
 

 
 
 

พัฒนาสังคมไทย 
ด้วย 

ความรู้เข้าใจไตรภูมิ 

� 

Developing Thai Society 

with a Thorough Knowledge 

and Understanding of the Three Planes 



 

พัฒนาสังคมไทย ด้วยความรู้เข้าใจไตรภูม ิ
����������	
���  (�. �. �������) 
�	���	�	��� ��.������� ���� !"#� $����%#
	�	�!�&'� 
�	���	�	��� ��.����� (	# !��� ����#)!#*+&*,	���-���%#
	�	�!�&'�$��$����%#
	�	.*� 
Developing Thai Society with a Thorough Knowledge and  

Understanding of the Three Planes 

Phra Brahmagunabhorn (P. A. Payutto) 
Translated from the Thai by Professor Dr. Pongsri Lekawatana 
Endnotes in English with Thai translation by Professor Dr. Somseen Chanawangsa 
© ����������	
���  (�. �. �������) 
ISBN 978 616 7053 28 8 
�V�����!W�*�X Y Z �'��V&	�# [\[] 
^)!) [ �	&�� .*�_�!�&'� �V�����!W�*�X Y Z ��#	�� [\\] �̀	# # [\,bbb ��-� 
_ ���� 	���,	� !#�&V���) ] ��) ���&	#�	 �	��	�&c� Y,bbb ��-� 
_ ���� 	���,	� !#�&V���) ] ��) ���*!&��� ����� V�V�� \,bbb ��-� 
_ ���� 	���,	� !#�&V� ���$#)
c .d� V��*eV&�� Y,bbb ��-� 
_ ���� 	���,	� !#�&V� ����!�^�	 �!X#��*�!����V# Y,bbb ��-� 
_ �c�#VeV��*ee��� [,bbb ��-� 
_ *�#�V����#!��f�e���*	#  !�g	�� �& !# [,bbb ��-� 
_ �c�#VeVd	�V
c�V �. �. �������  �c�#VeV)�����#V*$���̀	#!&���hV)!�Vi  
  $��jc,��!*e	 Yk,bbb ��-� 

�&: ���d!��� ��*�eV �� 

����������	�
�������� �����	���	��������� 
�	&*-	#m���������!��V��� �����V��-����#�g	�*�X  !�g	�� �& !# 
�̀	)�)	�&��*+& �̀	�
��	���	# �!�� !�#���n� 
�*��!�*� b[ op[ qk]\, b[ op[ qkq\, b[ op[ qkr] 
www.watnyanaves.net 

�V���*�X �̀	#!&�V���j�Ve!��� m#���f� )�V�!* �̀	#!&�V�����t*$�#���u� �̀	&!� 
 [k v�� ] ��c-),	#� #$���*�� [ w##�!"#	&	� v�� [p 
 ���� #�� � &����*�i �*�. b[ q\b qqk[ 



 

คําปรารภ 

������� ���������	
�� �������	���������
����	� 	
�

������ ��������������������������� !����� "#"$ %&����
�'(�
�)*�����
 +, '-*.)��*/) �*0�*��!��������/������������������*��
����� ��������������������*.��1�2�'-�. . "##4 �156���* ���� 2�
����*1.���
 7,#7 89/:���1;��!������� ��/�����)�����).��.�!0��
����'*�����������'(��������� ������8.:����)���9/�)���:/�2!
2����6����������9.���������� �'�9.89/�.�����2</���������/)� 2�����1�
!&���/  �����!���� ��.��� �� �*:0)�=�0 ���'(�89/�'* �*0
 �����!���� ��.�� �* >��)�� 0 �'(�89/�:���
���&��/���*.��'(�
���������*0�'*�'(������� ?���)��).��.�!0<.)�2�/�������
���)����
9�5�����:&�� 


����� ��89/ ���6�2�6����*���50������
����������'*��� ��/
�!/��1 *	���0:���1;��!������� ���������	
�� �������	���������

����	� 	
�
 " ��� �'(�6������ ������!���.;��������*089/��2!
2@A6������)�' 

)��;�5�) �)�� !&�B���'(�?�������!0�C�'D!!��!���1������
�������6������ �����
�������������*.�����/)� �����!0��/�C��)�
'�0?�<���1:��.��9<�2�/�8.:���2�)��)/������:&����
�' 

 

��������� ��� 
"E  �������  "###



 

 

 
 



����������������	�
����	  
����������������������������  

��������������� 
 ������� ��	�������������������� 

 (��
�����������) 
 
� 

 
If we were to give Phra Ruang$s Three Planes  

a title that truly reflects its full content, 
it should be called 

The Three Planes and Deliverance from Them 
(to the Supramundane). 
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Developing Thai society with a thorough knowledge and 

understanding of the three planes * 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, my greetings to you all: 

The topic for the lecture today is: “The Influence of Phra 

Ruang’s Three Planes
[1]** on the Morality of Thai Society.” I have 

long been interested in The Three Planes, which is a very important 

piece of literary work, but have not given it due attention. The 

reason is that I have other aspects of work on Buddhism and have 

been occupied with them. 

I recall having read about The Three Planes some ten years 

ago from a book entitled Stories in Phra Ruang’s Three Planes, by 

Sathirakoses[2]. I did not pay much attention to it then as I did not 

think it necessary for understanding the essence of Buddhism. It was 

after having been invited to give this lecture that I really read the 

original text for the first time. 

After accepting the invitation, I realized that I had made a 

terrible mistake. I was not at all ready to speak on the assigned topic, 

for it goes beyond the content of The Three Planes to every aspect of 

Thai society. A person talking on such a topic should be well versed 

in history. Moreover, the relevant history may be lying hidden in 

other fields, for instance, art and literature. It seems that various 

literary works, in particular, should be a useful source of information 

on the influence we are looking for. 

                                                           
* From the lecture on “The Influence of Phra Ruang’s Three Planes on the 

Morality of Thai Society,” given at the seminar on “Traibhumi Phra Ruang,” at 
Vajiravudhanusorn Building, National Library, on Tuesday, May 1, 1983. The 
title of the book under discussion is henceforth simply referred to as The Three 

Planes for short. 

** The number in the square brackets denotes the item number of the note at the end 
of the present volume. 
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Developing Thai Society 2 

To illustrate this influence, therefore, the speaker should cite 

evidence from those works. In order to do so, he has to be keen and 

specialize in them. I am afraid I have not put much effort into 

accumulating knowledge in this area. To speak from this 

perspective, I therefore feel a little uneasy. 

However, to talk on the influence of The Three Planes on the 

morality of Thai society, we are bound to refer to the content of the 

treatise, that is, what The Three Planes says about morality. When 

we fully understand it, we will then be able to figure out how it 

influences Thai society. 

As I have just said, to understand the influence of The Three 

Planes on the morality of Thai society, we must, first of all, know its 

content on morality. I have therefore made a handout, which is a 

brief summary of the text. 

I would like to ask you, before we go on, to spend a little time 

on the handout. 
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Structure and summary of The Three Planes 

 

The term traibhumi, as we all know, refers to the “three planes 

of existence.” However, I need to stress at this point that there are in 

actual fact four planes, but the author wants to deal especially with the 

three planes which are in the mundane sphere of consciousness. 

These three planes are major ones and can be divided into 

thirty-one sub-planes or domains altogether. It is therefore necessary 

to know how the three major ones are to be divided into thirty-one. 

In The Three Planes, the author has taken the content of the 

three planes, which are divided into thirty-one sub-planes, and 

presented them in eleven episodes or chapters. To put it most briefly, 

the three planes are as follows: 

1. Kāma-bhūmi
[3], or Kāmāvacara-bhūmi in full, “the Sense 

Plane,” but it might just as well be simply called Kama-bhūmi 

2. Rūpa-bhūmi, or Rūpāvacara-bhūmi, “the Form Plane” 

3. Arūpa-bhūmi, or Arūpāvacara-bhūmi, “the Formless Plane” 

To be technically exhaustive, however, there are four planes 

and the fourth one is called lokuttara-bhūmi “the supramundane 

plane.” The first three share the common characteristic of being a 

lokiya-bhūmi “mundane plane.” The author points out the problem 

of these planes and tells people to mend their ways so that they can 

get out of them and enter the supramundane instead. He therefore 

calls his work The Three Planes to indicate the basis of discussion 

and treats the lokuttara-bhūmi separately. (The book has eventually 

covered all the four planes.) 

 The first plane, Kāma-bhūmi or Kāmāvacara-bhūmi, is 

divided into eleven domains. This plane receives the lengthiest 

treatment of all. As shown in the handout, the eleven domains of the 

Sense Plane are classed into four domains of loss and woe (apāya-

bhūmi) and seven blissful courses of existence in the Sense Plane 

(kāmasugati-bhūmi) as follows: 
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A. Apāya-bhūmi consists of the four domains of loss and woe: 

1. Naraka-bhūmi or the domain of hell beings 

2. Tiracchāna-bhūmi or the domain of animals 

3. Peta-bhūmi or the domain of hungry ghosts 

4. Asurakāya-bhūmi or the domain of belligerent demons. 

However, in The Three Planes the four domains are not as 

clearly divided as they are here. If you do not grasp them and sort 

them out properly, you may get confused. Just bear in mind that they 

are the four domains of degeneration and degradation. 

Naraka-bhūmi is described in the first episode. 

Tiracchāna-bhūmi, which is about animals, is in the second 

episode. 

Peta-bhūmi is the topic of the third episode. 

Asurakāya-bhūmi is the topic of the fourth episode. 

All these are called the four domains of loss and woe. 

B. Kāmasugati-bhūmi is also in Kāma-bhūmi, the Sense 

Plane, but with the word sugati “blissful course of existence” 

inserted. It therefore means the good kāma-bhūmi, a happy world. 

But apāya-bhūmi is a woeful or evil place. 

Kāmasugati-bhūmi comprises seven domains. 

Manussa-bhūmi “the domain of humans” belongs among the 

blissful courses of existence. It constitutes the fifth chapter, with a 

lengthy and comprehensive account. 

Then comes Chakāmāvacara-bhūmi, which refers to the six 

heavens of sensual pleasures, including Cātummahārājikā or the 

realm of the Four Great Kings and Tāvatiṁsā or the realm of Indra. 

The description of Tāvatiṁsā is particularly long. However, the six 

heavens are all presented in one episode, the sixth one. 

Episodes 1–6 deal with the 11 domains of Kāma-bhūmi. 
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The second major plane is Rūpa-bhūmi or Rūpāvacara-bhūmi “the 

Form Plane,” namely, abodes of the sixteen levels of divine beings called 

Rūpa-brahma. Here the author expounds on the necessity of practicing 

concentration to the point of absorption in order to be reborn on this plane. 

He also mentions Suddhāvāsa, the top five abodes, where anāgāmis 

“the non-returners” are reborn, i.e. from the twelfth abode upwards. 

All the sixteen abodes are enumerated, in one episode, episode 

7, which is not at all long. The author may think that ordinary people 

are not interested in the topic or find it too difficult; he therefore 

does not expound it in full. 

 The third major plane is Arūpa-bhūmi or Arūpāvacara-bhūmi 

“the Formless Plane,” namely, abodes of the four levels of formless 

divine beings called Arūpa-brahma. 

A subtopic of chabbaṇṇaraṁsī[4], the six-colored rays around the 

Buddha’s body, is inserted here. The reason is that a question is posed: How 

do formless divine beings know that a Buddha has come into the world? 

The answer is: they know from a spectacular sight of the six-colored rays. 

If the reader wonders why certain subtopics are inserted in the 

text, he should realize that there is a reason calling for such an 

explanation like the one just mentioned. 

Arūpa-bhūmi is presented in the eighth episode. 

The content proper of the three planes actually ends here, having 

covered all the three planes, but the text still goes on with other topics. 

The next episode, episode 9, is called Avinibbhoga-rūpa. 

Avinibhoga-rūpa is a term in the Abhidhamma, the Higher Doctrine, 

but it will not be explained here. Simply put, this episode is meant to 

describe the physical world or environment. The reason is that all the 

preceding episodes are about the three planes of different levels of 

sentient beings with different levels of mind. In other words, they 

are about living beings with consciousness. From then on, the author 

sets about describing the physical world, that is, various inanimate 

objects on the three planes where sentient beings dwell. 
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What the author is doing is hammering in the message that not 

only sentient beings on the various planes but the physical 

environment on all of them are also subject to impermanence. 

Therefore, he begins by talking about anicca-lakkhaṇa “charac-

teristic of impermanence.” He then goes on to describe what the 

physical environment consists of—mountains, rivers, the sun, the 

moon, the planets, the stars, Jambudīpa or the Continent of the Rose 

Apples, Himavanta Forest, etc. 

After describing the physical world, the author begins a new 

episode, episode 10, which is a continuation of the previous episode. 

However, this time the author talks about the destruction and 

emergence of the world. Episode 9 is about the state of the world as 

is, but episode 10 tells how the world comes into existence and how 

it ends. The author describes its development, deterioration and 

destruction. This has to do with kappa-vināsa and [kappa-]uppatti 

“the destruction and arising of an eon denoting a world cycle.” The 

focus is on anicca-lakkhaņa “characteristic of impermanence,” as 

evident from its emergence and dissolution. 

This chapter brings the world of the inanimate objects or 

physical environment to a close. 

The last episode is the eleventh, called Nibbāna-kathā. It is 

about Nibbāna, the extinction of all defilements and sufferings, 

which is beyond the three planes, parenthesized [in the handhout] as 

lokuttara-bhūmi, the supramundane plane, i.e. the fourth plane. 

Therefore, if we consider the text as a whole, we can say that 

it is not only about the three planes but about catubhūmi or the four 

planes. That is, it does not just describe the three planes but how to 

get out of them. Once a person is released from the three planes, he 

will enter the fourth one, which is lokuttara-bhūmi. 
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Therefore, the episode on Nibbāna is about lokuttara-bhūmi 

and the way to reach Nibbāna, [the final goal of Buddhism]. It 

specifies the stages of attainment of various paths and fruits—

Sotāpatti-magga “the Path of Stream-Entrance,” Sotāpatti-phala “the 

Fruition of Stream-Entrance,” Sakadāgāmi-magga “the Path of Once 

Returning,” Sakadāgāmi-phala “the Fruition of Once-Returning,” 

Anāgāmi-magga “the Path of Never-Returning,” Anāgāmi-phala 

“the Fruition of Never-Returning,” Arahatta-magga “the Path of the 

Worthy One,” and Arahatta-phala “the Fruition of the Worthy One.” 

The account of The Three Planes is thus rounded off with lokuttara-

bhūmi. 

I would like to make a point of what I have observed here. The 

fact that the author mentions lokuttara-bhūmi clearly shows his 

ultimate aim in compiling The Three Planes. He knows in his heart 

where he wants to lead his reader or listener. He talks about the 

three planes in order to show people the merits and demerits of the 

three planes so that they would get out of them and enter the fourth 

plane, lokutta-rabhūmi. I will elaborate on this later. 

Moreover, please be informed that bhūmi in its strictest sense 

means “mental level.” When used a little more loosely, it would also 

cover the level or plane inhabited by beings of like-mental level. The 

author used the word bhūmi here a little loosely. 

Besides, if we look at the whole text on the theoretical basis of 

the Abhidhamma, or the Higher Doctrine, which classifies the ultimate 

realities, or paramatthadhammas, into four categories, namely, citta 

“consciousness,” cetasika “mental factors,” rūpa “matter,” and 

Nibbāna “extinction of all defilements and sufferings,” we will 

realize that the content of The Three Planes is arranged in the same 

order as that of the Abhidhamma. We can therefore conclude that 

The Three Planes deals with citta and cetasika, goes on to rūpa, in 

avinibbhogarūpa, and closes with Nibbāna. 
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After Nibbāna-kathā comes the epilogue (afterword or 

concluding remarks), which tells of the merits arising from listening 

to The Three Planes. It says that listeners will attain divine treasure 

and Nibbāna-sampatti or the bliss of Nibbāna. The purpose, 

therefore, is attainment of Nibbāna, the supreme goal of Buddhism. 

If one has not been able to reach that goal yet, he can still hope to 

meet Metteyya[5], a Buddha-to-be, on the way. 

Presumably, the section on the merits of listening to The Three 

Planes has a profound influence on Thai society with regard to its 

morality. This is a point worthy of note. 

Thus concludes the brief account or outline of the text. 
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General observations that would contribute to 

a better understanding of The Three Planes 

 

Starting with result and tracing it back to the cause 

In studying The Three Planes, we can discuss it in terms of the 

Buddha’s teaching. For instance, we can compare it with other 

doctrines in Buddhism. May I illustrate this by looking at it from the 

perspective of paṭiccasamuppāda “the Dependent Origination,” or 

paccayākāra “the Mode of Dependency”? 

Paṭiccasamuppāda can be briefly described as a doctrine of 

tivaṭṭa, “the triple round,” namely kilesa, kamma, and vipāka. 

Kilesa denotes various evils in the mind, or mental 

defilements, such as greed, anger, and delusion. 

Kamma denotes action or deed, caused by kilesa or 

defilements. The human mind contaminated with defilements has an 

intention possessed, for instance, with greed. When motivated to act 

out of greed, one may commit an evil deed, such as stealing 

something. If his mind is stirred by anger, a desire to hurt may 

prompt him to destroy others or kill them. If it is swayed by 

delusion, he may become infatuated with someone or something. 

These are root causes, the result of which is called vipāka. 

Vipāka is the result mentioned above. If a person commits 

evil deeds, he will suffer evil consequences. His life will deteriorate 

in quality; it will be rough, full of misery and trouble. If he does 

good deeds, the result will be good. He will enjoy a life of high 

quality, that is, he will be prosperous, and happy. If we look at this 

in concrete terms, we can say a person will be reborn in various 

realms, good or bad, because they are the birthplace or location 

where he gathers the fruit of his deeds. 
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If we look from the angle of kilesa, kamma, and vipāka, we 

will realize that in The Three Planes the author begins with vipāka. 

From tivaṭṭa or the triple round, vipāka or result is dealt with first. 

The book, therefore, opens with conditions resulting from our deeds. 

Being reborn whether in apāya-bhūmi “the plane of loss and woe,” 

for example, the domain of hell beings; in sugati-bhūmi, the plane of 

happiness, such as the human world; or in various levels of heaven 

as celestial beings, or divine beings of either the Form Plane or the 

Formless Plane, is all the result of a person’s deeds. 

