes occurring.  No longer was it interacting only with the Indic, Sinic and peninsular Southeast Asian worlds, it had also begun interacting with the European world. Europeans traders and merchants had arrived on the shores of the Chao Phraya and through their mediation, Siam began interacting with the European states. 

Ayutthya (1340-1767)

Soon south of the Sukhothai, the kingdom of Ayutthya would emerge, so powerful it would even defeat the formidable Ankhorian Empire. The kingdom was founded when a leader called U Tong moved people to this new location to escape from an epidemic. U Thong came from a Chinese merchant family. He was able to forge a working relationship between the Chinese commercial interests, the Tai people (i.e., mainly the military) and Khmer-oriented bureaucratic families from Lopburi.  All these elements were to go into the making of the kingdom of Ayutthya ("Ayodhya" the ideal city ruled by Lord Rama). The very fact that the capital of the kingdom was named Ayutthya speaks of the permeation of Hindu-Brahminical ideology in statecraft. 

During coronation, the title Ramathibodhi (1350-1369) was given to him. King Ramathibodhi recruited specialized personnel from the Khmerized urban elite of Lopburi, who in turn developed a special court language based on Khmer and Sanskrit. Later on Ramathibodhi fought against the Khmers and amalgamated the western parts of the Khmer empire into the kingdom of Ayutthya. Once the new kingdom was stabilized, Ramathibodhi formulated the Thammasat, the civil code (Wyatt, D. 1976). 

If Sukhothai, being a fledgling kingdom, tried to show its distinctiveness vis-à-vis the Khmer, this was no longer necessary for the mature Ayutthya. In Ayutthya, there was a massive influence of Khmer culture and religion. 

A very different type of kingship (compared to the Sukhodaya era) emerged during the Ayutthya era due to the Khmer influence. State rituals became more anchored in Hindu-Brahmanic rituals.  During the coronation rites, the Hindu deities were invoked to pervade the anointed monarch and the monarch was given the regalia of Vishnu and Shiva.  (For example the present Chakkri dynasty has as its symbol Vishnu's chakkra and Shiva's trishul). The devaraja concept of the Khmers, which believed that the king had portions of divinity in him, overshadowed the paternalistic ruling style of the Sukhothai and the dharmaraja concept. 

During the Ayutthya era, the realm was transformed from a super-muang into a kingdom with its own division of labor and hierarchy. Likewise, the king became more distant from the ordinary people. The state rituals, ceremonies and courts further enhanced their status as divine beings. The king was the lord of the land and the kingdom represented a microcosm of the universe. As at Ankhor, the capitals and palaces of the king were laid out in cosmological fashion so as to match the universal order as described in Hindu-Buddhist cosmology. 

Some scholars have deplored the fact that the importation of the devaraja concept from the Khmers, with its focus on the special coronation ritual, made kings into divine beings and simultaneously made them inaccessible to his subjects. Others have argued that the Hindu coronation ritual confers divinity on the office of kingship and not on the king personally. From the statements pronounced by the monarch during the ritual, it appears that divinity was empowered upon him for the purpose of protecting his subjects and facilitating their happy livelihood (Puengprasert,  2000). 

The major rulers of Ayutthya are Paramaraja, Borommatrailokanot (1448-1488), Naresuan (1590-1605) and Narai (1656-1688). By the end of the Ayuthya era, the king was referred to by certain terminologies each having a specific meaning of its own. The king's title can be grouped into five types:

1. "Phra Chao Yoo Hua": the word is derived from the words "Phra Chao"

meaning Supreme Being and "Yoo Hua" meaning Leader. Thus Phra Chao Yoo Hua signifies that the king is the leader and the head of the state and the subjects. 

2. "Phra Chao Phaen Din" means that the king possesses the entire territorial land of the country. It is the duty of the king to maintain the prosperity and fertility of the land.

3. "Chao Cheewit" means that the lives of the subjects belong to the king. The king is empowered to execute or grant full pardons. This signifies that the king is obliged to protect the lives of his subjects while maintaining the stability of the country. 

4. "Dhamma Raja" means that the king upholds the rule of Buddhist righteousness and follows the teachings of the Lord Buddha. This signifies that the king exercises everything in accordance with Buddhist righteousness. 

5. "Phra Maha Kasat" means Great Warrior. During wartime, the king is the supreme commander of the armed forces. This signifies that the king is responsible for the protection of the country and the people. 

