











elements24 in Thai social integration. In all this literature the Vessantara and other
Jatakas have been ignored or else treated as moral parables whose function was merely
to teach morals to the common people. In one of the most influential works on
Sukhothai, Griswold writes that ‘representations of the Jatakas, more than any other
category of Buddhist art, are intended for the edification of the general public’.25

Following Griswold, Gosling writes more recently that ‘the Jatakas are ancient Indian

folktales, which, because of their moralistic teachings and popular appeal have been
incorporated into the Buddhist canon...Sukhodayans arranged the Jataka scenes...where
they would entertain and edify one and all’.26 |

The tendency of modern scholarship to see the Jatakas as moral or religious
fables ignores several points. Firstly the Vessantara Jataka and most of the popular
Jatakas are stories which deal at length with the kinds of authority rulers hold, and the
relations between rulers and people. This makes them, in the language of modern
scholarship, ‘political’. Secondly we know that rulers made great efforts to portray
themselves in the likeness of characters in the Jatakas. And thirdly their political
character is strongly suggested by the fact that, unlike much of the conceptualisation of
authority mentioned above, we have evidence that rulers were actively disseminating the
Jatakas to their subjects, through oral recitation as well as pictorial representation. Were
the stories merely moral tales it is unlikely that rulers would have expended the time and
effort in their dissemination.

In 1361 a stone inscription erected by King Lithai (this time in Pali), displays the
first explicit reference to a connection between the Vessantara Jataka and Sukhothai
rulers. The inscription states that in the practice of Giving (than) the king is like
Vessantara; in the practice of Wisdom (panya) he is like Mahosadha; in the practice of
Moral Conduct (sin) he is like King Silava; and in the practice of Renunciation he is like
Janaka.27 The key to understanding these references is the Jatakas, for that is where
these personages are found. The subject of the over five-hundred stories contained in the
Jatakas is the many incarnations of the bodhisatta, or the future Gotama Buddha, and his
‘accumulation’ of barami, often translated as ‘Perfection’ or ‘Virtue’. It was the

24 Coedes, The Indianised States, p. 197.
25 Griswold, Towards a History of Sukhodaya Art, p. 27.

26 Betty Gosling, Sukhothai: Its History, Culture and Art, Singapore, Oxford University Press,
1991, p. 45.

27 Ibid., ‘Inscription 6', p. 101; also Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic and Historical Studies,

pp. 515-7. In the latter work the translation of the inscription omits ‘Mahosadha’ on the grounds that
the text is unclear, while the former work gives the alternative translation of the Pali ‘Janaka' as ‘his
[Lithai's] father'.
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As a moral guide for rulers the concept of barami differed from the so-called
thotsaphitaratchatham or ‘Ten Kinds of Royal Dhamma’, which was another code of
royal conduct propagated primarily through the Vessantara32 and other Jatakas and
referred to in Sukhothai inscriptions.33 While the thotsaphitaratchatham was a code
aimed at guiding the behaviour of the ruler towards his subjects, the ten kinds of barami
all concern the ruler’s conduct of his own self. The Perfections are more introspective
and supramundane. On the face of it the accumulation of barami would seem to be a

more selfish activity, and not suitable as a royal form of moral behaviour. Yet at the
same time it could have been popularly perceived to be a far higher order of royal
conduct, since enlightenment (in a future incarnation) and the salvation of humanity
were its ultimate objective.

How widespread was knowledge of the Jatakas and the model of royal self-
perfection they expressed in the Sukhothai kingdom? In 1972 a set of reliefs of the
Jataka illustrations were discovered dating from the mid-fourteenth century, complete
with captions in the Thai language.34 The reliefs were clearly designed for public
viewing and were probably originally attached to one of the major temples in the city,
Wat Mahathat. Besides visual representation (which was limited to one scene of the
story) we know from brief references in the inscriptions of Nakhon Chum and ‘Wat Hin
Tang’ that the custom of reciting the ‘Maha chat’ (‘Great Life’) to an audience already
existed.35 The “White Elephant Pond’ inscription of 1380 in Thai mentions royalty
listening to the dhamma of the ‘thotsachat’, or the last ten Jatakas (the last being the

32 Though no version of the Vessantara Jataka survives from Sukhothai, later versions in Thai
refer to Vessantara's practice of the ‘Ten Kinds of Royal Dhamma’: Maha chat kham luang, Bangkok,
Khlang Withaya, 1973, p. 338; Maha wetsandorn chadok chabap sip sam kan, Bangkok, Khurusapha,
1988, p. 324.