Then the author goes on to investigate what deeds entail these 

outcomes. He first, as it were, talks about what happens. After his 

account of resultant occurrences or vipāka, he then traces them back 

to kamma, which are the root causes. 

Afterward, he refers to defilements or kilesa, which are factors 

that condition such and such kamma or action. However, the focus is on 

kamma, which is the cause of such and such result. This exemplifies 

one way of judging the text in terms of kilesa, kamma, and vipāka. 

An observation can be made that The Three Planes presents but 

another approach to writing on Buddhism by beginning with vipāka. 

 

Against the background of Brahmanism
[6]

 

The next thing worthy of note is this. To understand the 

Buddhist doctrines clearly, even at the level of morality, we should 

compare them against the background. 

The relevant background which gave rise to Buddhism is 

Brahmanism. The Buddha was born into a society where the 

influence of Brahmanism was pervasive. However, he did not 

approve of many of its tenets of belief and ways of practice, so he 

opposed them in his teaching. In a way, it can be said that Buddhism 

was designed to contradict, refute, and overthrow Brahmanist 

teachings. Therefore, a considerable number of Buddhist doctrines 

and terms are similar to those in Brahmanism. 
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It is to be expected that in that kind of background and 

environment, various terms used in Buddhism, the emerging 

religion, were those that people in the region were familiar with. In 

such a situation, we would generally say that Buddhism was 

influenced by Brahmanism. However, such a statement is not 

adequate; we have to add that Buddhism originated mainly to 

eliminate Brahmanist teachings. In order to do that, terms used in 

Brahmanism had to be cited and put under scrutiny. 

Therefore, whatever is said with identical terms, such as 

kamma [Sanksrit: karma], does not convey the same concept. 

The term kamma, or karma, can also be found in Brahmanism 

and in other religious faiths in India, including Jainism or Nigantha 

Nāṭaputta’s teaching. 

 However, karma in Brahmanism is meant to lend support to 

the caste system in India, while the Buddha teaches the doctrine of 

kamma to refute it. Whereas karma in Jainism revolves around the 

doctrine of past action, the doctrine of kamma in Buddhism is aimed 

at making people engage in actions that bring about good results in 

accordance with their causes and conditions. 

We have to grasp this. While examining doctrines in 

Buddhism, it is important that we fully understand these general 

characteristics. 

Brahmanism teaches the doctrine of karma to convince people 

that they were born into any of the four castes—kshatriyas 

“warriors,” brahmins “priests,” vaishyas “merchants and traders,” or 

shudras “workers and servants”—because of their karma or deeds in 

the past. Therefore, whatever caste a person is born into, he has to 

accept his lot with resignation and is obliged to carry out his caste-

specific duties to the best of his ability. 
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For instance, the rights of a shudra are restricted so he has to 

conduct himself within the limit set. When he fulfills his role, he is 

considered to have done good deeds. Once he has done well his 

duties as a shudra, he is likely, or is hopeful, to be granted a higher 

birth in his next life. He might be reborn into a higher caste and 

increase his chance of advancing towards salvation (moksha), 

attaining release and gaining access to Brahma. However, as long as 

he is still a shudra, he will not be able to improve himself spiritually 

all this lifetime of his. He will have no chance to study the Vedas 

and thus no possibility of ever reaching Brahma. 

By contrast, Buddhism teaches the kamma doctrine to 

repudiate the caste system. Buddhism teaches that a person’s 

position—high, low, ignoble or noble—is not determined by birth. 

Anyone who does good deeds is a good person and anyone who does 

bad deeds is a bad person. If you conduct yourself well, and strive to 

exercise your intellect, you will be able to attain enlightenment and 

become an arahant, one fully liberated from all defilements, no 

matter what caste you are in. 

Therefore, we can see that in teaching the same topic, identical 

terms may be used but they differ widely with regard to concept. 

I would like to stress here that a full understanding of this 

principle is of paramount importance, especially if we study from a 

historical perspective. I have taken this precaution to ensure that we 

have a thorough knowledge of what we are studying along the 

course of time, and realize how understanding and thinking have 

changed and in what way they have developed or declined. 

There are often major flaws in specialized historical studies in 

that we only learn of events or changes that had occurred but do not 

really know the make-up of elements that had undergone changes. 

This is because we have not studied it in relation to other fields of 

knowledge. We therefore do not know it thoroughly or may even get 

mistaken ideas. 
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Moreover, events, conditions, or pictures, including concepts 

and beliefs that appeared at any point in the current of history were 

aggregated results of changes and reactions to them as well as 

influences of numerous factors that they had come into contact or 

got involved with for a long period of time. To take the picture or 

aggregated result in question and identify it with this or that without 

relating it to the changes that had taken place and the original 

principle that it derived from can be described as a static way of 

studying history. This kind of approach may cause many 

misconceptions. 

For example, in studying Buddhism some might go so far as to 

assume that certain beliefs about Buddhism in some sections of 

society at a particular time are really the Buddha’s teachings from a 

metaphysical perspective. Such an assumption is greatly erroneous. 

Understanding the original principle regarding elements in the 

background while there were changes in history becomes all the 

more important especially when a person studies history with the 

purpose of improving society. Unless he is aware of the underlying 

fundamental doctrines, he will not be able to clearly see or 

understand the movements and changes in history. 

A person knowing the underlying facts in the background will 

be insured against a static attitude, that is, he will not be a fumbler 

whose thinking is under the domination of ideas prevalent at a 

particular point in history. He will understand thoroughly what had 

happened. In addition, he will be equipped with tools that set him 

free to investigate on his own. He will be able to bring out the true 

doctrine and use it to good advantage, understanding thoroughly 

situations under the influence of movements and changes in history. 

The findings then will be appropriate, accurate, and truthful. 
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I would like to stress this point. Since studying The Three 

Planes for me is not just out of academic interest in what it is, but 

what course of action from The Three Planes can be used to 

advantage at the present time. Neither do I think that grasping 

concepts which are accumulated results of historical development is 

enough. It is also necessary to trace them back to their sources and 

find out how they had changed. 

May I caution you again that if you study history without 

knowing the facts that are the basis of history, you will be under its 

control? Your perspective on history will be void of creative 

thinking. 

It is the same with The Three Planes. In Buddhism there are 

accounts of Mount Sumeru etc, which we say have been influenced 

by Brahmanism. However, the concepts in Buddhism are not the 

same as those in Brahmanism. They also differ in details; for 

example, their organization. When Sumeru is said to be the center of 

the universe, the commentator would say in his description of 

cosmology that on the summit of Sumeru is the abode of Indra [Pali: 

Inda], and above that there are many levels of divine beings called 

Brahamas, stacked in layers higher up. A little lower, on the slope of 

Sumeru there are abodes of the four guardian deities. Below them at 

the foot of the Mount are domains of non-humans[7] and Asura 

demons. Beneath is the domain of nāgas, the serpent-like water 

demigods, and under the earth are domains of hell beings. 

The description of these places differs from that in Brahmanism. 

For example, Mount Sumeru is also considered to be the center of 

the universe. However, Indra’s abode is not on the summit of 

Sumeru but to the north of it, while south of it are heavens of more 

powerful gods who flourished later such as Vishnu and Shiva. Their 

abodes are called Vaikuṇṭha and Kailāśa, respectively. There are 

also other heavenly abodes with different features but they are mere 

details that are not supposed to be very significant. 
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However, Brahmanist cosmology differs essentially from that 

of Buddhism in many respects such as the story of Indra. 

Indra in the Brahmanist tradition was at first a warrior god. 

Then he degenerated into a celestial being who behaved in immoral 

and evil ways. Later on, he was superseded by other gods, namely 

Vishnu and Shiva, who rose to prominence as chief deities at a later 

period. These deities are immortal; they live forever. Those who 

could reside there with Narayana (i.e. Vishnu) or Ishvara (i.e. Shiva) 

would enjoy eternal lives as well. 

On the other hand, the concept of Indra in Buddhism is 

different. He has become a guardian deity, protecting goodness and 

watching over good people. Besides, Indra is a position; a deity 

filling it is also subject to impermanence—birth, death, and life 

span. Anyone keen on helping others like Magha, the social 

benefactor who persuaded his friends, 32 of them, to help sweep an 

area, build shelters for travelers, and take part in activities for the 

common good, will be reborn as Indra. When the result of his merit 

is exhausted, he enters the round of rebirth again. Another person 

who has done good deeds for the public will be reborn as Indra and 

take over his duty. Therefore, Indra is just a position, unlike the 

Brahmanist counterpart, whose life remains the same forever. 

The significant point is that in Buddhist view, celestial 

beings, no matter what level they are on—even Brahmas—are all 

impermanent, and not everlasting. They still fare in the round of birth 

and death. A being born on a high plane in the realm of Brahmas might 

fall down and be reborn as a human. A human who does evil deeds will 

go down to hell or become a hungry ghost. Moving around in a circle 

like this can be considered a kind of equality. 

Buddhism teaches that to obtain the highest good we must free 

ourselves completely from these planes of existence. It then teaches 

a step further: how to get beyond these celestial and divine beings to 

lokuttara-bhūmi or the supramundane plane. 
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In other words, the focus of Buddhism is not on Mount 

Sumeru or its summit, but a long way above it. 

Therefore, in Buddhism, the idea that Mount Sumeru is a 

heavenly abode of celestial beings, Indra, and Brahmas, does not 

imply a final destination. The aim in describing it is to show that 

various levels of existence are just various stages in the round of 

rebirth, and have to be terminated. We must find a way to get out of 

these heavens, go beyond the Brahmas, and all the planes where 

sentient beings are subject to the round of rebirth. This is a concept 

that distinguishes Buddhism from Brahmanism and is also 

expounded on in The Three Planes. 

In brief, the goal of Brahmanism is for its followers to be 

reborn and enjoy eternal lives with Brahma, or the highest god, on 

the pinnacle of the universe. But the goal of Buddhism is to go over 

it and float above all celestial beings including Brahmas. 

That is to say, the ultimate aim of Brahmanism is to get to the 

highest point of the three planes, while that of Buddhism is to go 

beyond them. 

Therefore, the study of The Three Planes should not end with 

the stories of heaven and hell. Nor should we interpret that it has 

given high value to wealth, glory, and happiness whether possessed 

by the greatest of kings in the human realm or by supreme beings in 

heaven. 
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The recurring theme of going beyond the three planes 

In fact, the author of The Three Planes has stated his aim or 

feeling on this matter very clearly. For example, when he describes 

the happiness of a universal monarch, the glory of heaven, or the 

greatness of Brahmas, he concludes at the end that even universal 

kings, celestial beings, Indra, and Brahmas, who enjoy such 

grandeur and so much happiness, are subject to impermanence and 

will pass away. We should therefore go in quest of what is by far 

superior to all else, that is, Nibbāna. It is remarkable that this 

sentiment has been inserted at intervals all through the text. 

May I cite an example from the story of a universal monarch 

on page 72? I will read to you the end of this section. After describing 

the greatness and all the delights enjoyed by the universal monarch, 

the mightiest of all in the human realm, the author concludes: 

Even a universal monarch who has been endowed with 
great merit and has subjugated all the four continents is not 
beyond the reach of death. He cannot make himself secure 
and live an immortal life. He still moves on in the round of 
rebirth and will never be freed of suffering in this cycle of birth 
and death unless he attains Nibbāna. Here ends an account of 
a universal monarch. 
The ultimate goal of the author is evident here. Not only does 

the section on a universal monarch end with such a reflection, but 

other sections end like this too. 

We come next to the story of Jotika, a very wealthy man, on 

page 89. He has in his possession seven kinds of treasures,[8] and is 

enjoying an exceedingly prosperous and affluent life. What becomes 

of him? The author finally says: 
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Then Jotika shaved his head and was ordained as a 
Buddhist monk. He later attained the final stage of holiness 
with the splendor of penetrating insight and became known by 
the name of the elder Jotika. 
It is quite clear from the passage what the author is aiming at. 

Let’s look at what he says about celestial beings. 

On page 114, he ends his account of celestial beings on the six 

heavens of sensual pleasures before going on to the Form Plane as 

follows: 

Though these celestial beings enjoy such great 
happiness, they still have to part from it, let alone humans like 
us. How can we keep a firm hold on our wealth and life? 
Consequently, Buddhas, Private Buddhas, as well as 
Arahants, whose cankers are exhausted, desire not such 
happiness in the round of rebirth and leave for the bliss of 
Nibbāna, the final goal. 
This is the conclusion of the six heavens of sensual pleasures. 

It should be noted that in describing the wealth and delights 

enjoyed by an extremely rich man and a universal king as well as the 

magnificent abode of celestial beings, the author has shown how 

spectacular, superb, and unrivaled they are. Then he gives an 

unexpected twist by saying that everything vanishes in accord with the 

law of impermanence. In theory, this is a way of shocking the reader, 

creating a sense of urgency or at least cautioning him not to fall prey 

to heedlessness and infatuation, but hasten to do good deeds or even 

better to go beyond the three planes and enter lokuttara-bhūmi. 

This kind of approach as in the account of Jotika may have 

been modeled on the Pali Canon: for example, the Mahāsudassana 

Sutta[9] (D.II.196) and A brief history of Gottama Buddha (Gottama 

Buddhavaṁsa[10], Bv.97) 
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Moreover, there is another brief comment on all the heavenly 

abodes on page 124, right before the discussion of Avinibbhoga-

rūpa, in chapter 9. The last paragraph reads: 

All beings born into the three planes, though they may 
enjoy high honor and enormous wealth like a universal king, 
Indra—the ruler of Tāvatiṁsā, the realm of the thirty-three 
deities—or Brahmas do not at any time stand firmly amidst 
their wealth. All will suffer loss and death, and be divested of 
their possession. Even Indra and Brahmas when they meet 
their end will wander around continuously on the three planes; 
they may sometimes be born in the four domains of loss and 
woe and suffer great pain and agony. 
Such a brief reflection on the glory and magnificence of 

heavenly treasure recurs in every section. I will read to you the text 

that clearly shows this focus. In the conclusion on avinibbhoga-rūpa 

on page 126, the same idea is repeated; paragraph 2 reads: 

This is true not only with sentient beings, but continents, 
mountains, rivers, caves and caverns, which are just features 
of the physical world and which are void of mind, also suffer 
loss and are subject to impermanence. 
It is even more obvious in the third paragraph on page 139: 

Even though continents, rivers, or stands of trees big, tall 
and beautiful mentioned above do not possess mind or life force, 
only forms which consist of eight elements—earth, water, fire, air, 
color, smell, taste, and nutriment—they still suffer loss. They do not 
stand firmly and permanently. Neither do all sentient beings stand 
firmly and permanently. Hear me, all you good people, hasten to 
deliberate over the impermanence of all compounded things and 
concentrate on making merit, that is, giving alms, observing the 
moral code of conduct, cultivating loving-kindness and practicing 
meditation. Take yourselves to the immortal city of Nibbāna, where 
you will know not suffering, sorrow, illness, disease, old age, death 
or loss. When you reach Nibbāna, you will enjoy everlasting peace 
and happiness. Nibbāna is unsurpassed at all times. 
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On page 149, the same point is stressed again, focusing 

directly on Nibbāna. The author begins the last chapter, Nibbāna-

kathā, by describing happiness: 

The attainment of Nibbāna accounts for unparalleled delight, 
security and happiness. Even if we were to compare all the 
treasures belonging to Indra and Brahmas with that of 
Nibbāna, it would be like comparing fireflies with the moon. Or 
else, it would be like comparing a drop of water at the tip of a 
strand of hair with water in an ocean 84,000 yojanas[11] in 
depth. Otherwise, it would be akin to comparing a speck of 
dust with Mount Sumeru. The excellence of Nibbāna is infinite 
and its treasure is happiness beyond compare. It knows no 
illness, disease, old age, death, loss, or separation. The 
treasure of Nibbāna is far superior to that of the human world 
or that in the worlds of gods and brahamas. 
Thus The Three Planes expounds on what is good and bad as 

well as advantages and disadvantages of the lowest plane of existence to 

the highest so that we can finally go beyond all these planes. 

This approach to writing is comparable to the Buddha’s 

method in the anupubbikathā “graduated sermon.” It is a method 

used in teaching that progresses in accord with the depth of the 

subject. There are five stages. 

It begins with dāna “alms giving,” by urging people to share 

what they have and then goes on to sīla “morality,” telling them to 

be well behaved and observe rules of morality. The next stage is 

sagga “heaven,” where they earn what is desirable—being reborn 

into heaven and enjoying the good results. The fourth stage is 

kāmādīnava. After being informed of happiness arising from 

sensuality, they are told of its defects. They are made aware of how 

sensuality corrupts and how it is impermanent or transitory. 
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Then it comes to the last stage, nekkhammānisaṁsa. It tells 

of the merit derived from renunciation of materialities, which neither 

remain stable nor last forever; that is, they are subject to 

impermanence, suffering, and non-self. Subsequently, the Buddha 

preaches the Four Noble Truths. 

The approach adopted in The Three Planes is in one respect 

similar to that in the graduated sermon, which is one of the methods 

used in teaching Buddhism. 

From this perspective, then, we can see that the author has an 

unequivocal goal in his mind in accord with the Buddhist 

conception, and there has been an impact in this respect on Thai 

society all along. For example, people in the old days when they 

offered alms to monks did not just aim at going to heaven. This is 

evident in the age-old formula said when offering alms to monks 

which usually ends with the Pali expression Nibbānapaccayo hotu, in 

effect wishing that the offering be a factor in attaining Nibbāna. At 

present, this expression is forgotten; it turns out that people 

nowadays are narrower than those of old. 

Now people only talk about going to heaven, whereas in the 

past they talked about going to Nibbāna as well. This is another 

observation I would like to make. 

However, there is one negative comment on The Three Planes. 

Its description of happiness of Nibbāna seems to differ from that of 

the mundane world in terms of degree, not in kind. In principle, the 

description should indicate differences in terms of category. 

Furthermore, the author only stresses the happiness that is 

beneficial to the person who attains it. But he does not also say how one 

who, having reached Nibbāna, attained the greatest happiness and been 

released from suffering, has therefore gained knowledge and 

understanding as well as ability to devote his whole life to the cause of 

helping his fellow men and all the worldlings to attain happiness. 
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Compared with Traibhumiloka Vinicchai 

Another point to consider is that when we compare Phra Ruang’s 

Three Planes with the book Traibhumiloka Vinicchai, we will see that 

the two works are different in style. Minor details are also presented in 

reverse order. For example, in Traibhumiloka Vinicchai the compilers 

begin with the world of materiality or natural surroundings, that is, 

description of the universe, death, disintegration, and evolution of the 

world. Then they go on to different levels of existence, which are about 

sentient beings, one by one, starting with hell. From that point on, its 

development is similar to that of The Three Planes. It ends with 

Visuddhi-kathā, a sermon on purity, which is the same as Nibbāna-

kathā, a sermon on Nibbāna. 