These five terms have been clearly integrated into the Thai concept that defines the monarchial institution. 

The kingdom of Ayutthya, particularly from the seventeenth century onwards, began engaging with European countries and with Safavid Persia. Portuguese, then Dutch, and then French traders made their way to Ayutthya. A diplomatic mission was sent by Ayutthya to Europe as early as 1608. Another major diplomatic mission was sent to France – to the court of Leo IV - in 1688.  

 By the 1750s, however, changes began to manifest themselves in the Ayutthya kingdom;  that did not brood well for its future. There was increasing tension between the royal and noble power, and the centralized kingdom was less and less able to have access to manpower. Ayutthya was in this vulnerable situation when it was attacked, plundered and devastated by the Burmese in 1767. The attack by the Burmese was so ferocious and thorough that it led to the demise of the Ayutthya kingdom. It would take several years before Siam, with a new capital, would emerge again (Wyatt, D. 1982).  

The Malla Era (1200-1769)

The Mallas, like Licchavis, appear and reappear on the scene of Indian history. The Mallas of the Kathmandu valley, in all probability, were the Mallas of Koligrama that prevailed during Buddha's time. This linkage, however, is as yet tentative. 

The first Malla ruler of the Kathmandu valley was Ari Malla (1200-1216). It is not known how he acquired the throne – whether by conquest, marriage alliance, election or dynastic link. While the earlier documents of his reign refer to him merely as rajah or nripa, only in 1211 A.D. is he given the full royal title rajadhiraja paramesvara paramabhattaraka.

It was during the early part of the fourteenth century (1324) that Tirhut, with its capital at Simraungarh, was attacked and annexed by Ghiyas ud-din Tughlaq, the sultan of Delhi. The ruler of Tirhut, Harisimhadeva, and his court then fled to the hills and settled in a place near Kathmandu valley. Later, his wife, son and relatives entered Nepal as refugees. 

Shumshud-din Iliyas, formerly a vassal of Mahummad Tughlaq, declared himself independent of his overlord and in 1345-46 conquered Tirhut. From Tirhut, Iliyas invaded the Kathmandu valley in 1349. The Muslim invasion despoiled the temples of their ancient treasures accumulated from time immemorial, and also destroyed images of gods and goddesses. The Muslim invasion left its mark on the valley in the shape of damaged and broken images. 

During the earlier medieval period, among the other kingdoms of the country, mention must be made of the Khasa Malla dynasty of the Karnali basin in western Nepal. The Khasa Malla kingdom was probably as large as present day Nepal. Although the Khasa kingdom of the Mallas in the west did not attain the same level of artistic and cultural development as the Kathmandu valley, its achievements are not insignificant. 

Following the successive waves of the invasion by Mohammad of Ghazni (around 999 A.D.) in northern and western India, immigrant Hindu chiefs from Rajasthan are said to have made their way into the hill areas of western Nepal. The Khasa Malla empire subsequently broke down into twenty-four principalities ruled by these immigrant chiefs. Among the twenty-four principalities, Gorkha was to play an important role later in unifying the various petty kingdoms into the present state of Nepal. The kings of Gorkha (along with the kings of Bhirkot, Nuwsakot, Kaski and Lamjung) trace their ancestry to the lunar dynasty ruling the house of Chittor in Rajputtana in western India. 

Coming back to the case of the valley, it was divided into three kingdoms after the reign of Yakhsya Malla: Kathmandu (also known as Kantipur), Lalitpur (Patan) and Bhaktapur (Bhadgaon). After the valley was divided into the three kingdoms, there was much infighting among them. Though Kathmandu has generally been the most affluent among the three, it was not able to subdue the other two kingdoms permanently. 

Nepal's cultural process was marked by synthesis, flexibility and eclecticism. Nepali religious culture came to be influenced by streams of Hinduism, Buddhism, Tantricism and animism. 

With the devastation of Ayutthya by the Burmese, the Thais were about to embark on a new phase. This period coincided with the consolidation of European powers in South and Southeast Asia and much of the effort of the nascent Thai state was to be spent on safeguarding their independence from these ascending powers. Ironically the Thai state was to emerge much stronger than it had previously been in history. 