33 While the thotsaphitharatchatham bear some resemblance to the Ten Perfections, they are
clearly directed more at relations between ruler and subject: than - giving to individuals, sin - moral
conduct, borichak - generosity to the public, atchawa - honesty, matthawa - gentleness, taba -
determination, akkotha - aversion to anger, awihingsa - non-aggression, khantj - patience, and
awirothana - justice. For Lithai's adherence to these principles see Inscriptions 3 (p. 462), and 5 (p.

508), in Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic and Historical Studies. Though no version of the Vessantara
Jataka survives from Sukhothai, a version believed to date from the fifteenth century Ayuthayan

kingdom refers to Vessantara's practice of the ‘Ten Kinds of Royal Dhamma', Maha chat kham luang,
Bangkok, Khlang Withaya, 1973, p. 338.

34 Gosling, Sukhothai: Its History, Culture and Art, pp. 45-9; Charuk samai sukhothai
(Sukhothai Inscriptions), Bangkok, Krom Sinlapakorn, 1983, pp. 381-440; Prasert and Griswold,
Epigraphic and Historical Studies, p. 347.

35 Cf. Prachum silacharuk, Vol. 1, p. 63, and ‘Silacharuk wat hin tang', Charuk sukhothai
(Sukhothai Inscriptions), Krom Sinlapakorn, Bangkok, 1983, pp. 189-192; Gosling, Sukhothai, p. 59.
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dissemination to form communities and hierarchies was as great if not greater than these
activities more commonly considered appropriate to ruling elites. Through the media of
scripture and oral performance, words and ideas could travel through territory and reach
more people faster than a levied army ever could. The Vessantara and other Jatakas were
in the vanguard of this cultural activity. Through their dissemination by the media of text
and recitation they were forming communities which recognised these representations of
ideal hierarchical relations. The power of these media were partly dependent on a ruler’s
sponsorship of education in literacy, support of the Sangha, and the production of texts,
and to that extent they served the ruler’s ideological interests. However, they also
opened opened up opportunities for others to use these media for their own purposes.

Self-perfection was not exclusively a royal activity. In theory the objective of
enlightenment which required such rigorous personal conduct was open to anyone, man
or woman, prince or peasant. Inscriptions from the period mention that princes as well
as queens and princesses performed similar acts of piety with the same professed
objective.43 In the Jatakas the bodhisatta has accumulated the Perfections in incarnations
as an animal as well as a commoner, though incarnations as royalty or a Brahman are far
more COmmon.

For those who wished to follow the path of self-perfection the Sangha was the
principal means to this end. The Sangha provided not only the material support
necessary for such activity, but also the knowledge and the opportunity to train oneself
in these disciplines. For this reason the Sangha was potentially a dangerous institution
for rulers. The history of the Thai is littered with rebellions and even royal coups which
were launched by figures from out of Buddhist monasteries. At the same time, however,
the Sangha could also be said to function as an apparatus by which non-royal aspirations
to self-perfection were guided through the monastic regulations, control of ordination,
the abbot’s authority, etc. Outside such a regulatory apparatus individuals could prove
threatening to incumbent rulers. The idea of self-perfection translated into conceptions of
hierarchy, with the king at the apex because of his barami accumulated in previous
incarnations. An individual’s practice of self-perfection was a potential challenge to the
existing hierarchy.

During this period there is no purely ‘political” writing. Rather, what we would
call politics is expressed in ‘religious’ or ‘moral’ terminology. There is no clear
separation between the modern notion of political and religious realms. The Sukhothai
period shows a flourishing of this political-religious writing. One of the conduits of this
discourse of authority conceptualised in moral terms must surely have been the Sangha,
which received generous royal patronage and which appears to have increasingly

dominated secular as well as religious affairs in Sukhothai following the reign of

43 Ibid., pp. 65-6.
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