However, one important observation to make is that in Traibhumi-

loka Vinicchai there is no emphasis on going beyond all the planes to get 

to the stage of purity. It seems that the compilers of Traibhumiloka 

Vinicchai did not work on their own initiative, and had not had any 

definite plan in mind. As a matter of fact, they were summoned by King 

Buddha-Yodfa’s command to compile the text. Therefore, when they had 

to write it, they worked like true academics, that is, they began by 

collecting technical information on the universe. They searched various 

texts that gave explanation on related topics and took notes, such as hell, 

heaven, the world of Brahmas and the path to Nibbāna. They put all their 

notes together and wrote their book accordingly. Its substance is, 

therefore, purely academic. 

However, The Three Planes was written with certain direction 

in mind. The author wrote on his own initiative with a definite goal. 

Consequently, we find conclusions like those quoted above in every 

section, emphasizing his point that whatever arises is impermanent. 

No matter how much treasure we possess, nothing is permanent. We 

therefore should not get trapped in such kind of pleasure but go 

beyond it, aiming at happiness in the supramundane plane. 
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Such a goal is not found in Traibhūmiloka Vinicchai. This is 

an observation worth looking into. (Is it possible that at the time the 

book was being written this goal was fading out?) 

As I have said earlier, I have not paid much attention to The 

Three Planes. Despite its importance, I do not think it is indispensable, 

at least for the work I have been involved in at present. 

I therefore would like to inform you again that I have not 

really studied Traibhumiloka Vinicchai thoroughly. 

However, having skimmed through the book, I think in all 

likelihood it is the work of scholars who gathered accounts and 

descriptions from various religious texts, which are older than Phra 

Ruang’s Three Planes, that is, they had existed before the days of 

Phaya Lithai, or were extant during his time. The writers selected 

only sections about the three planes and compiled a book, following 

the king’s order. There were neither the authors’ own views nor the 

convictions of their contemporaries. The book only reveals their 

ideas about selecting contents and putting them in appropriate order. 

What was foremost in their minds was to put the selections together 

the best they could and produced the most comprehensive text as 

ordered by the king, without expressing their own thoughts or what 

their fellow countrymen believed in. In other words, they completed 

their mission to the best of their ability. (I presume that the 

compilers did not write anything of their own, not even concluding 

remarks in various places.) 

Its content is the same as that in Phaya Lithai’s Three Planes 

but more comprehensive as it includes details of incidental topics. 
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Since the substance is just a collection of passages copied and 

forthrightly translated from old scriptures without any specific aim 

in mind, this work of the early Ratanakosin period does not reflect 

ideas and beliefs of its days, especially those that had been affected 

by the passage of time and environment factors in connection with 

history. (How could it be otherwise? The entire content was 

translated from scriptures older than The Three Planes.) What it 

reflects, if we think it does, is just ideas and beliefs about the three 

planes that had been stationary (and tightly held) for a long time. 

While the ideas themselves stood still, the search for details had 

gone deeper and the original intentions behind them had been 

blurred. 

What I have said just now is a recommendation for research. 

Anyone interested should try studying details in Traibhumiloka 

Vinicchai to find out whether it is just a collection of passages from 

old texts in translation without any contribution from the compilers, 

not even interpretation of the texts concerned. As for me, if I have 

plenty of time or get involved with something relating to it, I will 

study it in greater details. 

 

Faithfulness to original information in the source texts 

In general, it seems that the author of Phra Ruang’s Three 

Planes is very faithful to his sources. He gathers his material from 

various religious texts and presents it the way it is without distorting 

or concealing the original doctrines. Whatever such and such a text 

says about Buddhist principles, for the most part he renders them 

faithfully. (However, the texts in the list he refers to are over thirty 

and almost all of them are commentaries and sub-commentaries. 

This is an important point to note.) 
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Nevertheless, there are certain additions by the author that are 

meant to influence the moral outlook of his time. For example, in 

specifying evil deeds which lead to rebirths as hungry ghosts, the 

author may also have described living conditions and evil deeds of 

people at the time to make them realize how such and such evil 

doers will suffer evil consequences, being born hungry ghosts or hell 

beings—in effect also incorporating into the text the contemporary 

conditions of his time. This is the method generally used by 

preachers of religious doctrines when preaching to ensure that their 

listeners have a more graphic and solemn picture. 

The section attesting that he is true to his source is the story of 

a wealthy man named Jotika. 

Jotika was a wealthy man. He was not a king, but enjoyed so 

much merit that he became the envy of King Bimbisāra. He 

surpassed the king in wealth and merit; that is, the king was beaten 

by Jotika in these respects. In the author’s account, King Bimbisāra 

was depicted like a fool. Furthermore, his son, Ajātasattu[12], was so 

jealous of Jotika that he planned to loot and usurp his wealth but 

failed and looked like an idiot. 

This is a point of view that shows how honest the author is in 

his teaching. Although he was second to the throne and would 

eventually become king, the author did not think that his style of 

writing would be taken as a slight on the prestige of kingship. I 

would like you to look at page 84 or 88, which tells the story of 

Jotika. It shows that his merit or wholesome action was by far 

greater than that of King Bimbisāra, who reigned in the city of 

Rājagaha over the Kingdom of Magadha. 

Then King Bimbisāra, who reigned in Rājagaha, wished to 
behold the treasure and wealth of Jotika. One day he arrived with 
his retinue at the gate of the outer wall and saw a maid servant 
sweeping and dusting the place. The maid, who was a real 
beauty, held out her hand to help the king cross the threshold. 
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But he hesitated because she was so beautiful that he had 
mistaken her for Jotika’s wife. Due to respect, he did not take her 
hand. However, the maids sweeping and dusting at the outer gate 
were also very beautiful. The king, therefore, thought that all of 
them were the rich man’s wives and dared not touch any of them. 

Then the master of the household, who had come out to 
welcome the king, reached the outer entrance to the mansion. 
He invited the king to enter the building and followed behind 
him. As the king was about to step into the mansion, he saw a 
floor of crystal and precious gems that was so bright and clear 
all the way down to the foundation. It looked to him like a pit 
whose depth was about seven times a man’s height. He 
thought that his host had dug a pit to trap him. He therefore 
did not go on but waited for his host. On seeing the king stop 
short, Jotika said: “Your Majesty, this is not a pit but a floor of 
crystal and gems.” The wealthy man then walked ahead of the king. 
This passage makes King Bimbisāra look foolish. Later on, 

Ajātasattu planned to seize Jotika’s wealth. Please turn to page 88. 

King Ajātasattu was leading his troops to Jotika’s 
mansion. It happened that the day chosen was a full moon 
day[13]. After taking his meal, the master went to the Buddha’s 
monastery at Veḷuvana (Bamboo Grove) to observe the Eight 
Precepts and listen to the Lord teaching. Not knowing that 
Jotika had gone to the monastery, King Ajātasattu believed 
that the man was in his mansion. 
On his arrival, ... 

As soon as Yamakolī, a yakkha or ogre, who was guarding 
the gate in the crystal outer wall with a thousand of his followers, 
saw King Ajātasattu, he cried out: “Well, well, King Ajātasattu, 
what brings you here?” Then Yamakolī and his followers all 
raised their iron clubs and made as if they were about to strike. 
They shouted and drove the king and his troops back, dispersing 
them in all directions. King Ajātasattu was so terrified that he fled 
straight to the Buddha’s monastery. 
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The passage shows that the wealthy man’s merit was far 

greater than that of the king, an indication that the author was a man 

of scruples. In fact, as the prince and heir to the throne, he should 

have extolled the grandeur of kingship but instead he had taken 

anecdotes from religious texts to belittle the prestige of kings. 

Even the section on King Asoka, whose importance is implied by 

its length of 11 pages, is mostly a celebration of Queen Asandhimittā. 

The narrative does not center on King Asoka himself but on his queen. 

Eight pages are devoted to the description of her merit, which was really 

hers; that is, she did not depend on King Asoka for merit. Moreover, the 

story ends with her giving religious instruction to her husband. This is 

another instance of the author’s candor in his presentation. The 

aforementioned are again some observations made. 
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Morality in Phra Ruang’s Three Planes 

  

Extolling a universal king without mentioning his duties (cakkavatti-

vattas)
 [14]

 but emphasizing the royal virtues (rājadhammas)
[15]

 

As for the morality of a ruler, the author mentions the ten 

royal virtues (rājadhammas), which have been widely known in 

Thailand. We are familiar with the concept that kings are supposed 

to uphold the ten royal virtues. It should be noted, however, that 

when the author describes the universal king, he says that the king is 

an embodiment of the ten royal virtues. (Please see the last 

paragraph on page 70.) 

The universal king reigned over all the people in the four 
continents and two thousand large and small lands within the 
universe and had always put into practice the ten royal virtues. 
I have made a note of this because the ten royal virtues are not 

referred to in old religious texts as those of a universal king. 

According to them, a universal king has to observe cakkavattivattas 

or duties of a great ruler. 

That is, in Cakkavatti Sutta[16], which is directly on the topic of 

cakkavattis, or universal kings, after referring to cakkavattis, it goes 

on to their duties as rulers. These are divided into twelve kinds of 

activities, which we call “12 cakkavattivattas.” In The Three Planes, 

even though there is a section on cakkavatti or a great ruler, no 

mention is made of his duties. Instead it refers to the ten royal 

virtues. 

The ten royal virtues are mentioned in the Jātaka or Birth 

Stories (volume 28 of the Royal Siamese version of the Pali Canon). 

But in The Three Planes, this set of royal virtues is included in the 

section on the universal king. 
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It should be noted here that the concept of the ten royal virtues 

must have been prevalent at the time. When the author describes the 

universal king, he has somehow skipped the mention of the king’s 

duties. Therefore, the cakkavattivattas are not to be found. 

Even when the universal king was addressing rulers in the 

lands he had conquered, he advised them to uphold the ten royal 

virtues. This is just an observation. (Please turn to page 60.) 

When the universal king had gone to conquer all of the four 

continents, he used neither weapons nor forces to subdue them. 

Rulers of those lands came out on their own to pay their respect to 

him. There is a brief account at the end of the section: 

At that time the universal king expounded on the 
doctrine called Jayavāda-sāsana to the princes and rulers of 
Pubbavideha, the eastern continent, and then gave them a 
farewell feast. 
And on page 56: 

Furthermore, he did not ask those princes about their 
activities or take them to task on any issue that would force 
them to depart from their land or hurt their feelings in any way. 
He gave them support and boosted their morale so that they 
would be happy and come to no harm. The universal king 
knew of merit and virtue and how to teach them to people in 
the manner of a Buddha, had he been born then to teach all 
beings to live righteously. At that time, the universal king 
instructed all the princes to observe the Dhamma. He said to 
them: Princes and rulers, I beg of you to put into practice the 
ten royal virtues; do not omit any of them. Love your children, 
your ministers, your retainers and your subjects. Do not 
discriminate one group over another out of love or hatred. Do 
love them all equally. 
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This is the concept of the ten royal virtues, which underlies 

administrative principles. Besides, more of doctrines for 

administrators are mentioned in The Three Planes, including justice 

and support for people. These doctrines are expounded in great details 

in the section called Jayavāda-sāsana in The Three Planes, which is on 

the teaching of the Dhamma by the universal king to the princes and 

rulers. May I illustrate this with some excerpts from the text? 

It is so very difficult for beings to be born humans. 
Furthermore, for those who are born into noble families like 
you all here must have accumulated great merit. So you, who 
know of merit and virtue, should be fearful of evil deeds and 
your sense of shame should make you refrain from committing 
them. Whenever you pass judgment on a case, you should 
maintain your integrity, and do not stall on it over a night or a 
day ... 

... All sentient beings that can move and react, such as 
an ant or a termite, should not be killed. Even humans who 
have harmed or hurt others should not be put to death; they 
should be taught the Dhamma. Taking life of a creature 
possessing consciousness is deadly wrong.  
(This shows that the author does not approve of capital 

punishment.) 

Another rule is that you must not take what is not given 
to you. Even though you do not take it yourself, you should not 
get someone else to take it for you ... 

One other rule is that all of you should not come together for 
alcoholic drinks. Those who associate with one another to indulge 
themselves in drinking will go to hell for their vice.... When they 
come out of hell, they will be reborn as demons 500 times and as 
rabid dogs 500 times as well. If they are reborn as humans, they 
will suffer insanity. 
(The author teaches the fear of hell not just to the common 

people but to the rulers in particular.) 
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“Celestial beings all loathe unjust rulers intensely.” 

... For those people who earn their living by tilling the 
soil and growing rice on your land, whenever the ears are fully 
formed send a good and honest man to estimate the value of 
their crops. The paddy should be divided into ten equal parts; 
one part should be taken to the royal granary, and the rest 
returned to the farmers. If their crops fail to yield much, take 
nothing from them. 

Moreover, your retainers and warriors should be given 
their portions of grain six times a month. See to it that they 
have enough to eat; do not let them go hungry. Whatever you 
require your men to do, make certain that it does not exceed 
their limit and do not work them too hard. Do not assign work 
to the elderly or the aged; let them do whatever they please. 

Furthermore, in levying tax from your subjects, follow the 
practices of former rulers that have been acclaimed by the elderly 
as righteous. You should not exceed the limit they have set. If 
you neglected to take heed, whoever rules after you would take 
that as a precedent, and it would become a common practice 
from then onwards. You will bear the heavy burden of that evil 
deed because you have committed it on your land. 

Besides, if your people desire to make a living by 
engaging in trade, but have no fund and come to you, their 
lord and master, to ask for a loan, you should lend them 
money whether large or small from the treasury. You should 
enter in your accounts at the start of the year any amount of 
the loan. But you should not charge them any interest. You 
should be content with the payment of the original loan and 
return the tax and interest they pay on it. 

... When you have to rule on a case between your 
subjects, do not get involved in brawls. Rule on the case 
correctly and righteously. Consider the case very carefully 
from the beginning right through to the end and then pass 
judgment with scruples. 
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Another thing you should do is to take very good care of 
ascetics and brahmins as well as court scholars and learned 
men who are well versed in the Dhamma. They should all be 
seated on places of honor. Then you should ask them about 
the noble truth. 

... Princes and rulers who have committed wrongful deeds 
are loathed by celestial beings. They do not want to see their 
faces. If they have to, they will only cast sidelong glances at them. 

 

Actions committed by anyone regardless of his status will entail the 

same results. 

Moral rules or precepts that commoners should observe are 

not just taught in one separate section. They are included in the one 

relating to actions that anyone no matter who he is will suffer the 

same consequences. Lessons of this kind have been interspersed in 

the form of actions that cause people who perform such and such 

action to be reborn at various levels of existence. For instance, in the 

section on major hells, the author mentions on page 12 evil deeds 

that cause rebirths in the domain of hell: 

There are people born into this world who are unable to 
discriminate between good and evil; who do not recognize the 
virtues of the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha; who do not 
give alms; who are misers unwilling to part with their money; who 
interfere when others are about to give alms; who do not love their 
brothers and sisters; who have no mercy or pity; who kill living 
beings; who take belongings of others without their consent; who 
commit adultery; who have clandestine love for other men’s wives; 
who engage in senseless conversation, speaking ill of others, 
saying harsh and insulting words that hurt feelings of others and 
cause alienation or embarrassment, or telling lies and trivialities 
that benefit no one; who are constantly intoxicated; and who have 
no respect for the elderly, the aged, senior monks and brahmins. 
When they die, they will be reborn in any of the eight major hells. 
They have to suffer great pain and agony beyond description. 
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In the section on subsidiary hells on page 12, the author says: 

Those who suffer in this hell were once rich men, 
enjoying great wealth and a large number of followers and 
retainers. They often hurt others, seizing their money and 
belongings because they were much stronger. When men like 
this die, they come to the hell called Vetaraṇi. 
In the section on Peta-bhūmi or the plane of hungry ghosts on 

page 31, results of certain actions are given as illustration: 

These ghosts in former times had been governors and 
passed judgment on lawsuits between their people. They took 
bribes and pronounced innocent people guilty and guilty 
people innocent. They did not observe the principle of justice 
in executing their duties. 
Another group of hungry ghosts is mentioned on page 33: 

 Ghosts of this group in their previous lives had 
mercilessly harassed poor people. They coveted things 
belonging to others and appropriated riches in someone else’s 
possession. They also accused those who had done no 
wrong. 

... These ghosts had set fire to the forest, killing animals 
that could not escape in time from the fire. 

 ... There was another kind of ghost whose body was as 
huge as a mountain. All the strands of hair on its body were 
long and sharp.... These ghosts were formerly governors who 
did not judge lawsuits righteously. They were partial to those 
who offered them bribes. They pronounced people guilty who 
did no wrong while they let go those who were guilty. Due to 
the evil they had committed ... 
As for good people, the author refers to the ten 

puññakiriyāvatthus, or bases of meritorious action,[17] i.e. generosity, 

moral behavior and (page 91) 
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mental development, such as chanting, reciting the virtues of 
the Buddha and reciting the kindness of their parents, lords 
and masters, in addition to meditating on the impermanence of 
conditioned things. 
For example, 

These meritorious actions are not only carried out by 
humans in this world, but also by those in the six heavens of 
sensual pleasures so that they would become Indra and 
celestial beings ... 
In another place (page 110) the author mentions meritorious 

actions that would qualify people to be reborn into heaven: 

Those who are engaged in kind and virtuous activities 
will have their names inscribed on a bright gold sheet together 
with their addresses and accounts of their good deeds. For 
instance, such and such a person has greeted, paid respect to 
and conducted himself appropriately towards the Triple Gem; 
has taken care of his parents, respected the elderly and the 
aged; has loved his brothers and sisters as well as other 
people including his teachers and masters; has offered 
kaṭhina robes[18] to monks, built pagodas, rooms, buildings 
and temples for monks, and planted the great Bodhi tree; has 
listened to exposition of the Doctrine; has observed the 
Buddhist precepts, meditated, chanted and worshipped the 
Buddha; has given alms and paid respect to ascetics and 
brahmins; and has cherished all virtues ... Anyone desiring to 
be reborn into heaven must take heed and lose no time in 
making merit, giving alms, observing moral precepts, 
meditating, looking after the needs of parents, the elderly, 
teachers and preceptors, as well as ascetics and brahmins 
who strictly observe religious precepts. 
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Some observations regarding morality in Phra Ruang’s Three Planes 

I have made some observations regarding morality that has 

been expounded in The Three Planes in terms of actions whose 

results will be realized, for example, in heaven or hell. I would like 

you to reflect on the following: 

1. Apart from frequent repetition of evil results that come from 

the wrong committed against one’s parents, monks and Brahmins 

who have strictly observed the precepts, including the elderly and 

the aged, The Three Planes has constantly emphasized evil results 

that rulers and officials will receive from oppressing and exploiting 

their people or governing them unfairly. (I cannot find any mention 

of any wrong action by subjects against their rulers.) 