King Taksin (1767 – 1782)

In the wake of the devastation brought about by the Burmese assault on Ayutthya, the person who was able to restore law and order and begin life anew for the Siamese people was Taksin. King Taksin was instrumental in shifting the new capital of Siam to Thonburi, further south of the Chao Phraya river from Ayutthya. Later on in life - after law and order had been maintained and rival centers of power crushed - Taksin took to religious excesses. French envoys residing in Siam at that time considered Taksin to have been mentally deranged. Taksin began to think of himself as a bodhisattva, an enlightened being and began forcibly disrobing monks who questioned his ideas. There was a rebellion against him and Taksin was unceremoniously removed and executed in 1784 (Wyatt, D. K. 1984). Some say he was given clemency with the understanding that he would be a recluse and retire away at an isolated monastery for the rest of his life (Shakya, 1994). 

The Early Bangkok Era

Rama I (1782-1809)

Those opposed to the excesses of Taksin declared Thong Duang, a general in the army, as king. Following the deposition of King Taksin, Thong Duang was crowned king in 1782 and given the title Ramathibodhi. He is also known as Rama I since the present dynasty has the title ‘Rama.’ Rama I thus became the founder and first ruler of the present Chakri dynasty, a dynasty that continues up to the present time. 

  Rama I stands out to be someone familiar with the ideology of a Buddhist king – a dharmaraja. This becomes evident, for instance, in the process he followed in expelling lax monks; this was not done randomly, but as in the case of Ashok who deputed Mahataras for questioning monks, Rama I deputed his officers to question monks on a number of matters. Monks that were found ignorant were de-robed.  Rama I issued a series of ecclesiastical laws to restore discipline in the monkhood, sponsored the convening of an ecclesiastical council and convened a grand council to establish the definitive text of the Pali-language Tipitaka. Thus Rama I's reign reveals the classical paradigm of purification and revival of sasana, a pattern that is found in other Buddhist monarch archetypes (Tambiah, 1976).  

Rama II (1809-1824)

Rama II sought to consolidate the gains made by the previous reign. The king himself was an artist who loved all kinds of art. During his reign, handicrafts, art, literature, dancing, music, etc. were encouraged.  

Rama III (1825-1850)

There was some controversy surrounding the accession of Rama III. He was the son of King Rama II by a concubine and it was usually the norm to choose a king only from those borne by queens. He was given the title Chetsadakodin.

Rama III encouraged trade, especially trade with China. During his reign, the country's income increased enormously. The nobility itself engaged in trade and received profits. One of the reasons for the clash of interests with the British was precisely because the Siamese nobility was not willing to recognize British interests in regional trade. Ultimately however, concessions had to be made to the British through the Burney Treaty signed in 1826. 

One of the major events that shaped Thai society during this period was the emergence and growth of the Dhammyutika movement initiated by Prince Mongkut.  Mongkut was the eldest son of Rama II to be born from a queen and so he should logically have been the king.  However, at the young age of 20, while Rama II was in his final days, Prince Mongkut was sent off to a monastery – some say to protect him from the political maelstrom, but it could have been a strategy of eliminating him politically. He remained a monk and subsequently became the abbot of Wat Bovonnives, the royal monastery, for another 27 years.  In retrospect his entry into the monastery may have been a blessing in disguise because this enabled Prince Mongkut to study and read on a wide array of subjects and to travel throughout the country, in the process speaking to the people with whom princes only rarely interacted during those times. It eventually led to the placement of an enlightened individual as the monarch of Siam.  

From early childhood, Prince Mongkut had a restless and inquisitive mind and once he joined the monastery, he was soon disquieted by the Buddhism he found there. He first became associated with forest monks that focused on meditation, but he was discouraged by what he considered to be the pedantic attitude of the teachers and returned to the scholarly city monastery. There, he began a study of original Buddhist texts in the Pali language, covering the core Buddhist teachings. Comparing the original practices of religion with what then prevailed in contemporary Siam, he was appalled. He found that monks and lay people alike were blindly following the Buddhism of their fathers and grandfathers without any understanding of the teachings and the doctrines. Wat Bowonniwet, the monastery of which he was subsequently promoted as abbot, eventually grew into a separate order within Siamese Buddhism with the name Thammayutika, the "Order Adhering to the Dhamma,” while the older was called Mahanikai.  Its distinctive feature was a stricter interpretation of the Vinaya rules, such as not hoarding food or money, a different ordination ritual, a different style of wearing the robes and a critical study of original Pali scriptures.  

