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Thirayuth Boonmi:
The name stands out |
in contemporary Thai }
politics and
academia. An active
3 tudent leader in the ’fhiryuth Boﬁmi: Reformists also
] 9 7 3 Sty de nt have to adapt their ways of thinking,

changing from pessimists into optimists

up VisSin g, Thi rayu th  whobelieve there is still hope for the
. world and for humanity.

now calls himself a

reformist thinker. He tells why

Thirayuth Boonmi

I reached 50 eartier this year. Out of those past 50 years, 30 were
spent fighting for social and political causes. I've said it repeatedly in
every interview with the media that I will continue in this same role.

A REFORMIST

Although my voice remains the same, there have.been a lot of

1/25/00 4:50 PM
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changes within myself. From the young revolutionary, I've turned
into a middle-aged reformist.

Such a change has occurred only through serious battles with the
deepest of my own thoughts. In the world of academics and activists,
the word 'revolutionary' is a respectable label anyone would wish to
have.

But once we realise that the age of the revolutionary has already
ended, we've got to stop moaning about the glory of the past and
instead try to make the most of the rest of our lives, which is very
limited, by bringing reform to the system, the culture and all other
things that will improve the people in our society.

b
b
b
i
b2
b
E
#

Reformists also have to adapt their ways of thinking-changing from
pessimists into optimists who believe there is still hope for the world
and for humanity.

Revolutionists see the world as a drama. In their view, the world is
heading toward disaster and only with their revolutionary methods
can it be saved.

. The lives of revolutionists seem like characters in a
‘play. They have to go through misery, bitter
-parting and sacrifices before being elevated to
-sainthood or saviourhood. But often they end up
-becoming tyrants themselves.

Reformists are on the other extreme: their lives are
monotonous and boring. Besides, the problems
Samples of nr  they are dealing with are usually too large and
Thirayuth's complex for anyone to solve in his lifetime.
watercolours. He

paints to help him  Bach reformist is nothing but a small part of a huge
relax. system which always remains the same.

The important thing is that he must make sure that he has enough
energy to keep on going and is not rusted to a standstill like in other
parts of the system.

A revolutionary-turned-reformist must therefore take good care of
his heart in order to have the strength to keep going on.

WOUNDED CIVILISATION

Although I try to be optimistic, I am not certain about the future of
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our nation.

Thailand is like a wounded country, although our wound is not as
deep as that of former colonies like India and countries in Affrica.
Some of these countries got so inspired by their deep wounds that
they managed to develop into awesome economic powers, such as
South Korea and Singapore.

China partly suffered from Western powers, but the giant dragon has
already woken up. And India is set to become another economic
giant within one or two decades. Japan encountered Western
colonialism in a samurai way. Patiently, it always kept watchful eyes
and once it felt confident it incessantly stroke the sword until it
achieved victory.

Thailand has done it by trial and error, with a mixed feeling of
rashness and hesitation. But it worked, and we managed to maintain
our independence. Trial and error therefore has always been the basis
of our policies.

This has affected the way we built our knowledge. Japan sent its first
batch of students overseas to seriously study industrial science,
chemustry, textiles, mining and finance. In those days, our students
were not sent abroad to study science, technology or economics,
which are the essential for a country to. kick off modernisation,
Instead they went to study supra-structural aspects such as politics,
law and liberal arts. That's why our country had no solid foundations
and policies. Most of our 1nte111gent31a-w1th the exception of a few
senior scholars-have no intention of going deep into the roots of
Western knowledge.

Therefore, when Thai intellectuals were assigned
to architect development plans for the
country-since the time of King Rama V to the
1992 financial liberalisation-the results of these
plans came out deformed. It's a superficial
copying of the West rather than a creation of
genuine knowledge of our own.

.
i
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e
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The new millennium began with new problems

which are likely to have grave consequences-that

is, the turbulent nature of globalisation and the thorough
deterioration of several systems in our society.