2. In his account of the three planes the author seems to aim at 

making people think of good and bad deeds they will do which bring 

about good and bad consequences in the future. He does not dwell 

on the results of their past actions so that they would resign to their 

present lot or that of others. 

3. As for good deeds, the author has referred to the ten bases 

of meritorious action. However, he has not elaborated much on 

them; it seems he has limited himself to enumerating deeds that are 

considered good or meritorious in accord with the main topic 

without much detail. 

If the author had illustrated good deeds comparable to what he 

has done with evil deeds, (for example, after elucidating baneful 

effects on rulers who exploit their people and rule on cases unfairly, 

if the author had elaborated on beneficial results on rulers who are 

just and govern their people with kindness and generosity) it could 

provide guidelines or points of departure for encouraging the 

thinking and doing of ever more good deeds in later generations. 

 



 ��������	
�� �� 

��*������)�������������� 
 
�������� ����(	��%/	$���� 
	(�'(� D�%��$���� 

�����
����,��������+���
�+� #��������3*%!1��
�,� �������������� 
���"�4"%�,�#����5�+�-
���%�*$��
� ,�$��4���-
���#������� #����
3*-������-3�;�
���,� ����������������=
�
���������=
�
�;��
"1���
�"�4"%�
�	
 �C����	���,����;��������+�3*�1�$��D���
,����,� �������33*
��,��=
��,��
�	
�C�1���*��� 

�,�����3*��=
��,��
�	�C�1� #�� #����5�+��C1� ���%!13���+���
�C1� -

���+�����+�����
������#' ���+������� !�"
�	
 ��33*��=
���+����+%!1��
�����

�
����-
����
�	
 #��-
����
�	
����!���
 ���5�� ���
"����,����
 -
���+��

�	��!,���� 

%�*���"���C��33*����
%�*���������*��
"�� �����%��*
��*��
�	
 ����1���#����
%�*���
�	
 �C���#�
#�������������������
��	
��=
����"5���� ���
;�������
���������33*������,��;���=
�"���
"%
4' 
#���;�-�����+����
5�1 ������J�
��	
 ��*������
�#���#"1���+��������+��
�	

��,���� �5,
���+�������#�����+5��4��� �C�����1���� 

������=
�,� %�*��#'��33*��=
�!��;�-����*����+��=
����!,����
�	

5�1�3
����#���	
 ?1���+#����5�+����+�����,�
�	��33*�%�,����-
����
�	
��!,
�,�
���� #�� ��'���%�*��#'��=
�%����,�
�
�+���+5,��-��#����5�+����,�
�	��
#����
,
�
���+
#��"+���	
�C�1� %������

�	
 �C�����1��
�%�*1;��"��*
3�1�
�
���%�*��#'������1��� 

���+�����#"?���&�5,
��,�����+�������$
'���5�"[(�] 
�	
 ��
����J�
��,���+���!���������� ��C
�1��,�-
������?����
�	

,�3*�������$
'
���5�"���� 



Developing Thai Society 36 

The extent of influence of The Three Planes 

 

The Three Planes may have reinforced the dominant trend, but did 

not set it 

May I refer to another idea that has been widespread in the 

country? We often say that The Three Planes has great influence on 

religious convictions and morality in Thai society. It seems to lead 

us into thinking that The Three Planes is the cause or source of the 

influence. I therefore propose another point of view for further 

examination that it might not have been that way. 

It could be that the belief in or preaching on heaven and hell in 

connection with The Three Planes may have been prevalent for quite 

a while at the time. That is, people in those days were already 

familiar with the idea and had often talked about it. 

Phraya Lithai may have become interested in the trend at the 

time, or because of the trend and his interest in it, he began to work 

on it, collecting texts on the subject, studying them systematically, 

and noting down his findings. He was, so to speak, doing research 

and writing his dissertation. That is, the author has made the idea 

much clearer with evidence. Moreover, he has expressed his views 

regarding topics like fair and just administration. 

It turns out that the author may have been responsible for 

clarifying and reinforcing the trend already in existence at the time. 

His treatise may have played a part in consolidating religious beliefs 

in those days, revealing his goal and his emphasis on morality. 

Regarding traditional practices including the Great Birth 

Sermon,[19] there is evidence collected by scholars indicating that it is 

likely that the practice had existed in the days of Sukhothai. 
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Acharn Kasem Boonsri[20] once produced a piece of evidence 

to show that the designation Mahājāti for the Great Birth Story of 

Boddhisatta Vessantara may have come into use since the Sukhothai 

period, as the term appears on Sukhothai Stone Inscription No. 3, 

called Nakhon Chum Inscription, inscribed in the year 1357 during 

the reign of King Lithai (Maha Dharmaraja the First). One line on 

the inscription reads: “It is not known who has initiated the sermon 

of Mahājāti.” This proves that the Great Birth Story of the 

Boddhisatta Vessantara has been referred to as Mahājāti at least as 

far back as the Sukhothai period. 

We can infer from this that people had been familiar with and 

listened to the Mahājāti sermon prior to the writing of The Three 

Planes. Besides, the aspirations for rebirth, for instance, in the age of 

Metteyya Buddha, must have been widespread then as they have 

recurred continuously in other religious treatises. 

In Cakkavāḷadīpanī, a treatise by the Elder Sirimaṅgala in the 

Lanna Thai period, in his final and concluding verse, the author 

clearly states his wish to meet Metteyya Buddha and listen to his 

sermons. 

Though Cakkavāḷadīpanī was written almost 200 years after The 

Three Planes, there is no reason to believe that the great scholar-monk 

who wrote this new Pali-language treatise would accept such an 

important concept if it had been introduced by The Three Planes. The 

concept regarding Metteyya Buddha must have been prevalent before 

the days of Phaya Lithai. Regarding beliefs that are influential along this 

line, it is likely that The Three Planes has just been part of the trend. 

This is merely an observation that needs to be studied further. 

The influences have probably existed without interruption in Thai 

society. Even in the Ratanakosin period, the content of The Royal 

Questions is similar to that of The Three Planes. The similarity may 

not have been due to direct influence of the older work but could have 

come from the widespread belief in Thai society, which The Three 
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Planes has a part in creating the influence or reinforcing it. I would 

like to cite a few examples from The Royal Questions of Rama I. 

Question No. 1: Why is it that man’s life span is counted 
from the age of 10 up to asaṅkheyya[21] and from asaṅkheyya 
down to 10 and called antara-kappa[22], which is the life span 
of hell beings in Avīci, the lowest hell? 

Question No. 2: Between the punishment for the five 
most evil deeds (anantariyakamma)[23] and that for the wrong 
committed by King Bimbisāra’s relatives who had eaten food 
offered to monks and burnt down almshouses, which is heavier? 

Question No. 3: Would Avīci hell beings that have been 
released of their suffering on the day the kappa ends be 
released from suffering once and for all, or would they have to 
bear consequences of their evil deeds further in other kappas? 
After that, the Supreme Patriarch and the Royal Chapter of 

monks all gave him various answers. The king then went on: 

According to the Pali Canon, at the beginning of the first 
kappa, the Bodhisatta[24] was a king named King Mahā-
Sammativaṁsa. In another source, he was Indra at the 
beginning of the Bhadda-kappa. These are two conflicting 
details. Was the Bodhisatta in fact King Mahā-Sammativaṁsa 
or Indra? ̇ 
These accounts may, at first glance, appear to have been 

influenced by The Three Planes. However, on closer examination, 

we will find that many of the things people believe in and talk about 

are not even mentioned in The Three Planes. 

In sum, it can be said that these beliefs whether from The Three 

Planes or any other sources have all been prevalent in Thai society. 

They may have been introduced prior to the compilation of The Three 

Planes. The book has probably been part of the trend and has helped 

to make it much clearer. This is just an observation on my part. 
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In terms of influence, I have already referred to Phaya Lithai’s 

concept concerning the three planes and even beyond them to the 

fourth one (i.e. lokuttara-bhūmi “the supramundane”) or, in other 

words, deliverance from the three planes. The thinking that all the 

treasure, wealth, or prosperity described in The Three Planes is not 

permanent and that one should aim at attaining Nibbāna must have 

had great influence on Thai society. However, later generations may 

not have maintained it in the same way or with the same emphasis as 

the author. For example, certain generations put much more 

emphasis on heaven and hell. If that is the case, it means they have 

not set their heart on reaching the goal proposed by the author. 

 

Sukhothai had progressed as far as The Three Planes while 

Ayutthaya elaborated on it and took a stand on Phra Malai [25]
 

Besides the prevailing influence regarding belief in heaven 

and hell at the time, there has been literature of later periods that has 

reinforced it, such as the account of a venerable monk called Phra 

Malai, which all of you are familiar with. 

As far as we know, the story of Phra Malai became popular in 

the Ayutthaya period. What did the venerable monk emphasize? It is 

quite clear that he emphasized heaven and hell. Phra Malai, 

according to the story, took the Venerable Moggallāna as his model. 

He visited hell first and met with hell beings. He asked each of them 

what evil deeds they had committed that caused them to be reborn in 

hell. He promised to relate what they had told him to their relatives 

and teach them not to behave in the same way as they would suffer 

evil consequences in hell for it. He would then advise their relatives 

to make merit and dedicate it to them. Phra Malai is also known for 

his visit to heaven. He asked each of the celestial beings he met what 

good deeds they had done in their past lives that enabled them to 

enjoy such and such treasure and prosperity, and used their answers 

to teach mankind. 
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Then he proceeded to pay homage to Cuḷāmaṇi-cetiya and met 

Metteyya, a Bodhisatta in Tusita heaven, who came down to pay 

homage to the shrine as well. Phra Malai asked him the same 

question. Moreover, the monk was entrusted to pass on the 

Bodhisatta’s message to people on earth that if they want to meet 

him they have to do certain things.  

One of them is to listen to the Mahājāti sermon or the Great 

Birth Story of the Bodhisatta Vessantara. This has notably reaffirmed 

the practice of listening to the Mahājāti sermon. However, it was 

unlikely that the story of Phra Malai had initiated it. It must have 

existed before that and his account was made use of to increase the 

number of people attending the sermon. 

Moreover, listening to the Mahājāti sermon was not the only 

message that the Bodhisatta Metteyya asked Phra Malai to pass on to 

the people. They were expected to do a lot more merit in order to 

meet Metteyya Buddha, with listening to the Mahājāti being only 

one of the contributing factors. We can see that in Phra Malai’s 

account the emphasis is on results of good and evil deeds, on heaven 

and hell including the meeting with Metteyya Buddha. 

Another observation to be considered is the way The Three 

Planes and Phra Malai are presented. They actually concentrate on 

urging people to do good deeds and refrain from doing anything 

wicked, so that they would not suffer evil consequences but reap 

future rewards. Both authors start with what people are experiencing 

at present and then describe their past deeds that have entailed such 

results. If we have not considered this thoroughly, instead of 

focusing on factors that directly affect future results, we might be led 

into accepting present conditions with resignation. 

However, it should be noted that Phra Malai is more likely to 

lead people astray than The Three Planes because it has clearly taken 

existence resulting from past deeds as its starting point. 
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This is just a perspective on the influence [of The Three 

Planes] regarding morality of ordinary people. 

 

Sukhothai was governed on the principle of loving-kindness, but 

Ayutthya leaned towards Brahmanist principles 

In terms of administration, the author of The Three Planes has 

also given his view on duties of a ruler. When he gives an account of 

the universal king, he talks about conquering a territory without 

taking up arms against it, governing a country with righteousness 

and presenting the concept of the ten royal virtues. 

To put it simply, the Buddhist concept regarding government 

is an administration that does not make use of the penal code, avoids 

its use, or makes the least use of it. It is supposed to be 

administration by righteousness and moral conduct on a voluntary 

basis. 

Teaching morality in its barebones by talking only about 

goodness is too abstract to envisage; something more concrete has to 

be added to make it clearer. The author has pointed out that evil 

deeds will entail punishment in hell. The ill effect of bad action is 

not immediate, but it is part of the belief lodged in the mind. As for 

good action, the reward is a happy life in heaven. Moreover, the 

description of heavenly treasure to be enjoyed is probably meant to 

instill hope for a life of bliss. 

If that is the case, then it could be that in the Sukhothai period 

people conducted themselves in accordance with these moral 

principles expounded by the Buddha. Moreover, it is likely that in 

those days there were no severe punishments. This is supported by a 

passage in The Three Planes (page 57) quoted earlier when the 

universal king was addressing the princes who ruled over territories 

in Pubbavideha: 

Should anyone commit a grievous offense, put him not 
to death; but give him instructions in the Dhamma. 
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However, this concept must have changed in the Ayutthaya 

period because Brahmanism with its severe punishments for offenses 

had been adopted. 

For example, in the treatise of Manudharmaśàstra, the Hindu 

code of law, punishments are listed for various offenses. The 

shudras, members of the fourth caste, have no right to study the 

Vedas, and punishments are set for violations of the law. If a shudra 

listens to the Vedas, molten lead will be poured into his ears. If he 

recites them, he will have his tongue cut off. Should he study them, 

his body will be split in half. This concerns Brahmanism, which 

imposes severe punishments on offenders. 

We can see that in later times in Thailand, penalties for crime 

are also very severe. Could it be that the concept was introduced 

through Hinduism, especially in the Ayutthaya period? 

In Buddhism, the concept regarding punishment is quite 

different. If we read birth stories, we will realize that people who 

behaved badly were often not severely punished; they were largely 

pardoned. 

To cite an obvious case, if a member of the royal household, 

for instance a king’s daughter or one of his concubines, had a lover 

or committed adultery, she would be pardoned and allowed to leave 

with no punishment. Or else, the incident would end with a lesson 

that it was only human nature which one had to cope with, for a great 

number of women were that way. 

In several birth stories, women were cruelly reproached to 

alleviate the anger of the king or the male party. However, in later 

times in Thailand, there had been severe punishment that did not fit 

in with Buddhist teachings. 
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Even concepts regarding government and kingship in birth 

stories are also different. For example, if a king caused trouble in the 

country under his rule, the people might hold a protest in front of the 

palace. The king then had to examine himself to find out what flaw 

he had. Was it his negligence in maintaining a ruler’s virtues—the 

ten royal virtues—or something along that line? 

This concept seems to have been the basis of present-day 

demonstration. We can see that there have been public protests since 

the days of the birth stories and they have been a common practice in 

a system of government based on Buddhism. 

Regarding Buddhist influences on Thai society, we should 

clearly differentiate between concepts that are genuinely Buddhist 

and those which are blended with or superimposed by other sources. 

 

Trend of conceptual influence reinforced by The Three Planes 

At this point, I will put together important concepts and beliefs 

considered to be influenced by The Three Planes: 

1. Morality for ordinary people: the idea of heaven and hell, 

the belief that people who do evil deeds will be reborn as hungry 

ghosts or hell beings and those who do good deeds will be reborn at 

various levels of heaven, as well as the right behavior for rulers. The 

Three Planes has expounded on the duty of a ruler and how a king 

should adhere to the ten royal virtues and care for his people. It can 

be said that the text provides instructions for people at all levels 

from commoners to royalty. 

2. The concept of knowing natural phenomena the way they are: 

one should get to know the concept of the three characteristics of 

existence—impermanence, suffering, and non-self. The emphasis is 

on impermanence, the realization that everything is transitory, 

including even great happiness enjoyed by celestial beings and 

universal kings. One should know how to attain deliverance and 
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proceed to achieve Nibbāna. This is another concept prevalent in 

Thai society. 

How influential the concept of impermanence is can be seen in 

the way Thai people react when they are faced with separation or 

loss. They are able to resign themselves to the fact that nothing is 

permanent. Whatever happens will eventually pass away so there is 

no need to be unduly perturbed. With that kind of thinking, one can 

cope with any situation and keep up one’s spirits. 

We can see that foreigners visiting Thailand nowadays are 

impressed that Thai people, especially those in rural areas, are able 

to cope very well with their problems and are generally carefree. I 

met foreigners who often made comments of this sort. To them Thai 

people were not tense and seemed to take life easy while Westerners 

were often anxious, tense, and pressured by so many things. This is 

just another observation. 

The concept of impermanence is prominent in The Three 

Planes. It is featured repeatedly to emphasize its great value. 

Supreme happiness and marvelous treasure on earth and in heaven 

that have been elaborately described are dealt with very severely to 

indicate that lokuttara-dhamma “the supramundane state” is much 

superior and should be the ultimate goal. This is related to the 

concept regarding observances that will enable one to reach 

Nibbāna. 

3. Rebirth in the age of, and having audience with, Metteyya 

Buddha: this wish lies hidden in those people who still wander in the 

round of rebirth in the three planes, no matter whether their goal is 

going to heaven or Nibbāna. (We should also find out about this 

concept from Mahayana Buddhism.) 

I presume that The Three Planes is not the source of these 

concepts. However, the text may have reinforced beliefs that have 

already been widely held in Thai society. 
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Points to ponder and proper attitude towards The Three Planes  

 

I have concluded that the influence of The Three Planes can 

be put into three main concepts. There arises from the conclusion 

whether we should or could make use of The Three Planes as a good 

basis for morality and a foundation for development of the country. 

Some might view the influence of The Three Planes negatively. 

They see that it hinders the country’s development; for instance, with 

regard to morality the emphasis is on the doctrine of kamma. 

Nowadays, sociologists and anthropologists view the doctrine 

of kamma, and the concept of leaving the three planes for Nibbāna, an 

insight into the true nature of existence—impermanence, suffering, 

and non-self—as tenets that make man resign to his lot. In their way 

of thinking, a person who accepts the situation he is in does not know 

how to improve himself and becomes an obstacle to development. 