From the early 1830s, Mongkut also developed relations with the western missionaries in Siam. This included both the American Protestants and the French Catholic missionaries.  While the Catholic missionaries focused on the religious domain calling themselves "Phra" which means venerable monk in Thai, the American missionaries called themselves "Khru" or teacher and focused on practical aspects like medicine, science, technology, etc. Prince Mongkut perceived the Protestants as the greater threat and so engaged with them more than with the Catholics. He sought to isolate the claims of missionaries from western science and technology, accepting western science and technology while rejecting Christianity (However, he was influenced by Protestantism in a round about way in the sense that his method, like that of Protestantism, emphasized rationalism and scripturalism. Some scholars, however, claim that these traits could be discerned even before he began engaging with the missionaries.)  

With the missionaries, Mongkut learned Latin and English, science and mathematics and astronomy. Mongkut also studied the Bible. He used some of his newly acquired sensibilities in seeking to purge Buddhism of what he considered to be later accretions. During the 1840s, he began corresponding with the Buddhist monks of Ceylon regarding what constituted authentic Buddhism. Soon Wat Bowonniwet became a center of western learning besides ushering in reform within the Buddhist sangha. Prince Mongkut, as the abbot of Wat Bowonniwet, led this Buddhist revival in Thailand. 

Thailand had to be constantly on its guard vis-à-vis France and Britain.  Similarly, the East India Company was consolidating its position in the Indian subcontinent and the nascent Nepali state had to be vigilant against the East India Company. Just as the territory of modern Thailand was demarcated by its engagements with the colonial powers, so too the territory of modern day Nepal.

The Shah Era and its Eclipse by the Rana (1769-1950)

The origins of  present-day state of Nepal may be traced to the conquest of the Kathmandu valley in 1769 by a king from Gorkha, a small hill principality. Prior to the unification of the country, the area that is now Nepal was divided into numerous petty states. By the end of the eighteenth century, the Shah dynasty of Gorkha, through conquest, marriage and diplomacy succeeded in annexing the small principalities and forming the country that is today known as Nepal. 

Towards the end of the unification campaign in the early nineteenth century, the King's power waned and state reign went effectively into the hands of military families. During the same period, the young state's interests collided with that of the British East India Company regarding the ownership of the recently acquired territory in the central Tarai, which resulted in the 1814-1816 war. The expansion of the young Nepali state was halted with its defeat by the forces of the British East India Company and its size was reduced by one third. 

Competition for the control of the state led to bloody struggles between different military families. From the middle of the nineteenth century onwards, state machinery went effectively into the hands of one family – the Ranas. The power of this family was consolidated through the institution of hereditary Prime Ministership. The King during this period was the de jure figurehead, the de facto rulers being the hereditary Rana Prime Ministers. While the Shah monarchs were referred to as Maharajadhiraj, the Rana Prime Minister was referred to as Maharaja.  

While the peculiar relationship that Nepal had with British India inhibited modernization, Thailand, with its strong monarchy, was able to usher in modernization in the country.

The Modernization Thrust

Rama IV (1851-1868)

After 27 years in the monastery, Prince Mongkut became king at the age of 47. Surprisingly, King Mongkut did not undertake major reforms after he became the monarch. This was probably because he was afraid that such a move would alienate the people; his experience of ordinary people objecting to his reform of the sangha was not far behind.  He did undertake some simple reforms, though. For instance, he began the publication of the government gazette, employed a handful of foreign advisers, including a British nanny to educate his children in English. He allowed his subjects to refer to the reigning monarch by his personal name and abolished the prohibition against watching a royal procession. He tried to ameliorate the conditions of the slaves and allow women some choice in marriage. It was left to his son, Chulalongkorn or Rama V, to initiate major reforms in the country.  

King Mongkut saw his role as a defender of Buddhism. A Christian attack on Buddhism was construed as a political as well as a religious challenge. However, the strategy adopted in meeting this challenge was not by outlawing religious conversion but by reforming Buddhism so that it could resist the onslaught of western missionary religions. While simultaneously reforming Buddhism so that it would be able to meet the challenge posed by missionary religions, he extended freedom of religion to the missionaries and to the people. Ironically some of the values specific to Protestantism were internalized by the reformist Buddhist movement in Thailand symbolized by the Thammayut movement, and these are: assigning importance to the fundamental texts or the original scriptures, emphasizing rationalism and rejected popular forms of religion.  