Can intellectuals join forces with the people to gain enough 1n51gh
and determination to tackle these problems?- R

Regarding politics, we have a lot of problems. But Thai society has
matured through several crises so it is likely we will manage to solve
political problems without violence.

http:/fwww bangkokpost.co.th/today/250100 Outlook(1.htm!
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The economic problems are quite worrisome because Thai people
almost totally lack knowledge in this field. Our economists failed
miserably when we liberalised our financial and banking systems.

The only comfort comes from the fact that economics involve a large
number of people and somehow the people innovate and keep on
struggling together to survive,

The most serious concerns of the present decade are social, not
about the gaps between the social classes but the negligence and
uncaringness between the classes.

I see the Thai economy as a system of which both ends are open. On
one end we are open to incoming global capital, ways of thinking,
information and the globalised culture. On the other end we are
connected to cheap labour and goods from China, Burma, Laos and
Cambodia. The upper and the middle classes are forced to find
themselves and seek success from the outside world. They are
separated from the poor people who are usually forgotten and whose
wages and quality of life would naturally be tied down to the level of
those in neighbouring countries.

Their condition affects, and worsens, our political system, which is
already ailing.

THE COURSE OF THOUGHTS

I like hiking. I've trekked in most of the country's forests. Also I had
the chance to appreciate flowers at the foot of the Himalayas and to
trod on the Great Wall of China. But I've travelled in my thoughts
rather than in the real world.

Since I was little, I believed in karma. As I grew up my interest
shifted to science, philosophy, followed by political ideals-both
democracy and Marxism.

After leaving the armed revolution in the forest, I continued my
studies in philosophy for several years-which brought me no nearer
to the ultimate truth but helped me not to stick to any dogma.
Through these life experiences, I have become a 'romantic
pragmatist', determined to achieve expected practical results rather
than pursuing idealistic goals.

During the economic crisis, I reread the works of several economists

and philosophers, including those who I didn't appreciate so much,
like K. Popper, F. Hayek and M. Friedman. Economic models, no
matter which school they come from, are powerful tools which help

http://www bangkekpost.co.th/today/250100_Outlook01.html
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us understand that the economy is an important part of human life
that everybody must take part in.

Most economic systems do not crumble easily. So the analogy about
the bubble economy is incorrect. The world economies are more like
hundreds of interconnected balloons. These balloons do not pop
away like bubbles-they either get inflated or deflated in accordance
with the rhythms of the country's economic growth and the valuation
of different kinds of assets.

Over the past two to three years, the economic balloons in Asia got
deflated and those in the US got inflated. Whether they will shrink
like the Japanese or Asean balloons is up to the future.

The global trend of the past millennium was that the tubes that
connect all these balloons have become enlarged. Transmissions of
goods, services, information and capital have been convenient and
quick. In certain region, like the case of the EU, the tubes have
become so large all the balloons merged together and became one.
Due to human nature, globalisation will inevitably lead to the day
when all economies in the world become "one big ball".

Unfortunately, the world will continue on this same path it has taken
for a long time. (Anthropologists could agree with economists that
the basis for the human society is exchange. Archaeological evidence
also reveals such practices might date back to the early days of
humans.) Still T do not agree with Hayek and Friedman on several
points.

Although the market can effectively allocate resources, human
talents, labour and give consumers wider and more satisfying choices
than in any other system, it is unable to sense anything else other
than the need of the parties involved-it doesn't care about the world,
nature, arts or beauty. It's not sustainable. One day the natural
resources and the environment will not be able to feed the demand of
the expanding market. And then environmental issues will force the
society to go against the market.

Extreme proponents of a liberal market may view the market
mechanism as justice itself, that the market cannot be responsible for
anybody's failure, neither to care for the suffering of anybody's family
or relatives.

In my point of view, the essence of the market mechanism is the
subjective valuation of various actors in the market. The truth is
there's no such thing as fair valuation. The value of things vary in
accordance with the level of technology, fashion, institutions and
cultures involved.