This kind of approach should be analyzed with great care because the 

doctrine of kamma as well as that of impermanence is a basic element 

in The Three Planes and what Thai people believe in. 

It seems that the concepts mentioned above are all interpreted 

negatively as teaching people to accept their lot with resignation. 

How should we deal with this problem? I would like to submit the 

following for consideration. 

 

Differentiate between the terms kamma used in Buddhism, 

Brahmanism, or Jainism 

First of all, even what is of our concern we have not studied 

clearly enough, especially the understanding about kamma. For 

example, most Buddhists cannot differentiate between the principle 

of kamma in Buddhism from that in Brahmanism or Jainism. At 

present, not enough studies are carried out on these matters, so 

ordinary Buddhists cannot tell the difference. 
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As I commented earlier on, karma in Brahmanism was 

established to uphold the four-caste system, but Buddhism taught the 

principle of kamma to refute it. It is crucial that the difference 

between the two concepts be clearly understood. 

The vagueness regarding the belief in kamma had already 

caused problems in the past. There have been records of this in The 

Royal Questions. 

I will read one out to you—King Narai the Great’s third 

question. 

A man who believed in the doctrine of kamma went into 
a jungle and came across an elephant and a tiger. 
Considering that the encounter was an outcome of his 
kamma, the man let it run its course and was killed by the 
beasts. Can we say that he suffered the consequences of his 
past action? 
The Venerable Buddhaghosacharya gave one answer: 

The man was unable to think analytically. There was a 
distortion of view on his part in believing only in deeds done in 
the past. Learned men should not admire this kind of person. 
A second answer was given by the Venerable Dharmatrailok: 

A person who believed in kamma without reflecting on 
what is right and what is wrong is to be considered as 
subscribing to a false view in believing only in past deeds. He 
did wrong out of delusion, succumbing to his own past deeds. 
Even the Buddha would allow a monk to escape by climbing 
up a tree wherever there are wild beasts or fierce tigers. 
This exemplifies that there have continuously been problems 

concerning belief in the principle of kamma. The reason is that many 

people mix it up with the principle of past deeds in Jainism. 
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Jainism is a doctrine of pubbekata-vāda, a faith rooted in past 

deeds. It considers whatever happens to humans all result from their 

deeds in their former lives. The Buddha’s teaching is to refute this 

theory, which is deemed as one of the false views. Therefore, if we 

fail to tell them apart, we will believe Westerners who claim that 

Buddhism makes people accept the state they are in. 

Actually, Buddhism teaches the principle of kamma to refute 

the caste system so that people will improve themselves. It aims at 

making them recognize their present conditions, study their causes 

and conditions and consider how they can be rectified. It does not 

encourage people to keep the dire conditions they are in, i.e. to 

accept their plight with resignation as taught by such false views as 

pubbekata-vāda, or belief only in results from former deeds. 

 

A person who fully understands the concept of impermanence will 

not be inert like a Thai or anxious like a Westerner 

A similar case can be made about impermanence. The doctrine 

of impermanence teaches people to realize that things turn out the 

way they do because nothing is permanent. Thai people who believe 

in the doctrine feel relieved and happy. Then they conclude further 

that since whatever comes to pass will eventually go away, they 

should let it run its course. With this feeling of resignation, people 

would not want to make any improvement, which is tantamount to 

accepting their lot. 

The major cause of the problem has been the failure to 

differentiate between acceptance of the true nature of things and 

resignation to their lot. This is a crucial issue. 

Westerners are just the opposite. They refuse to accept the 

truth and their present conditions. They have tried very hard to 

conquer nature and succeeded in making their society prosper. 

However, they suffer greatly for their success, facing mental 

problems, frustration, distress, and anxiety. 
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In our attempt to develop our country, we should learn from 

both sides. We should study to clearly understand the true doctrines 

taught in Buddhism. On the one hand, we should keep what we 

already have that is good. On the other, we should also adopt what is 

good in Western society that makes it thrive, to make ours prosper. 

Since we know full well that prosperity based on the Western 

model makes people suffer frustration and anxiety, we should not 

bring in factors that will cause undesirable results. How can we 

achieve what we set out to do? The answer is we have to differentiate 

various principles such as the principle of impermanence and that of 

kamma and practice them right. 

The doctrines of impermanence and kamma teach 

acknowledgement of the truth; they do not teach acceptance of the 

status quo. 

The teaching of impermanence is to enable humans to 

comprehend the truth that nothing is permanent so whatever comes 

into being will pass away. It is only natural for things to be the way 

they are. A person who can fully grasp this concept will not be 

weighed down by suffering; he will be relaxed, happy and 

unperturbed. 

However, we also have to realize further that things do not 

arise and pass away haphazardly. They are constrained by causes 

and conditions. They prosper because there are factors that make 

them prosper, and they decline because there are factors that cause 

them to decline. If we don’t want them to decline, we have to avoid 

and get rid of factors causing their decline. If we want prosperity, we 

must develop factors that bring about prosperity. 

I would like to cite verses of saying in the Pali Canon as an 

example that teaches the right attitude and practice while confronting 

impermanence (A.III.62): 
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For the instructed noble disciples, whatever they have to 
confront, be it pain, death, disintegration, or dissolution, they 
know full well that it will have to run its course.... 

Wise men stay calm and collected amid peril.... They 
know where and how to attain their goal. They then set their 
mind on reaching the place and doing whatever is required of 
them. 

Furthermore, if it has become evident that neither we 
nor anyone else can attain the goal set, do not regret. Let go 
of it completely. Then firmly resolve that you will devote 
yourselves wholeheartedly to your next undertaking. 
It is quite clear that if we take proper steps in the way we 

think, we will be able to adjust ourselves, find happiness and make 

for prosperity as well. That is, acknowledging the truth does not 

necessarily mean accepting the status quo. 

If we fail to differentiate, we will get the Thai model based on 

a misconception, rather than on a proper understanding. The Thai 

model based on a misconception is to accept the status quo, feel 

relaxed and happy but do not prosper. However, if we follow the 

wrong Western model and disregard Thai concepts that are good, we 

will err again. We may become prosperous but have to experience 

mental suffering. Both alternatives are not acceptable. The situation 

may get even worse if we throw away what is good of the Thais and 

fail to take what is good from Westerners. We will then get bad 

things from both—factors that cause suffering and decline. 

When we adopt the way of Westerners, we should fare better 

than they do. If we study The Three Planes and revere it, prominent 

concepts in it should be taught to form a base for further 

development of our country. But they should be scrutinized and 

grasped correctly. 
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Committing evil action, misconception of the three characteristics of 

existence, and inability to differentiate will produce undesirable 

results known as bad kamma 

 

I think we have to analyze the text further: for example, to find 

out how much the author teaches the concept of kamma in The Three 

Planes as it has been expounded in Buddhism or whether it has been 

mixed with what is known as pubbekata-vāda, a belief in past action. 

If it is pubbekata-vāda, what we have then is that past deeds 

determine everything, a concept in Jainism. 

But if it is the doctrine of kamma in Buddhism, it is to be held 

that man can improve himself through his own action. It is up to him 

whether he will be good or bad, will thrive or degenerate. I propose 

that we should derive benefit from The Three Planes in this respect. 

To make my point clearer, may I sum up what I said earlier? If 

we were to give The Three Planes a title that truly reflects its full 

content, it should be called The Three Planes and Deliverance from 

Them (to the Supramundane). This book contains the teachings of 

Buddhism that are mutually compatible, namely the doctrines of 

kamma and tilakkhaṇa—particularly impermanence—which form 

the core of The Three Planes. 

I will not discuss any more here on the sort of attitude, 

understanding, and teaching method used in propagating the 

concepts of kamma and impermanence in The Three Planes as well 

as their positive or negative impacts on the outlook and values of 

Thai society. I will leave them to academics, e.g., in literature, 

history, anthropology, and sociology, to analyze and critique further. 
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However, for a practitioner whose goal is the welfare and 

happiness of mankind there is no need to wait for the findings of 

those academics because there are already definite truths—more 

definite—which even underlie the concepts in The Three Planes and 

which we can make use of straightaway. 

The first definite truth is that the doctrines of kamma and 

tilakkhaṇa, particularly impermanence are the core concepts that 

permeate all the teachings in The Three Planes. It is also definitely 

true that the principles of kamma and tilakkhaṇa, the three signs of 

being—impermanence, suffering, and non-self—are core concepts 

that are in accord with almost all teachings in Buddhism, which can 

be found virtually everywhere in scriptures expounding the 

doctrines. 

The author teaches the doctrine of kamma to enable people to 

live the best kind of life in the three planes while his aim in teaching 

tilakkhaṇa is to help release them from the three planes, or more 

precisely, to help them to be liberated from kamma and then from 

the three planes. 

Kamma is the concern of the mundane whereas (a knowledge 

of) tilakkhaṇa is the means that leads to the supramundane. 

Kamma has to do with action, conduct, or way of life while 

tilakkhaṇa has to do with wisdom and insight that help people 

behave in a righteous way to the extent that an action is no longer a 

kamma [i.e. beyond good and evil]. 

The doctrines of kamma and tilakkhaṇa can both be viewed 

from two sides. 

As for the doctrine of kamma, if one looks at it from the 

wrong side (actually, it is simply looking from certain aspects only, 

not all), i.e. if the focus is on the past or if it is a one-sided view on 

the past only, it may reinforce the attitude of resignation or 

hankering for the future by waiting for past actions to take effect. 
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If one turns to the wrong side of tilakkhaṇa, that is, looking at 

the wording but not penetrating deep into the principle, one can only 

form a base for seeing humans drifting aimlessly without any 

initiative. Such an outlook will encourage a tendency to accept the 

status quo, and wait for whatever fate metes out. A person with this 

kind of attitude will let his life and work drift along, as it were, on 

the water or in the air. (Since everything is transitory, what could 

one do but let it run its course?) 

It is quite evident that the above view is a misinterpretation of 

kamma and tilakkhaṇa, not the Buddhist attitude. 

The right way of looking at kamma or penetrating deep into 

the principle will result in the thinking on one’s life and work as 

dependent on one’s action, constrained by the process of causes and 

conditions. If one wants good results, whatever they are, one has to 

persevere in doing deeds that would give rise to them. 

As for tilakkhaṇa, an appropriate perspective on it will lead to 

heedfulness, investigation and analysis of causes and conditions, and 

ability to see through changes. One will then be equipped to select 

causes and conditions that would lead to the desired effect. 

The doctrines of kamma and tilakkhaṇa viewed from the right 

perspective will work together harmoniously, supporting each other 

for the wellbeing of mankind. That is, people will live wisely and act 

in accord with causes and conditions. 

 

Kamma and tilakkhaņa if viewed correctly and knowledgeably will 

reinforce each other and bring about good results. 

The reason for saying that a strong focus on past action is a 

misconception of kamma is because it is not a doctrine in Buddhism. 

Such a concept is contrary to the truth, it is pubbekata-vāda, a belief 

in past action, one of the three doctrines leading to akiriyā or inaction, 

as it is expounded in the Buddha’s words as follows: 
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O monks, these three heretic tenets, when questioned, 
challenged and discussed with by the wise, will, claiming 
tradition, hold on to inaction. There are some recluses and 
brahmins who teach and hold this view: whatever a person 
experiences, be it pleasure, pain, or an indifferent feeling, is 
absolutely a consequence of past action (pubbekata-vāda) ... 
is caused by God’s creation (issaranimmita-vāda) ... is without 
causes and conditions (ahetu-vāda) ... 

 O monks, when a person resorts to past action as 
being substantial ... resorts to God’s creation as being 
substantial ... resorts to causelessness as being substantial, 
there will be neither urge nor effort to do this or not to do that.1  
Buddhism is kamma-vāda and kiriya-vāda (religion of action); 

it is vīriya-vāda2 (religion of perseverance). It therefore teaches the 

doctrine of kamma from the ethical aspect: 

 O monks, when a monk does not dwell devoted to mind 
development, even though there arises a wish ‘May my mind 
be liberated from the taints,’ yet his mind will not be liberated 
from the taints.3 
In teaching the principle of impermanence, Buddhism does not 

mean to make its followers let everything including themselves drift 

along aimlessly, believing that they can do nothing. It does not want 

them to neglect their lives and duties. However, it teaches the truth 

of impermanence since all things change as a consequence of causes 

and conditions so that people will always be alert and careful (that is, 

will hasten to seek out and manage causes and conditions with 

wisdom). In his last words, the Buddha said: Vayadhammā saṅkhāra 

appamādena sampādetha. (“All compounded things are subject to 

                                                           
1 A.I.173 
2 e.g. A.I.287 
3 S.III.153 
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decay. Perfect your heedfulness.” Or to render according to the 

commentary: “Accomplish all your tasks with diligence.”)4 

The first step in teaching the principle of kamma is concerned 

with the fact that effects or results are produced by deeds that cause 

them. Thus, it is a certain deed that will bring about a certain result as 

desired. The second step is to teach that when good results are desired 

one should strive to perform good deeds. Then suggestions are given 

regarding deeds and conduct that are classed as good or wholesome. 

As for tilakkhaṇa, especially the principle of impermanence, 

the teaching focuses in the first step on how to control one’s mind 

and look at life and the world from a proper perspective; that is, to 

live one’s life with a thorough knowledge of life and the world. In 

short, people can live a happy life free from stress despite changes in 

their midst. (They know how to relax and form no attachment.) 

The second step is to focus on results that will support and work 

together with the doctrine of kamma so that people will be aware and 

mindful of the life they live. They will know the true value of time and 

race against it to do good deeds and perform their activities with 

wisdom derived from a thorough understanding of the truth. Their 

activities will then be executed for reasons that are in accord with 

causes and conditions. (They can work without any attachment.) 

In the final step, they will clearly see the true nature of life and the 

world. When they have no attachment and their minds are free, they will 

not be ambitious or strive for self-serving purposes. With a broader view of 

kamma-result in the world, they see the happiness and suffering of all 

beings. They therefore set their minds on doing what is righteous and 

virtuous for the benefit and happiness of the whole world. That is to say, 

they perform what is no longer kamma, which is called cessation of 

kamma, and go beyond the three planes. (Being above attachment, they are 

free and help to free others who are still attached or ensnared.) 

                                                           
4 D.II.156 
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Some Western academics go so far as to classify Buddhism 

into two types or two levels: Kammic Buddhism and Nibbanic 

Buddhism, and go even further as to use the ways of life of laymen 

and monks as their criteria. However, this clear-cut classification is 

due to their defective knowledge or lack of thorough understanding 

because they fail to relate or find connection in matters at the moral 

level of kamma with that of wisdom that penetrates deep into 

tilakkhaṇa. (Wisdom is an indicator of both the path of wholesome 

action and the way to Nibbāna.) 

 

Get through to the true Three Planes and use it to really build up 
Thai society 

 Granting that the ultimate goal of getting oneself out of the 

three planes of existence used to be an ideal of Thai society in the 

past, and the various principles of kamma and tilakkhaṇa used to be 

ideologies traditionally upheld by Thai people. At present although 

society has undergone tremendous changes, this ideal of getting 

oneself out of the three planes (freedom from the dominance of 

materialism or from the dominance of material allures and all forms 

of attachment) together with the principles of kamma and tilakkhaṇa 

are still the suitable ideal and ideologies of Thai society, and can be 

utilized as guidelines for developing Thai society in a proper and 

righteous way. 

 In so doing, we may have to revive them and remove or clear 

up the covering around them, and adjust or straighten out aberrant or 

distorted views so that they become accurately and clearly understood 

by all. 
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If it is believed that the original Three Planes, compiled from 

commentaries, sub-commentaries, and later Buddhist scriptures, for 

some reason or other, is not appropriate for the present situation, we 

should consider the possibility of creating a book similar to The 

Three Planes that can guide the thinking of the present generation. 

I think I should end the talk now as I have presented my views on 

the influence of The Three Planes for quite a while already. If there is 

still some time left, I will be glad to answer questions from the floor. 

Question: May I ask you, Venerable Sir, about vipassanā 

(insight meditation)? I wonder if the vision of heaven or hell and 

what not that a person has during his meditation is real or just a 

reflection of the concept of heaven and hell influenced by his belief 

in Buddhism together with the concepts from The Three Planes. 

Answer: I don’t think that a person who sees heaven and hell 

while practicing insight meditation is influenced by The Three 

Planes. I believe that the author is quite true to himself and his 

theoretical basis. He refers to practices that would enable a person to 

attain Nibbāna, and enumerates various stages of insight meditation 

together with the direct knowledge gained at each stage. The vision 

is, therefore, an insight into the true principle of nature; that is, a 

clear understanding of the five aggregates, that all of us or all the 

things in the world are conditioned phenomena and impermanent in 

accord with the principle of tilakkhaṇa. A person who gains this 

insight penetrates the truth of these matters. 

Then eventually, quite close to the present time, the meaning 

of vipassanā became so blurred to the point that when a person 

practicing vipassanā closed his eyes, he could see into heaven and 

hell. This is a misinterpretation of the term vipassanā, which is 

rather a misunderstanding on our part. The case of seeing heaven 

and hell is in the domain of samatha or tranquility meditation, while 

insight meditation has to do with the wisdom that penetrates the true 

nature of all things. 
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However, we have to realize that there exists such a 

misconception. Suppose instead of using the term vipassanā we say 

a person who practices samādhi (concentration) or samatha 

(tranquility meditation) sees heaven and hell, what he sees in this 

case can be considered from several aspects: 

1. From one aspect, what a person sees is called a nimitta, an 

image or mental picture. There is a possibility that an image coming 

into our mind arises from our own formation. 

If that is the case, it means that our mind has accumulated 

various accounts. We have probably learned about them. These 

accounts together with their images are buried deeply in our mind. 

When the mind enters a state of tranquility, undisturbed by other 

emotions, and the condition is favorable, these images will appear 

and be seen at that particular moment. 

However, it may have been induced by the leader of the 

concentration practice, who says to the group: “Now, let’s begin our 

concentration session. We will go on a tour of heaven and hell.” The 

participants all have their minds set on visiting these places. When 

they are in that frame of mind, old images, which they have ready, 

all prepare to surface for the occasion. While the leader is describing 

various scenes, he may have induced his followers to visualize them. 

This is one way of looking at the phenomenon. 