Rama V (1868-1910)

Rama V whose name was Chulalongkorn was the king who ushered in modernization in Thailand and helped transform the 'mediaeval' kingdom of Siam into a modern day nation-state.

From the 1890s onwards, the kingdom of Siam could be said to be moving towards a new nation state. What assisted in the transition was the long reign of Chulalongkorn – he ruled for 42 years. Just as a common theme with King Mongkut had been the need to separate western science and technology from Christianity, for King Chulalongkorn, acquiring European modern science and institutions, while safe-guarding Siam's independence and individuality, was a constant theme.  

The growing Thammayutika movement with its new orientation helped instill a new civic sense that drew inspiration from religion but was modern in its outlook. There were rapid reforms in the Buddhist sangha, a consequence of which was the emergence of a pan-Thai Buddhist order and this variant of Buddhism reached the countryside. Since it was the traditional rulers themselves who undertook the religious reforms, there was no resistance from the monks unlike in other colonized Theravada countries where there was much resistance against the state.  

By the end of Chulalongkorn's rule in 1910, the Siamese state had reached a power and centralization never before seen in its history. Siam, at the turn of the twentieth century, became a "patrimonial bureaucracy" headed by an “absolute (enlightened) monarch.” What made the bureaucratic transition so effective was the degree of control over the government that was established by the king; it was like a revolution from above. 

Rama VI (1910-1925)

Modernity was a persistent theme during the sixth reign, an idea that was reflected in the numerous plays composed by Rama VI himself. Similarly there was focus on the idea of the Thai nation, with nationalism being conceived as a triumvirate of "nation-religion-monarch" (chat-satsana-phramahakasat). To show disrespect towards one was to show disrespect towards the others. Though Rama VI helped develop the idea of the nation, ironically one of the casualties of nationalism in the next decade was absolute monarchy itself. 

The Military Ascendant: Beginning of Constitutional Monarchy

Rama VII (1925-1935)

Since King Vajirabudh had no male descendants when he passed away in 1925, the crown went to his youngest brother Prince Prajadhipok who upon enthronement was given the title Rama VII. 

In June 1932, there was a swift coup de etat by a group of 123 middle level officials – both civil and military – that forced King Prajadhipok to relinquish his power thereby ending absolute monarchial rule in Thailand. King Prajadhipok agreed to the conditions set by this small group, who styled themselves as the "promoters," and accepted his new role as a constitutional head.   

Royalty was suddenly physically absent from Siam; it was to be absent for the next 25 years. Kingship was there but the reigning monarc resided outside the country most of the time during this period. Rama VII fell out with the military and abdicated in 1935. Rama VIII (1935-1946) was just a boy when crowned King. Except for a brief homecoming in 1938, he was abroad most of the time. He returned home in 1945 only to be murdered the following year. Rama IX (1946-) began to have a visible role in society only from 1957 onwards.  During these 25 years, Thailand was to be dominated by the handful of "promoters" of the 1932 coup.  

Active Constitutional Monarchy

Rama IX (1946-)

In June 9 1946, King Ananda Mahidol was found dead in a palace bedroom and subsequently, his younger brother Bhumibol Adulyadej was declared king. King Bhumibol along with his family went back to Switzerland to continue his studies. The king came back to Thailand permanently in 1951.

Some have characterized 1932 to 1957 as a period of "passive" constitutional monarchy and after 1957 as a period of "active" constitutional monarchy. 

The king's role in the crisis of 1973, 1976 and 1992 stands out as important landmarks in the evolution of active constitutional monarchy. These crises have led to the categorization of King Bhumibol as an active constitutional monarch. Had he been a literal constitutional monarch, he would perhaps not have intervened in those situations, preferring to abide by the constitutional strictures that limit his role. But King Bhumibol has intervened at specific junctures in Thai history. In playing out his role, he has evolved a new style of constitutional monarchy – an active one, in contrast to the passive Westminster model. 

Bhumibol sought to embody not just the ethnic Thai and the Buddhist, but minority ethnic and religious communities as well.  From the mid-1950s onwards, he had begun visiting remote parts of the country and had begun interacting with marginal ethnic and religious communities. He visited the Lao people of the northeast, the Muslim Malays of the south and the hill people such as the Karens, Meos, Akhas and Yaos of the north and northwest. For the benefit of these people, he launched projects on rural development, agriculture and public health and raised funds for the purpose from private endowments as well as through government support. 