2. Another view is that the sight results from the ability or 

concentration power of the participant himself. It means that at this 

point he has perfected his mental concentration to such an extent that 

he achieves meditative absorptions and attains higher psychic 

powers. It is likely that he will then see heaven and hell for what 

they are. However, at that stage the images of heaven and hell must 

not be what most people imagine. They are not what someone else 

can tell one to see, but it must be one’s own capacity. That is another 

stage, which is presumably not the capacity of ordinary people for 

sure. 
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We can apply a comparable way of thinking to The Three 

Planes. With regard to the influence of vipassanā on Thai people and 

Thai society, it turns out that what influences Thai society is not 

vipassanā but a misunderstanding of it. 

In the case of The Three Planes, what we have to consider is 

much more complex. We should not just examine what influence 

The Three Planes has on Thai society, but analyze its many different 

features. We should start by tracing each of them back to the original 

sources. It is possible that several of them may have been influenced 

by earlier stories about the three planes whose impact had been 

wider than that of the text entitled Traibhumi Phra Ruang. 

Moreover, certain features may have come about through 

misinterpretation or inadequate understanding of the story of the 

three planes or the content of the Three Planes text itself. If that is 

the case and we aspire to build up our society, we may have to take 

on more responsibilities, for instance, in educating people so as to 

impart a clear knowledge and rectify any misunderstanding. 

Furthermore, we may have to get involved in analyzing the 

various texts or writings sharing the name Three Planes, to find out 

whether their content is accurate and incorporates the true principles 

of Buddhism in full or not, and to what extent. 

If we commit ourselves to such a project, we will produce a 

piece of work that is academic enough to pave the way for a really 

constructive undertaking. Otherwise, we will get confined and stuck 

in a closed circuit, or simply take a short cut. 
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We should move further ahead, making The Three Planes the 

true source of positive influence on the development of Thai society. 

We can do this not by coming to a stop when we finish with The 

Three Planes or other books about the three planes but by using 

them all as means to lead us further to the essence of the three 

planes, the starting point that will relate it to all matters of substance 

and value to be gathered from Buddhism. The outcome will be to the 

benefit and happiness of the multitude; it will also be of help to 

people of the world, which is achieving the goal of Buddhism. We 

can say with absolute certainty and confidence that it is the true 

purpose of the teachings about the three planes. 
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Order of Contents of The Three Planes in a nutshell 
(Three major planes of existence, with thirty-one sub-planes) 

 

Chapter order 
in The Three 

Planes 

Order of contents based on academic principles 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
1. Episode 

One 
 

I. Kāmāvacara-bhūmi or Kāma-bhūmi “Sense Plane,” with 
eleven subdivisions 

A. Apāya-bhūmi “domains of loss and woe,” with four 
subplanes 

1. Naraka-bhūmi “domain of hell beings” 
- eight major hells 
- sixteen subsidiary hells with examples 
- Lokantara[26] 
- Mahā-Avīci 

2. Episode 
Two 

2. Tiracchāna-bhūmi “domain of animals” (eight modes of 
birth, four kinds of lions, ten of elephants, seven of fish, 
as well as garudas and realm of nāgas) 

3. Episode 
Three 

3. Peta-bhūmi “domain of hungry ghosts” (with emphasis 
on deeds done in past lives) 

4. Episode 
Four 

4. Asurakāya-bhūmi “domain of demons” (the swallowing 
of Ādicca Devaputta and Canda Devaputta by Rāhu, 
accounting for solar and lunar eclipses) 

 
 

5. Episode 
Five 

 

B. Kāmasugati-bhūmi “plane of blissful states of existence” 
with seven subplanes 

1. Manussa-bhūmi “plane of human beings” 
- four modes of birth, and conception of humans as 

kalala 
- four continents (three kinds of children, four races of 

humans, four continents) 
- universal king and seven kinds of gems (first instance 

of humans of great merit) 
- King Asoka the Great (second instance of humans of 

great merit) 
- Jotika, a millionaire (third instance of humans of great 

merit) 
- Puññakiriyāvatthu “ten bases of meritorious action” 

(resulting in good birth) 
- example of humans coming into existence in unusual 

ways through three other modes of birth 
- four causes of death, types of kamma, kamma-driven 

omens 
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Chapter order 
in The Three 

Planes 

Order of contents based on academic principles 
 
 

6. Episode 
Six 

2. Chakāmāvacara-bhūmi “Six heavens of the Sense Plane 
1) Cātummahārājikā “Heaven of the Four Great Kings” 

(starting with an account of three types of deities) 
2) Tāvatiṁsā[27] “Heaven of Thirty-three Deities“ 
3) Yāmā “heavenly abode of the Yāmā deities” 
4) Tusitā “the realm of the satisfied deities” 
5) Nimmānaratī “the realm of the deities who rejoice 

in their own creations” 
6) Paranimmitavasavattī “the realm of deities who lord 

over the creation of others” 
 Four causes leading to the passing away of a deity; 

five omens 

7. Episode 
Seven 

II. Rūpāvacara-bhūmi or Rūpa-bhūmi “Form Plane,” comprising 
sixteen levels of Rūpa-brahma (including the five levels of 
Suddhāvāsa “Pure Abodes”) 

8. Episode 
Eight 

III. Arūpāvacara-bhūmi or Arūpa-bhūmi “Formless Plane,” 
comprising four levels of Arūpa-brahma, where the advent of a 
Buddha is made known by the miraculous spectacle of the six-
colored rays known as Chabbaṇṇaraṁsī 

9. Episode 
Nine 

(-) Avinibhoga-rūpa, which is about the physical world and the 
natural environment. 

- Anicca-lakkhaṇa “characteristic of impermanence” 
- Mountains and oceans 
- The sun, the moon, the planets, and the stars 
- Jambudīpa “Continent of the Rose Apples” and 

Himavanta Forest 

10. Episode 
Ten 

(-) Avinibhoga-rūpa (cont.) 
- Kappa-vināsa and uppatti “destruction and arising of 

an eon denoting a world cycle” 

11. Episode 
Eleven 

IV. (Lokuttara-bhūmi “Supramundane Plane”) Nibbāna-kathā 
“Sermon on Nibbāna” 

- Practices that will enable one to reach Nibbāna 
- Epilogue (including merit gained through listening to 

the story of The Three Planes—divine treasure, 
Nibbāna, and audience with Metteyya, the future 
Buddha 
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Endnotes* 

 

Introductory remarks 

 

Pali and Sanskrit terms in English Buddhist texts 

The two major schools of Buddhism nowadays are Theravada 

and Mahayana. Pali is the language used in the Theravada tradition for 

recording the Tipiṭaka and other scriptures down the hierarchy; hence 

the oldest extant and most complete Buddhist Canon is commonly 

known as “the Pali Canon.” By contrast, the original Buddhist scriptures 

in the Mahayana tradition were recorded in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit 

(BHS), a variety different from the classical Sanskrit as found in the 

great Hindu epics of Ramayana and Mahabharata. BHS, whose 

appellation was coined by Franklin Edgerton, is often referred to as 

Sanskrit for short. As Hinduism and Mahayana Buddhism were 

introduced to the West before Theravada Buddhism, most Indian 

religious terms in English today are derived from Sanskrit, many of 

them having gained permanent status in the English lexicon, e.g. 

dharma and nirvana. It is also worthy of note that even though 

Hinduism and Mahayana Buddhism have certain terms in common, the 

concepts conveyed may be quite different between the two, e.g. brahma 

and, in particular, karma. 

More recently, as Theravada Buddhism is gaining more 

popularity in the West, Pali terms are used by Theravada Buddhist 

scholars in preference to their Sanskrit counterparts, e.g. dhamma, 

kamma, and nibbana, for dharma, karma, and nirvana, respectively. 

But since Pali and Sanskrit are close cognates, there are a large number 

of words, Buddhist terms included, sharing the same form in both 

languages, e.g. samadhi and samsara. In scholarly publications, 

                                                           
* These endnotes were first written in English and then translated into Thai by 
Professor Dr. Somseen Chanawangsa, who should be held solely responsible for the 
accuracy of the entire content. 
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diacritics are often used for technical precision, e.g. samādhi and 

saṁsāra (or saṃsāra). Furthermore, there is a recent trend in English 

texts on Buddhism that the suffix -s is sometimes added to Pali and 

Sanskrit technical terms when the plural meaning is intended, e.g. devas 

“deities” vs. deva “deity.” 

Buddhist Terms and Proper Names in Thai 

One problem encountered in the translating of this book had to do 

with how to romanize Thai words that are Buddhist terms and proper 

names of Pali or Sanskrit origin. Some of such words have, over time, 

developed variant forms in the original languages, e.g. anupubbikathā 

vs. anupubbīkathā. Many words have been hybridized between Pali and 

Sanskrit and further modified to suit native Thai morphology, both 

phonologically and orthographically, e.g. chapphannarangsi from the 

Pali chabbaṇṇaraṁsī. Some proper names have become so corrupted in 

written form, perhaps as a result of multiple rounds of copying from 

manuscript to manuscript, that their etymology is not readily 

recognizable, e.g. amorakhoyanthawip, whose correct form is from the 

Pali aparagoyāna-dīpa (Sanskrit: aparagodāna-dvīpa). 

During the translation process, it was decided that only the 

original Pali form would be used for Buddhist terms and proper names 

in ancient Buddhist scriptures, regardless of whether the prevalent form 

in Thai is of Pali or Sanskrit origin, and irrespective of how the form 

has been hybridized or modified to suit the genius of the Thai language. 

An extreme case in point is the name ��	4�56���78 , which is also spelled 

as ��	4�56��78 and short for ��	4�56���79�����7, ��	4�56��79�����7 or 

��	4�56��79�����7. Although this name is traceable to the Sanskrit śrī + 

ārya + maitreya (Pali: siri + ariya + metteyya), the Pali name Metteyya 

is used, rather than the Sanskrit Maitreya or the Thai transcription Phra 

Si An according to the Royal Institute’s romanization system. 
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Efforts were made to check the proper names against sources in 

Thai Buddhist scriptures and also reliable reference sources in English. 

Where a word form from the Thai source was found to be at variance 

with that from the English source, preference would be given to the 

latter, as this translation is primarily meant for the international reader. 

In particular, Malalasekera’s Dictionary of Pali Proper Names is the 

source almost all the names are based on. However, the only exception 

to the use of Pali names is Indra, in preference to the much less familiar 

Pali equivalent Inda. 

To be technically precise, diacritics for such words are added 

where applicable, e.g. nibbāna rather than nibbana. However, more 

commonly known words which have become anglicized are spelled 

without diacritics, e.g. Sangha rather than Saṅgha. 

On the other hand, for terms and proper names relating to 

Brahmanism or Hinduism the Sanskrit form would be used, e.g. 

Manudharmaśāstra. Again, terms which have entered the English 

lexicon as borrowings would be spelled like regular English words and 

without diacritics, e.g. Shiva and Vishnu rather than the technically 

more precise Śiva and Viṣṇu, respectively. 

As far as Buddhist concepts are concerned, English words and 

phrases are used in most cases. Since the reader of this book is assumed 

to have some background knowledge of Buddhism already, some of the 

basic terms in Pali like Dhamma and kamma are used instead. However, 

certain key terms like tilakkhaṇa, though less familiar, are also 

employed for brevity purposes. As enough relevant information can be 

found in the context, the use of such terms should not pose any 

difficulty for the reader at all. 

There is another category—of Thai proper names—that need to 

be romanized, in which case the official system endorsed by the Royal 

Institute is generally followed, e.g. Phaya Lithai. For names that include 

words of Pali and/or Sanskrit origin, the romanization is modified to 

reflect etymological traces of such words, e.g. Dharmatrailok rather 
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than Thammatrailok. This in effect amounts to employing an 

etymologically-driven hybrid method between transliteration and 

transcription, as opposed to the purely transcriptional method favored 

by the Royal Institute. 

 

The title of the present volume 

Since its inception, the present volume has already been retitled 

twice. The original title, “The Influence of Phra Ruang’s Three Planes 

on the Morality of Thai Society,” was the title of a lecture given at the 

seminar on “Traibhumi Phra Ruang,” in 1983. When first published in 

the same year, the book was retitled Phra Ruang’s Three Planes: Its 

Influence on Thai Society. The modification was meant to reflect the 

broader scope of the discussion, as it includes other important aspects of 

Thai society than merely morality. In 2009, when it was published 

again, the book was retitled Developing Thai Society with a Thorough 

Knowledge and Understanding of [Phra Ruang’s] Three Planes, in 

effect giving more weight on the pragmatic aspect of employing what 

can be learned from Phra Ruang’s Three Planes to develop Thai 

society. 

In the present bilingualized edition, it was decided, with the 

author’s consent, that the book title should be further modified a bit to 

shift the emphasis from the book title Phra Ruang’s Three Planes to the 

concept of the three planes of existence itself. The author of the present 

volume has pointed out that there are two levels of meaning intended by 

the book title. 

On the first level, the reader should properly grasp the true 

message intended by Phaya Lithai. To cite a simple example, some 

people have erroneously theorized that the king wrote The Three 

Planes, exploiting the heaven motif to entice the subjects to conduct 

themselves in such a way that it would be easy for the ruler to govern 

them—or something to that effect. As a matter of fact, however, if one 

goes through the whole book, one should clearly see that the king’s 
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explication is not confined to the three planes of existence, but covers 

up to the fourth one, i.e. the supramundane, and that it is the fourth 

plane that is meant to be the focus of attention or aim. As for the 

different levels of heaven, he simply expounds on them theoretically 

that they are all impermanent and still subject to stress and conflict. It 

is, therefore, advisable to liberate oneself from the three planes 

altogether for the supramundane plane instead. 

On the other level, if people have properly grasped the essence of 

the three planes with Phaya Lithai’s explication as point of departure, 

and further extend their understanding deeper and wider to the basic 

tenets of Buddhism sufficiently, it should be beneficial to them in that 

they can make use of these tenets as guiding principles in coping with 

life and human society and, more specifically, in developing Thai 

society into a righteous and thriving one.  

In this light, “the three planes” in the title of the present volume 

conveys two meanings: it can be taken to refer either to the book written 

by Phaya Lithai serving as the starting point or lead-in, or to the 

doctrinal substance serving as the end point or the source for providing 

essential resources to be utilized. 
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[1] The book title Trai Bhumi Phra Ruang (page 1) 

The name Phra Ruang in the book title Trai Bhumi Phra Ruang 

is a generic designation for any king in the Sukhothai dynasty, including 

Phra Maha Dharmaraja the First, or Phaya/Phraya Lithai, its sixth 

monarch. The grandson of King Ram Khamhaeng the Great, Phaya 

Lithai reigned from 1347 to sometime between 1368 and 1374. He was 

ordained as a monk in 1362, and was respected as a Buddhist scholar 

well versed in the Pali Canon. In 1345, he wrote Tebhumi Katha or 

Traibhumi Katha “Story of the Three Planes.” The most prominent 

literary work on Buddhism in the Sukhothai period, this book is 

popularly known as Traibhumi Phra Ruang “King Ruang’s Three Planes.” 

 

[2] Sathirakoses (page 1) 

Sathirakoses was the pen name of Phraya Anuman Rajadhon 

(1888–1969), one of the most eminent scholars of modern Thailand 

particularly in the fields of Thai language, literature, and culture. 

 

[3] Kāma-bhūmi (page 3) 

The word kāma can refer to either kilesakāma “sensuality as 

defilement” or vatthuakāma “sensual objects,” namely (1) sight, (2) 

sound, (3) smell, (4) taste, and (5) touch. In this context, it is the latter 

meaning that is intended, as can be seen from the full term kāmāvacara-

bhūmi “the plane of those roaming around sensual objects.” Hence the 

word kāma-bhūmi is often rendered for short as “Sense Plane,” but it 

should not be rendered as “Desire Plane” because it would suggest 

kilesakāma, which is the agent within the mind, the cause of seeking, 

rather than the object to be sought. Additionally, the word desire has a 

broad semantic coverage, as those in the Form Plane and the Formless 

Plane also have desires, for fine material forms and immaterial existence, 

respectively. All beings in the three planes still have desires or cravings in 

one way or another. Even when there are no sensual cravings, there are 

still cravings for existence and cravings for non-existence. 
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[4] Chabbaṇṇaraṁsī (page 5) 

Chabbaṇṇaraṁsī is the six-colored rays that emanated from the 

body of the Buddha when he attained supreme perfect enlightenment 

under the bodhi tree. The six colors are as follows: 

1. Nīla – dark blue 

2. Pīta – yellow 

3. Lohita – red 

4. Odāta – white 

5. Mañjeṭṭha – reddish orange 

6. Pabhassara – resplendent color as of crystal. 

These six colors came to be used on the Buddhist flag approved 

by the World Fellowship of Buddhists in 1950. The first five colors 

constitute five respective vertical bands from left to right while the last 

one, constituting the rightmost band, is depicted as a combination of the 

first five colors, arranged horizontally one on top of the other. 

 

[5] Ariya Metteyya (page 8) 

Ariya Metteyya or simply Metteyya, also known as Ajita (Ajita is 

his personal name, and Metteyya his clan name), is the Buddha of the 

future. Apart from Cakkavatti(-sīhanāda) Sutta, a fuller account of the 

Bodhisatta Metteyya can be found in Anāgatavaṁsa Desanā “Sermon 

of the Chronicle to Be,” a text outside the Pali Canon. 

The Bodhisatta Metteyya, having completed his perfections and 

currently residing in the Tusita heaven (there is a tradition that he is 

known by the name Nātha there), will be reborn in his last existence as 

the next Buddha, preaching in the city of Ketumatī, whose king will be 

Saṅkha, a righteous cakkavatti, or universal king. This will happen 

when the teachings of the current Gotama Buddha have been forgotten. 

The exact time of his advent, however, varies among scriptures. 
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While the bodhisatta (Sanskrit: bodhisattva) ideal is central to 

Mahayana Buddhism and there are numerous bodhisattvas 

unrecognized in the Theravada tradition, Metteyya (Sanskrit: Maitreya) 

is the only one venerated by Buddhists of all schools, Mahayana, 

Vajrayana and Theravada alike. According to one Mahayana source, the 

Advent of Maitreya Sutra, the Bodhisattva will appear 5,670 million 

years after the current Buddha’s demise. 

The Maitreya cult is sometimes compared with the Amitābha cult 

in Mahayana Buddhism. While Amitābha is already a fully enlightened 

Buddha, Maitreya, being the next Buddha in line, is regarded as the 

most advanced bodhisattva at present. Just as Mahayana Buddhists are 

instructed to wish for their rebirth in Amitābha Buddha’s Pure Land, a 

world system located in the extreme west, called Sukhāvatī, where they 

can enjoy an extremely blissful ambience in which to cultivate 

themselves under the Buddha’s tutelage until they become enlightened, 

so too Buddhists of all sects are advised to wish for their rebirth in 

Maitreya Buddha’s age for the same purpose. The Bodhisattva 

Maitreya’s Tuṣita (Pali: Tusita) heaven is regarded by some as a Pure 

Land, and the way in which a person can be reborn there is also 

described. It is interesting to note that these two holy personages are 

featured in the same Mahayana discourse. In the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha 

Sūtra, Amitābha Buddha’s Pure Land is depicted by our current Buddha 

vividly and in great detail to a great assembly of disciples and 

bodhisattvas including, in particular, the Elder Ānanda and the 

Bodhisattva Maitreya. Towards the end of the sermon, the Buddha 

exhorts Ajita, or the Bodhisattva Maitreya, to teach this discourse to all 

beings, and promises great rewards to all who learn it, copy it, and teach 

and explain it. 
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[6] Brahmanism and Hinduism (page 10) 

Although the term Brahmanism (or Brahminism) is lesser known 

to the general public than the term Hinduism, it is used not only for the 

translation to be faithful to the original text of the present volume, but 

also to reflect the close association of the caste system, as discussed in 

the text, with this earlier phase of Hinduism. 

 

[7] Non-humans (page 14) 

In Buddhist scriptures, mention is often made of non-human 

beings of various types. Since mythical beings (but not “supernatural 

beings,” a term to be avoided from the Buddhist standpoint that nature 

is all-inclusive so that nothing is supernatural) vary from culture to 

culture, it is virtually impossible to find exact equivalents in English. As 

a result, the same type of being might be rendered variously even by the 

same translator, and differently by different translators. Conversely, the 

same English word might be used to refer to different types of beings by 

different translators. One way to go about this problem is to use a more 

generic term, e.g. demon, deity, or demigod together with a qualifying 

phrase. In any event, it should be borne in mind that English renderings 

given for these nonhuman beings in Buddhist cosmology are at best 

loose equivalents in most cases. 

According to Mahayana sources, there are eight types of non-

human beings which are often described as attendants at the assembly 

of the Buddha’s teachings: 

1. Devas – heavenly beings, gods or deities 

2. Nāgas – dragons or serpent-like demigods 

3. Yakṣas (Pali: yakkhas) – fairies or ogres 

4. Gandharvas (Pali: gandhabbas) – heavenly musicians 

5. Asuras – belligerent demons or titans 

6. Garuḍas (Pali: garuḷas) – enormous birdlike demigods 
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7. Kiṁnaras (Pali: kinnaras) – demigods with a bird’s body and a 

human head 

8. Mahoragas – demigods in the form of a great python. 

Also according to Mahayana sources, there is another group of 

eight types of non-human beings that are followers of the Four Great 

Kings (i.e. chief deities of the first of the six heavens in the Sense 

Plane), who are also world guardians (lokapālas): 

1. Gandharvas (Pali: gandhabbas) – heavenly musicians 

2. Piśācas (Pali: pisācas) – fiends or flesh-eating demons 

These two types are followers of Dhṛtarāṣṭra (Pali: Dhataraṭṭha), 

world guardian of the eastern quarter. 

3. Kumbhāṇḍas (Pali: kumbhaṇḍas) – dwarfish misshapen spirits 

4. Pretas (Pali: petas) – hungry ghosts 

These two types are followers of Virūḍhaka (Pali: Virūḷhaka), 

world guardian of the southern quarter. 

5. Nāgas – dragons or serpent-like demigods 

6. Pūtanas – stinking spirits 

These two types are followers of Virūpākṣa (Pali: Virūpakkha), 

world guardian of the western quarter. 

7. Yakṣas (Pali: yakkhas) – fairies or ogres  

8. Rākṣasas (Pali: rakkhasas) – goblins or man-eating demons. 

These two types are followers of Vaiśravaṇa (Pali: Vessavaṇa), or 

Kubera (Pali: Kuvera), world guardian of the northern quarter. 

Of particular interest is the type known as yakkha. These 

nonhuman beings can be either benevolent or malevolent. As 

benevolent deities, the yakkhas have three functions: the bestowing of 

wealth, of progeny, or of protection. For instance, Yamakolī, with one 

thousand other yakkhas, stood guard over the first gate of Jotika’s 

mansion, as recounted in The Three Planes. In some suttas, however, 

yakkhas are depicted as ugly, fierce-looking malevolent demons that 

hurt and harm human beings. 
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Their benevolent role of protection is particularly prominent in 

the Buddhist tradition as huge figures of fierce-looking yakkhas are 

erected to serve as guardian deities of Buddhist monasteries. 

[8] Seven kinds of treasures (page 17) 

According to Buddhadatta Mahathera’s Pali-English Dictionary, 

they are: (1) gold, (2) silver, (3) pearl, (4) coral, (5) lapis-lazuli, (6) 

diamond, and (7) ruby. 

 

[9] Mahāsudassana sutta (page 18) 

Mahāsudassana Sutta is a discourse in the Dīghanikāya or 

Collection of Long Discourses in the Pali Canon. It is about a past 

universal king by the name of Mahāsudassana. Having realized that the 

great power and glory he enjoyed were the result of his past good deeds, 

he practiced generosity, self-control, and abstinence from evil. He also 

attained the four jhānas or meditative absorptions. When he passed 

away, he was reborn in the brahma world. 

 

[10] Gotama-Buddhamvaṁsa (page 18) 

Buddhavaṁsa or Lineage of the Buddhas is a scripture in the 

Khuddaka Nikāya or Collection of Minor Works in the Pali Canon. It is 

the story of Gotama Buddha (hence the title Gotama-Buddhavaṁsa) and 

those of his 24 predecessors. It is also towards the end of this scripture 

that the name of Metteyya, the future Buddha is mentioned. 

 



  �� 

[��] ��'�= (�
�� /)) 
?�5
' ��=
�
,����1�*�*���-
�"
�1��?���& -
��,$�%��!� (�1�: 

����@�� ���������(���'%��
*)��=
#!,� ��*���
"����,���=
�*�*�����+%��
�1"
����1�?1�?##!,��+
;����������
 
"���
�	������C����#���,�������,�
��=
�*�*�����+����*��,%�*�3��3���%��1"�1"
��� ��-
�����
�+���
 (?1��@��+
�����1���?##!,) �,�*�*�����+�
,5�1���?�5
'�����=
��+@��@���-
��!,�!��!� ��
����!�-
�"�"%��1�� ����
�������� A��� �D�����WD �*�*�����+-�������!,�*��,�� 
> ��� (< �"?���� (2\� ���') �,�!��!�#"�"
�1��?���&����,�
�C�;��
1�*�*
����*��,�� (: ��� (> �"?���� (6\() ���') ������*��&
�	
 

�*����1�*�*�����#"�����+@�������
�� ��3-��#�����*3,����,
�*�*�����+�
,5�1���?�5
'�,�#��3*��=
��,�����
�
, �
,���;�#�8-
�*��
�	��*
�����-5���!,-
�M33���
�C#�� ���� 0�+��;��
1-����,���� / ��� #;��,� �� 0�+���,��3
�����+�����#;��1� ������Q-
 �������� 0�+�-5���=
�
,����1%�	
��+ ��#,���,��� 2 
������� ���+��"
"3A��3��#������%�
4'�*��,���
,����1��*5�+���+-5������ �C��,
������������,��*��
�	#������3���"
�1�����+�
�
������ �
,��-�8,��+��1#�� 
?�5
' 0�+���=
#;������ -
�&*��+�
,����C���+��1#�� 
"	� 0�+���=
#;����?1����
#���������3��#;��,� ���#��* �(#�����������) 
"	����� 

-
����,���
�	��1��
,����1������ #!,����
,����1����"
�1�� ��*
#,�?1���*��&-
�*�����"� #�������#;����5�+��
,����1�1��UX
��3��
���,�����!�,��H ?1�������#���-��,-
�����&� 



Developing Thai Society 73 

[11] Yojana (page 20) 

Yojana is a unit of distance in ancient India. Etymologically, 

yojana means “yoke,” and is often defined as a distance that can 

possibly be traveled by one yoke of oxen. This definition is sometimes 

further modified as the distance suitable for an emperor to travel within 

a day, presumably on a chariot driven by one yoke of oxen. The exact 

measurement of yojana, however, is disputed among scholars. 

According to English Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, the distances 

are given between 6 and 15 kilometers (4–9 miles). Some traditional 

Indian scholars, however, give measurements between 13 and 16 

kilometers (8–10 miles) or thereabouts. 

The traditional Thai system of distance measurement, as it turns 

out, might shed some light on exactly how long a yojana is supposed to 

be. Central to this system and still in current use is the unit “waa,” 

equated to two meters. The term waa, whose etymology is untraceable, 

occurs in taaraang waa “square waa,” which is used as a unit of land 

measure equivalent to four square meters. It is beyond doubt that this 

system was borrowed from India a long time ago, judging from how the 

units are related and how they are called. The highest unit is “yoat,” a 

direct borrowing from yojana, while the smallest unit is “niu,” a loan 

translation from aṅgula “finger [width].” 

In the following table are shown the Thai units along with their 

Indian counterparts and approximate equivalents in the metric system. 

The glosses of the unit names are gleaned from different sources and 

reinterpreted in certain cases. 
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Traditional Thai unit Traditional Indian unit Metric 

value 

 1 yava “barley corn” = 

1 aṅgula “finger width” 

21 mm 

 4 aṅgula = 1 dhanurgraha “bow grip 

(without raising the thumb)” 

83 mm 

 8 aṅgula = 1 dhanurmuṣṭi “bow fist 

(with the thumb raised)” 

167 mm 

12 niu “finger 

breadth” 

= 1 khuep “hand 

span” 

12 aṅgulas = 1 vitasti “hand span” 

(the distance between the extended 

thumb and little finger) 

250 mm 

2 khuep = 1 sawk 

“elbow length” 

2 vitastis = 1 aratni “cubit” 

(the length of the forearm to the 

middle finger) 

500 mm 

4 sawk = 1 waa 4 aratnis = 1 daṇḍa “rod” 2 m 

 2 daṇḍas = 1 dhanu “bow” 4 m 

 5 dhanus = 1 rajju “line” 20 m 

 2 rajjus = 1 parideśa “mark” [?] 40 m 

20 waa = 1 sen “line” 20 daṇḍas = 1 parideśa 40 m 

 100 parideśas = 1 krośa “cry” 

(the range of the voice in calling 

that can be heard” 

4 km 

 4 krośas = 1 yojana “yoke”) 16 km 

400 sen = 1 yoat 

“yojana” 

400 parideśas = 1 yojana 16 km 

 1,000 yojanas = 

1 mahāyojana “great yoke” 

16,000 

km 
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Should the traditional Thai system be regarded as a reliable 

representation of the ancient Indian system, then the distance of yojana 

must be around 16 kilometers, which happens to be exactly equivalent 

to the upper limit given in the Wikipedia article cited above. 

The word yojana is sometimes loosely rendered as “league.” 

However, this English word itself is not without problems, as its 

meaning varies at different periods in different countries. According to 

English Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, a league was originally the 

distance that a man or a horse could walk in an hour. According to 

Random House Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, the league, a unit no 

longer in common use, is usually estimated in English-speaking 

countries roughly at three miles (or 4.8 kilometers). 

In light of the foregoing discussion, however, it is perhaps better 

to leave the term yojana untranslated. 

 

[12] Ajātasattu (page 25) 

Ajātasattu was the son of King Bimbisāra of Magadha, a devout 

patron of Buddhism. Incited by Devadatta, who looked for ways and 

means to avenge himself on the Buddha, Ajātasattu dethroned his father 

and imprisoned him. He also assisted Devadatta in several of the latter’s 

attempts on the Buddha’s life. However, he later repented and became a 

Buddhist devotee himself. It was under his patronage that the First 

Buddhist Rehearsal (or the First Buddhist Council) was conducted after 

the Buddha’s demise. Ajātasattu first met Jotika as a prince, when 

accompanying his father to Jotika’s mansion, and had become covetous 

of his great wealth ever since. Only after he succeeded his father as King 

did he try in vain to usurp it. 
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[13] Full moon days and Uposatha days (page 26) 

As Theravada countries traditionally use the lunar calendar, with 

possible slight variations peculiar to each country, four Buddhist holy 

days are observed in a lunar month. According to the traditional Thai 

calendar, each month is divided into two halves: 15 “waxing moon 

days” and 14 or 15 “waning moon days.” (Odd-number months have 14 

waning moon days while even-number months have 15 waning moon 

days.) The first half month begins with the first waxing moon day, 

which is one day after the new moon day of the previous month. The 

full moon day is always the fifteenth waxing moon day and the last day 

of the first half month. The second half month begins with the first 

waning moon day (one day after the full moon day) and ends with the 

new moon day (either the 14th or 15th of the waning moon days). The 

four observance days thus fall on the eighth waxing moon day, the full 

moon day, the eighth waning moon day, and the new moon day. For 

monks, only the full moon and the new moon days are regarded as 

Uposatha (or observance) days, when the monks’ rules of conduct 

(Bhikkhu Pāṭimokkha) are recited. For the laity, by contrast, all the four 

holy days are Uposatha days, when they make merit by giving alms, 

observing the Five or Eight Precepts, listening to a sermon, and 

meditating. The term Uposatha sīla is thus used to refer specifically to 

the Eight Precepts observed on any of these four days. 

Major Buddhist festivals in a year mostly fall on full moon days, 

namely: 

• Māgha Pūjā Day, the full moon day of the third lunar month (or 

fourth in a year with an extra eighth month), commemorating the 

occasion when the sermon on the Principal Teaching (Ovāda-

pāṭimokkha) was given by the Buddha exactly nine months after his 

Enlightenment to a group of 1,250 arahants, all having been ordained by 

the Teacher himself, who came to gather without prior appointment at 

the Bamboo Grove (Veḷuvana) near the city of Rājagaha. 
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• Visākha Pūjā Day, the full moon day of the sixth lunar month 

(or seventh in a year with an extra eighth month), commemorating the 

days when the Buddha was born in Lumbinī Park, when he became 

enlightened at Buddhagayā at the age of 35, and when he passed away 

in Kusinārā at the age of 80, respectively. 

• Āsāḷha Pūjā Day, the full moon day of the eighth lunar month 

(or “second eighth” in a year with an extra eighth month), 

commemorating the Buddha’s giving his first sermon, Dhamma-

cakkappavattana Sutta “Discourse on the Setting in Motion the Wheel 

of the Dhamma,” in the Deer Park (Migadāyavana), and the founding of 

the Buddhist Monastic Order, thereby completing the Triple Gem—the 

Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha. 

• Mahāpavāraṇā Day, the full moon day of the eleventh lunar 

month, marking the end of the monks’ three-month Rains Retreat, when the 

monks gather together and invite fellow monks to admonish them, with 

loving-kindness and good will, against any conduct deemed inappropriate, 

whether seen, heard, or merely suspected. 

The only exception to full-moon-day holy days is the Rains-Entry 

Day, the first waning moon day of the eighth month (or “second eighth” 

in a year with an extra eighth month), when the monks pledge to stay in 

one residence, i.e. as a rule, without staying overnight anywhere else, 

throughout the rainy season, i.e. the three-month Rains Retreat. 

[14] Cakkavattivattas (page 28) 

According to the Dictionary of Buddhism by Phra 

Brahmagunabhorn (P. A. Payuuto), the duties of a universal king 

(cakkavattivattas) in the Cakkavatti Sutta were not distinctly itemized. 

However, on the basis of the meaning expressed by the Buddha, five 

major items might be identified, comprising one principle to be adhered 

to and four rules of practice: 

1. Dhammādhipatteyya – supremacy of the law of truth 

2. Dhammābhirakkhā – provision of the right watch, guard, and 

protection for: 
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2.1 Antojana – one’s own folk 

2.2 Balakāya – the army 

2.3 Khattiya – colonial kings 

2.4 Anuyanta – royal dependants 

2.5 Brāhmaṇa and gahapatika – ritual performers and 

professionals 

2.6 Negama-janapada – town and country dwellers 

2.7 Samaṇa-brāhmaṇa – monks and recluses  

2.7 Miga-pakkhī – beasts and birds 

3. Adhammakāra-nisedhanā – letting no wrongdoing prevail in 

the kingdom 

4. Dhanānuppadāna – letting wealth be given or distributed to the 

poor 

5. Paripucchā – having virtuous counselors and seeking after 

greater virtue 

At the commentarial level, however, the seven sub-items under 

item 2 were given more prominence on a par with the other major items, 

thereby bringing the total of cakkavattivattas to 12. 

 

[15] Ten Rājadhammas (page 28) 

The ten rājadhammas or royal virtues are as follows: 

1. Dāna – charity 

2. Sīla – high moral character 

3. Pariccāga – self-sacrifice 

4. Ājjava – honesty 

5. Maddava – kindness and gentleness 

6. Tapa – self-control 

7. Akkhodha – non-anger 

8. Avihiṁsa – non-violence 

9. Khanti – patience 

 10. Avirodhana – non-deviation from righteousness  
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[16] Cakkavatti(-sīhanāda) Sutta (page 28) 

Cakkavatti(-sīhanāda) Sutta “Discourse (on the Lion’s Roar) on 

the Turning of the Wheel,” a discourse in the Collection of Long 

Discourses (Dīghanikāya), is the only Canonical source where some 

details about the next Buddha are given. Although the name of Metteyya 

also appears in the Chronicle of Buddhas (Buddhavaṁsa), a scripture in 

the Collection of Minor Works (Khuddakanikāya), he is simply 

identified as the next Buddha, without any accompanying detail. 

In this sutta, mention is made of the life expectancy of a typical 

human being in a particular era, which is directly proportional to the 

level of virtue of people in that era and which decreases and increases in 

cycles. The number of years ranges from 10 to 80,000, and it is during 

the time when humans live for up to 80,000 years that Metteyya Buddha 

will arise in the world. 