In regions and among peoples where there was very little government presence, and which continued to remain outside the ambit of development, this gesture by the Thai King helped the marginal peoples gradually identify with the Thai nation-state and participate in its development. The visit by the king in these areas was to be a significant factor in turning the tide against the communist insurgency.  During the mid-1960s and early 1970s, there was an insurgency movement launched by the Communist Party of Thailand, which sought to broaden its base in the northeast and among the northern hill people. The presence of the monarch and the rapport that the local people had with the Thai monarch was one of the reasons why the insurgency movement could not make much headway in those regions.  

Through his engagements with ethnic and religious minorities over the decades, the Thai monarch has indeed sought to embody all the people who compose Thailand and not just the dominant ethnic and religious community. 

Over the period of 57 years that Bhumibol Adulyadej has been the monarch of Thailand, he has intervened in Thai politics only a few times. Had he intervened more frequently, he would perhaps not have remained a constitutional monarch. His interventions in politics have been aimed at diffusing crisis, restoring stability and consolidating democracy and as soon as things are back on track, he withdraws from the scene. Not having to look after the day to day affairs of the state has meant that he could concentrate his energies elsewhere – in those spheres that are more important for the well-being of the nation in the longer term. It has been mainly due to his efforts that the cultural and religious minorities of Thailand have come to identify themselves with the Thai nation and participate in its development. It is this distinctive style that has made King Bhumibol Adulyadej of Thailand an active constitutional monarch.

In general, the Thai monarchy has played a more imaginative and creative role in Thai society than Nepali monarchy has in the Nepali context. It was monarchy that ushered in modernization in Thailand from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth century. With the end of absolute monarchy in 1932, monarchy in Thailand has re-invented its role. And though monarchy remains a symbol of tradition in Thailand, tradition has been re-invented time and again.  Over the past fifty years, King Rama IX has brought the institution, which had almost been marginalized by history, to the center-stage in Thai life once more. What is especially noteworthy is that he has been able to do so without any control whatsoever over the army or the civil bureaucracy.

What Way Out of the Impasse in Nepal?

What is the way out of the current impasse between Hinduism versus secularism? How can the Thai case illuminate us in our choice? In the case of Nepal, to what extent would it be possible to dissociate Hinduism from the kingdom? What are the possibilities of declaring Nepal secular?  

The answer to these questions is that it is extremely difficult to dissociate the kingdom from Hinduism given the symbiotic relationship that Hindu kingship has had with Hinduism historically. ‘Secular’ as an attribute of the kingdom (which presumes a king) is as unworkable as ‘Hindu’ as an attribute of a republic (no matter how hard political parties, for instance, in India with the Hindutva agenda may like to try). 

In the debate between Hinduism versus secularism, the opinion of this researcher is that the specific conditions leading to the emergence of the nascent Nepali state during the late eighteenth century in which kingship had a symbiotic relationship with Hinduism, and the continuity of that nation-state up to modern times, preclude the possibility of dissociating Hinduism from kingship. But inserting secularism in its place will not do either. (Sharma, 2002; Sharma, forthcoming). The solution lies in opting for a middle ground that gives continuity to past traditions while simultaneously dissociating the state from aligning with Hinduism. This could be done by deleting the word 'Hindu' from the clause that defines the kingdom, though not necessarily replacing it with the word ‘secular.’ 

Inserting the word ‘secular’ in place of the word 'Hindu' as mentioned earlier is not the solution. To say the least, a 'secular kingdom' is a contradiction in terms because a kingdom implies the existence of a king and by implicit logic the king's religion. 

There is a clause in the constitution that safeguards the position of the king and his alignment with Hinduism when it outlines that the latter should be “an adherent of Aryan culture and a follower of Hindu religion.” This clause in the constitution has already identified Hinduism as the religion of the monarch, identifying the kingdom as Hindu. That modern laws are not derived from Hindu religious sources becomes a vacuous statement. It is also unnecessarily provocative and dysfunctional. 

This is the solution that comes to mind if one also examines the Thai case more carefully. Some 94 percent of the population in Thailand are Buddhist. But nowhere does the Thai constitution declare Buddhism to be the state religion. It does, however, declare Buddhism to be the king's religion, though he is also seen as the protector of all religions. Chapter II Section 9 of the constitution of Thailand states: "The king is a Buddhist and an upholder of religions.” These are the core ideas present in the Thai constitution which may be useful to Nepal.  

To be more explicit, the Thai constitution does the following: (1) Leaves the religious status of the kingdom deliberately undefined. The Thai constitution does not say that Buddhism is the official religion of Thailand, nor does it say that Thailand is a secular state. (2) Specifies the religious adherence of the monarch. The Thai constitution states that the king is a Buddhist. Another idea it articulates is that the king is an upholder of religions. The implication of the two statements once they are seen in conjunction is that the kingdom cannot literally be declared secular when the reigning king is Buddhist – 'kingdom' is after all an extension of 'kingship' – but that it can be secular for all practical purposes. By perceiving the king to be Buddhist while simultaneously a protector of various religions – an idea that can be traced back to Emperor Ashoka, the archetype of the righteous monarch or dhammaraja - space is allowed for adherents of minority faiths to identify with the monarchy. Moreover it does not portray the monarchy as a zealot institution, which may have been the case had it said that the king is a protector of Buddhism. As mentioned previously, this imaginative reinterpretation of the Thai king being an "upholder of religions" has made the Thai monarch the chief patron of Islam and other religions in Thailand. 

In seeing to it that Nepal evolves into a largely secular kingdom, certain amendments in the constitution, and ones that entail certain rephrasing, are necessary, while others need to address specific laws. The recommendations below are directed toward the role of the monarchy and its relationship with religion. (Others that deal with the policies pursued in running the statecraft have been mentioned elsewhere). 

· The clause that defines the kingdom needs to be modified. At present, the clause which defines the kingdom says, "Nepal is a multiethnic, multilingual, democratic, independent, indivisible, sovereign, Hindu and Constitutional Monarchial Kingdom.” The word 'Hindu' should be deleted from the clause. 

· The clause that defines the monarchy needs to be modified. The said clause defines the king as "an adherent of Aryan culture and a follower of Hindu religion.” It should be modified into "the king is a Hindu and a protector of religions.” The earlier clause read together with the present clause will mean that the king is Hindu, not the Kingdom. As such it will bring about some amount of differentiation between the person of the king and the kingdom. It will also give continuity to past traditions while simultaneously evolving the polity in a secular direction.

· Re-inventing the role of the monarchy. As in the case of the Thai king who has sought to embody all the people who compose Thailand and not just the dominant Buddhist-Tai, so too in the case of the Nepali king: he should embody not just the Hindu-Parbatiya. That the Nepali king is a Hindu by religion and a Parbatiya by ethnicity is a fact of history. However, he need not embody the dominant religion and ethnicity. As in the case of the Thai monarch, the Nepali king, through symbolic gestures and commitments for their well-being, should embody all of Nepal's religious and ethnic communities. He should be a king not just of the Hindus and the Parbatiyas, but also of Buddhists, Muslims, Christians and followers of indigenous religions. He should aspire to be a king of Gurungs, Magars, Tamangs Rais, Limbus, Newars, Dalits, Sherpas, Tharus, Yadavs, and all the various communities living in the Himalayas, the hills and the Tarai of Nepal. The first two clauses that differentiate the king from the kingdom and ensure that the king is a protector of religions would facilitate this new role for the king. It will also help boost the flagging legitimacy of the monarchy in a culturally and religiously plural society. 

· Constitutional monarchy. As long as the monarch becomes directly involved in politics and in the day to day running the state, he will not have the energy or the time to devote to these issues which are of greater importance for the well-being of the nation in the longer term. Only a constitutional monarchy that does not involve itself in politics, or does so only in diffusing a serious national crisis (and withdraws from the scene once the task is accomplished) will have the time and energy to embody the different ethnic and religious communities that make up Nepal.  

· Uniform civil law. The little remaining Hindu elements in the uniform civil law need to be repealed so that religious and ethnic minorities are not discriminated.  

What cannot be overlooked is that in spite of the constitution not advocating secularism, secularization as a process has continued unabated in our society. Functions taken up by Hinduism in past are undertaken by specialized non-religious institutions in contemporary Nepali society.  Lastly, given that secularism is a part of the larger package consisting of a set of standardized ideological products and social processes and given that the constitution essentially participates in the modernist discourse on democracy, freedom and equality, secularism is inescapable in the longer run.  
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