 

[17] Ten bases of meritorious action (page 28) 

There are three major puññakiriyāvatthus or “bases of 

meritorious action”: 

1. Dāna – generosity 

2. Sīla – moral conduct 

3. Bhāvanā – mental development 

Seven additional minor bases can be added, thereby bringing the 

total number to ten: 

4. Apacāyana – humility 

5. Veyyāvacca – rendering services 

6. Pattidāna – giving out merit 

7. Pattānumodanā – rejoicing in others’ merit 

8. Dhammassavana – listening to the Doctrine 

9. Dhammadesanā – teaching the Doctrine 

 10. Diṭṭhujukamma – forming correct views 
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[18] Kaṭhina (page 34) 

Kaṭhina originally refers to a wooden frame used for holding taut 

a piece of cloth to be made into a robe, but it is generally understood to 

refer to a piece of cotton cloth offered by the laity to the monks for the 

purpose of robe making in an annual festival in Theravada countries. 

The ceremony is held in one day within the one-month period after the 

monks’ three-month Rains Retreat—i.e. any day from the first waning 

moon day of the eleventh month up to the full moon day of the twelfth 

month. As a rule, it is considered a privilege allowed by the Buddha for 

a company of at least five monks having completed their Rains Retreat 

together to receive such an offer from the laity. The monks will vote on 

who should deserve to receive the cloth offered on the basis of the 

recipient-to-be’s good conduct and his need for a new robe. Then they 

will all help in the robe-making process. The cloth can be made into any 

of the three robes worn by a monk: an inner robe (antaravāsaka), an 

upper robe (uttarāsaṅga), or an outer robe (saṅghāṭi). It is also 

permissible for the laity to present a ready-made robe or even a whole 

set of three robes to the monks instead. Although the cloth or robe is 

central to the ceremony, it is customary for the laity to also present 

accompanying offerings on this occasion. The kaṭhina-robe presentation 

ceremony has thus become an important annual festival for centuries. 

The offering of material things for charity purposes aside, the essence of 

the kaṭhina ceremony lies in the principle of harmony, or acting in 

unison. On the part of the monks, apart from living harmoniously 

together for three months during the Rains Retreat, they have to express 

their unanimity in voting on who is to receive the kaṭhina robe, and also 

act in unison, if necessary, in making the cloth offered into a robe. The 

laity, on the other hand, show their esprit de corps by lending support to 

the monks throughout the ceremony, for example, by raising funds for 

the monastery to spend on worthwhile or useful projects. 



  �� 

[�)] ��*�=	"�'�%/ (�
�� :>) 
��$
'���5�" ��=
%�*4�����$
���+%�* "�D���1����+�������
1�5�1� 

��
��=
���+��������%�*%��4�3��-
%�*5�"�,�
���+������"1��=
%�*�����
1� 5�+� 
����5�"� -5���=
��8�������D&*�;�#�8���5�1����+��
�	�%�+��
�
�,���=
%�*
5�"��1�������%�*?%4"���'��+�����"1��=
�
�D�'���+��;��%C8�����#��@��
 �,�
��+
3*����!���=
%�*%��4�3�� %�*�����
1�����;��%C8��
�����1������-�������,��
��=
��
����+���!����� �����	�%�*?��� %�*4"1� ��*%�*5��� ���%�*��#'
��� �����$
'���5�"
�	�1�������=
�,�
�;�#�8�����$�����+
"���%�,����
-
��*��$�����*��*��$�@������+
H ��#����5�+���
��+����,� 5��%��4�!�$���4�
��+�1�UM���$
'���5�"#����	� (: ��&K' ��-
��
�1�����
3*����"1�
����#'��

�
�+��3����$���
�"+�-�8,
�	 ��+�;�#�8�"+���,�
�	
�C#�� ���3*�1���"1-
��#%�*%��4�3��
��#',��� #�� %�*$����������� -
� �%��1������+���	��;�
���"+���	
,�
����Q"��"4��� 0�+�3*
;����!,��������
"%%�
-
��+��1 
    

[,5] ������=�$;	 .�B*�& (�
�� :.) 
��3���'��D� ��8$�� (/226\/<:() ��=
���58'��� �D�������*

%�*%��4$��
� �#���=
��3���'%"�$D & #&*���D�$���' 3�Y�����&'-
����"������ ��*��5��&K"�;�
��$"������ 
 
[,�] ���
�� (�
�� :6) 

#;�$�%�' ������ (-5��,� �������* �C��) ���-5�%!1@���*�*������
���
�

�"+�?1��A%�*���+�-5��,�����#;�$�%�'#�� ��� �5,
 %�*?#�* 0�+���=
%�*%��4�3��
��#'�M33���
-5������;��%C8�������	��"	
��+��������
��� �
�+��3��#;��,� ������ 
��3-5��,�����#;���1�3;�
�
3�"���+��#,���������� (�5,
 � ! ��� *�� 1��-

����,����+��,����) 3����"1������#����,�-5���1�3;�
�
3�"���+��#,��!���� ��	���+
#;�
�	��#��������������D��,� ���,��3�;��
1��=
#,�������1� ��,��3
#;�
�&�1� ��,��3
���1� ���� 
����,@��
� �,#,��������+�
,5�1
�	
#�� ��',��H 



Developing Thai Society 81 

[19] The Great Birth Sermon (page 36) 

The Great Birth Sermon or “desana mahajati” is a sermon given by 

a Buddhist monk on Vessantara Jātaka, the birth story of the Buddha’s 

previous life as King Vessantara. The designation “Great Birth” is used as 

an epithet of this particular birth story to stress the fact that it was the last 

life of the bodhisatta as a human when he completed the accumulation of 

perfections en route to becoming a Buddha. King Vessentara attained the 

perfection of charity by giving away anything he was asked for, including 

his own children and wife. The delivery of this sermon has become an 

organic part of a popular Buddhist festival in Thailand and other 

Theravada countries. It is commonly believed that devout Buddhists who 

have listened to the entire 13 episodes of the Great Birth Sermon within 

the same day will be reborn in heaven due to this great merit. More 

importantly, they will also be reborn in the age of the next Buddha, 

Metteyya, in a much more favorable environment in which to practice 

Buddhism, eventually leading to their attainment of Nibbāna. 

 

[20] Acharn Kasem Boonsri (page 37) 

Acharn Kasem Boonsri (1905–1988) was a scholar of Pali and 

Buddhism. He was a part-time lecturer at the Faculty of Arts, 

Chulalongkorn University, and also a Fellow in the Academy of Arts, 

Royal Institute of Thailand. 

 

[21] Asaṅkheyya (page 38) 

The term asaṅkheyya (also asaṅkhiya) is often used, especially 

when collocating with the term kappa “eon,” to talk about an 

exceedingly long period of time. For instance, the present Gotama 

Buddha had to spend a total of “four asaṅkheyya and one hundred 

thousand eons” fulfilling the perfections for his enlightenment. Since 

asaṅkheyya can be used together with words denoting real numbers 

with exact numerical values (e.g. four and hundred thousand, as in the 

foregoing example), it has come to be interpreted as representing a real 
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number with an extremely high value even though its literal meaning is 

“innumerable, incalculable, uncountable, or countless.” However, the 

exact numerical value varies among different sources. According to 

traditional Thai reckoning, this can be calculated on the basis of the 

value of koṭi, which equals ten million (=107). The value of asaṅkheyya 

is given as koṭi raised to the power of 20, i.e. (107)20, yielding 10140, or 

the number 1 followed by 140 zeros. The same numerical value is also 

given in Childer’s Dictionary of the Päli Language, but without any 

further explanation as to how the value is arrived at. 

On closer analysis, it turns out that this way of reckoning is 

probably obtained from Abhidhānappadīpikā, a Pali thesaurus compiled 

by the Elder Moggallāna of Sri Lanka in the twelfth century. In this 

reference work, which is quite familiar to Buddhist scholars in 

Thailand, there is a set of high-valued numerals between koṭi (or ten 

million) and asaṅkheyya. Each next numeral from koṭi up will increase 

by 10,000,000-fold over its predecessor. This can be systematically 

shown in the following table. 

 

 

 

Numeral Value Numeral Value 

koṭi (107)1 =107 ababa (107)11 =  1077 

pakoṭi (107)2 = 1014 aṭaṭa (107)12 = 1084 

koṭipakoṭi (107)3 = 1021 sogandhikā (107)13 = 1091 

nahuta (107)4 = 1028 uppala (107)14 = 1098 

ninnahuta (107)5 = 1035 kamuda (107)15 = 10105 

akkhobhiṇī (107)6 = 1042 paduma (107)16 = 10112 

bindu (107)7 = 1049 puṇḍarika (107)17 = 10119 

abbuda (107)8 = 1056 kathāna (107)18 = 10126 

nirabbuda (107)9 = 1063 mahākathāna (107)19 = 10133 

ahaha (107)10 = 1070 asaṅkheyya (107)20 = 10140 
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[22] Kappa (page 38) 

Kappa (Sanskrit: kalpa) can refer to either a world cycle or the life 

span of a particular type of being such as humans. In the former sense, it is 

often rendered as “eon,” denoting an exceedingly long period of time. One 

analogy depicting the duration of a kappa is as follows: 

Imagine that at the beginning of a kappa there is a gigantic rocky 

mountain, one yojana wide, one yojana long, and one yojana high. Some-

body wipes the mountain with a delicate piece of cloth once every 100 years. 

The mountain will have thus worn away even before the kappa ends. 

Although the world system, or universe, is without a beginning 

and an end, it undergoes cyclic changes, primarily alternating between 

dissolution and evolution. The different periods involved in such a 

process is measured or calculated in terms of kappa, of which there are 

three principal categories: 

• Mahā-kappa “great eon”; 

• Asaṅkheyya-kappa “innumerable eon”; 

• Antara-kappa “intermediary eon”. 

Mahā-kappa is one entire world cycle, consisting of four different 

types of asaṅkheyya-kappas in succession as follows: 

• Saṁvaṭṭa-kappa “eon of destruction”—the duration when the 

universe begins to deteriorate until it is completely destroyed; 

• Saṁvaṭṭaṭhāyī-kappa “eon of annihilation”—the duration after 

the universe is destroyed and remains as such; 

• Vivaṭṭa-kappa “eon of restoration”—the duration when the 

universe re-evolves until it is completely restored; 

• Vivaṭṭaṭhāyī-kappa “eon of continuance”—the duration after the 

universe is restored and remains as such. 

An asaṅkheyya-kappa contains 64 antara-kappas, each of which 

is the interval that elapses while the typical life expectancy of humans 

increases from ten to one asaṅkheyya years and then decreases from one 

asaṅkheyya to ten years, at the rate of plus or minus one year every 100 

years as the case may be. 
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The life expectancy of a particular type of being, say a human, is 

called āyu-kappa “life span.” The term kappa in isolation mostly refers 

to “mahā-kappa,” but in certain contexts it refers to “āyu-kappa” 

instead. 

A suñña-kappa “empty or void eon,” is one in which there arise 

no fully enlightened Buddhas (nor private Buddhas, nor Buddha 

disciples, nor righteous universal kings). An asuñña-kappa “non-void 

eon,” or Buddha-kappa “Buddha eon,” by contrast, is one in which one 

or more fully enlightened Buddhas appear, and it is only in a 

vivaṭṭaṭhāyīkappa that Buddhas will arise. Buddha-kappas are divided, 

according to the number of Buddhas that arise therein, into five types, 

namely: 

• Sāra-kappa, in which one Buddha appears 

• Maṇḍa-kappa, in which two Buddhas appear 

• Vara-kappa, in which three Buddhas appear 

• Sāramaṇḍa-kappa, in which four Buddhas appear 

• Bhadda-kappa, in which five Buddhas appear 

The present kappa is a Bhadda-kappa; of its five Buddhas, four 

have appeared, namely: Kakusandha, Konāgamana, Kassapa, and 

Gotama (Sakyamuni). The fifth, Mettaya, has yet to arise. The interval 

of time that elapses between one Buddha-kappa and the next can vary 

from one kappa to one asaṅkheyya of kappas. 

 

[23] Anantariyakamma (page 38) 

The five anantariyakammas (or, according to the Pali Canon, 

anantarikakammas), i.e. the most heinous actions with immediate 

uninterruptible results, are as follows: 

1. Pitughāta – patricide 

2. Mātughāta – matricide 

3. Arahantaghāta – killing an Arahant 

4. Lohituppāda – causing a Buddha to suffer a contusion 

5. Saṅghabheda – causing schism in the Sangha, or Monastic Order. 
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[24] Bodhisatta (page 38) 

The Pali term bodhisatta “enlightenment being” (Sanskrit: 

bodhisattva) is a generic designation for one determined to become 

enlightened. In the Theravada commentarial tradition, bodhisattas are 

classed into three types, corresponding to the three types of buddha, as follows: 

• Mahā-bodhisatta—one determined to become a sammā-

sambuddha “fully enlightened one” 

• Pacceka-bodhisatta—one determined to become a pacceka-

buddha “private buddha” 

• Sāvaka-bodhisatta—one determined to become an anubuddha 

(or sāvakabuddha) “arahant disciple of a fully enlightened one.” 

However, the term bodhisatta is mostly understood to refer to the 

first type. A bodhisatta will have to spend a multitude of lives over 

incalculable periods of time (or eons) accumulating the requisites to 

achieve his goal, referred to as pāramīs (or pāramitās) “perfections.” 

According to Theravada Buddhism, there are ten types of pāramīs as follows: 

  1. Dāna – generosity 

  2. Sīla – morality 

  3. Nekkhamma – renunciation 

  4. Paññā – wisdom 

  5. Viriya – energy 

  6. Khanti – forbearance 

  7. Sacca – truthfulness 

  8. Adhiṭṭhāna – resolution 

  9. Mettā – loving-kindness 

10. Upekkhā – equanimity. 

In the Theravada tradition, the Pali term bodhisatta is mostly 

used to refer specifically to the present Buddha in different existences—

in his previous lives, such as recounted in his birth stories (jātakas), in 

his existence in the Tusita heaven before his descent to this world, and 

also in his last existence, but only during the time prior to his 

enlightenment. While Metteya is mentioned in a few places in the Pāli 
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Canon, he is not referred to as a bodhisatta, but simply as the next fully 

awakened Buddha. 

In Mahayana Buddhism, by contrast, the Sanskrit counterpart 

bodhisattva is used more extensively to refer to numerous Buddhas-to-

be not found in the Theravada tradition. These bodhisattvas have their 

common goal of delivering all sentient beings from suffering before 

attaining their own enlightenment as Buddhas; hence this altruistic 

bodhisattva ideal is considered central to Mahayana Buddhism. The 

term Bodhisattvayāna “enlightenment-being vehicle” is sometimes 

treated as synonymous with the term Mahāyāna “great vehicle.” 

 

[25] Phra Malai (page 39) 

The story of Phra Malai is quite popular among Buddhists in 

Thailand and other Theravada countries in this region. The origin of this 

story as known in Thailand is traceable to Māleyyadevattheravatthu, a 

text outside the Pali Canon. The story of Phra Malai has been credited 

to have a positive influence on generations of Buddhist devotees in 

trying to refrain from evil, listening to sermons, giving alms, and 

dedicating merit to their dead relatives. 

 

[26] Lokantara (page 60) 

In The Three Planes, the name of this hell was spelled as ���:��8, 
which would be derivable from the Pali lokanta “the world’s endpoint.” 

The correct form, however, should be ���:���8 “between the worlds,” as 

this hell is situated in the middle of three worlds within the same cosmic 

system.  
 

[27] Tāvatiṁsā (page 61) 

In The Three Planes, the name of this heaven was spelled as 

����;�<�. The correct form should be ����;���, derived from the Pali 

term tāvatiṁsā, while the Sanskrit counterpart is trayastriṁśa. 
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	;�-3���	��Ûq���� ?1���1��3
���#������-1����
�+� 
���������� ,���
�	 

�) -����� �%�3��������+���
�1"�
�	
�C�� ��18�&��$���
�C�� %"�%'��
���

�	
����%�,�1� ?1�%"�%'�3���=
4�����
 

�) -����� �% �
�8�-���!�-1�!��
�+�%"�%'��
���
�	
����%�,�1� �A%�*-

��&���+��=
���%"�%'�3���=
4�����
 

#) -����� �%�C�� ��18�&��$���
�C�� �
�8�-���!�-1�!��
�+�%"�%'��
���

�	
����%�,�1� �A%�*-
��&���+��=
���%"�%'�3���=
4�����
 

 �����"	��<�7�<= ( . �.  ��%V�%) 
 . %W$3"���
 /<</ 

 



 

 

 

Memorandum on Translation Copyrights 

This statement is hereby made to serve henceforth a s guidelines [for 
prospective translators]. As all my books are meant  to be gifts of the Dhamma for the 
welfare and happiness of the people, and are alread y royalty free, when anyone on 
seeing their merits wishes, out of good intention, to translate them for publication, 
whether from English into Thai or from Thai into En glish or any other language, it is 
deemed as helping with the promulgation of the Dham ma and furtherance of the 
public good. 

Those working on translation projects must, of nece ssity, apply their 
knowledge and ability in their undertakings by putt ing in no small amount of effort 
and time. If their translation outputs are produced  with attentiveness and are 
credible or reliable, and since I do not accept any  royalties for my source texts, then 
the respective copyrights of those translations are  to be acknowledged as belonging 
to the translators as proprietors of the translated  texts. The translators themselves 
are to be in charge of and responsible for their ow n translations, and it is also at 
their own discretion as they see fit to grant permi ssion to any party concerned to 
make any use of their translations, whether it be p ublishing for free distribution as 
gifts of the Dhamma or publishing for sale, in this  country and abroad. 

In this connection, what the translators are advise d to cooperate to do, as a 
gesture of courtesy, is to make things clear so as to prevent the misunderstanding 
that I accept remunerations or any other benefits. They are also requested to notify 
me, as the original author, every time such a publi cation takes place. If possible, 
approximately ten copies of each published work sho uld be given to me as evidence 
of the publication and for record keeping purposes.  

In addition, the translators might further show the ir generosity by pledging 
to do any one or all of the following: 

a) allow me, the original author, or Wat Nyanavesak avan to publish the 
translations for free distribution as gifts of the Dhamma; 

b) allow me to grant permission to any party concer ned to publish the 
translations exclusively in the case of publishing for free distribution as gifts of the 
Dhamma; 

c) allow me or Wat Nyanavesakavan to grant permissi on to any party 
concerned to publish the translations exclusively i n the case of publishing for free 
distribution as gifts of the Dhamma.  

 Phra Brahmagunabhorn (P. A. Payutto) 

 November 7, 2009 

 

 



 

 