A few computer chips by Intel or a Rolex watch or a brand name
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handbag therefore have more value than a tonne of paddy-not
because these things bring about more effective productivity than a
tonne of rice but because their values are determined by different
factors combined, including history, technology, taste, familiarity and
fashion.

I mentioned that to give our country's economic strategists
something to think about. We can't stick solely with agriculture,
which stands at the lower end of technology, nor let ourselves float
aimlessly in the economic waves the way the World Bank and
Western countries have told us to. Either way, we'll always be at a
disadvantage in the global game of valuation. ’
What's very disappointing is the fact that Thai politicians and
technocrats, whose jobs are to build up an efficient market and put
the Thai economy in a fairer place in a world system while bringing
about social justice to the people _ which are of extra-market nature
_ have been acting like the slaves of the market themselves.

ROLE OF A THINKER

I have one thing to point out about the Thai ways of thinking. I've
been interested in Buddhism since I was a child. Having reached the
50th year of my life, I think the problem with Thai people is not that
we're not Buddhist enough. Instead our ways of thinking are overly
governed by formulaic Buddhist paradigm.

Around 2,500 years ago, Buddhism, Greek philosophy and
Confucianism played a joint role in changing the world from one that
believed in the sole power of gods to one which gives credit to ethics
and reason. These three beliefs have had great global impact on the
history of humanity. However, this doesn't mean they have answered
all our questions, otherwise other beliefs and knowledge wouldn't
have developed over the past 2,500 years.

I have faith in Buddhism, especially regarding its role in encouraging
people to do good deeds. But I never think beyond that to Nirvana.
Also, I realise the magnificence of the middle path. But I think this
idea, as taught by the Lord Buddha, is about finding the balance
between conflicting things of each era by oneself  whether it is
between simple life and the effort to reach Nirvana, or between
material pleasures and spiritual pleasures.

http:/fwww.bangkokpost.co.th/today/250100_Outlook01.htmi
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“The weak point of Thailand's Buddhist scholars, as
I've noticed, is the way they use Buddhism as an
‘absolute dogma in the criticisms of various
problems of the present world, like consumerism,
:science or other Western thinking systems.

I myself look at the Western cult of progress _
‘which believes humans could be led to god-like
‘perfection and which results in the creation of
cloning and the Internet _ as Westerners'

arrogance.

But I also believe we've got to learn and try to understand all the
Western sciences which keep on progressing. Certain fields of
knowledge, like the mathematics which explain cosmology or string
theory, were unheard of in the days of Einstein.

I believe that as the world changes, people change too. We've got to
seek different answers for different generations. During the present
decade, the extreme individualism of the post-modern age will affect
the entire. world, including Thailand. Rules and regulations will be
challenged and changed. Globalisation will make such changes
happen even quicker.

It is necessary to create a learning society, However, formulaic
learning is not desirable, The present world needs serious insights
into each and every problem and into how one problem is related to
another not just on the national scale but on the global scale.

The best thing Buddhism has to offer to the present world is the
conscience which allows us to get a hold of ourselves when faced
with complicated problems, and the middle path which helps human
and Buddhist societies to continue into the future without losing the
balances _ between material development and intellectual
development, consumerism and beauty appreciation, nature and
technology, as some examples. The middle path will enable our
society to fare better than those which do not follow it. This is my
long-term hope.

A thinker needs to be impartial. However, the result of his thoughts
must not be so _ it should lead to changes for the better.

Mﬁways lived my life with confidence. Yet sometimes I can't help

P vk fﬁ;qﬁng sensitive when my ideas go against the benefit of the

r.LS

Tof8

”ﬁowers—that-be or against the beliefs of friends and siblings or even
inevitably from such feelings. However, this is our mission.

To stay still is nothing but death. But to retain peace of mind every
once in a while is as refreshing as rebirth. I often seek peace in

htip:/faww bangkokpost.co.th/today/250100_Outlook01.ktml

~ against the entire society. From time to time, thinkers have to suffer =

1/25/00 4:50 PM



Bangkok Post Jan 25, 2000 - Reflections at 50 http://www.bangkokpost.co.th/today/250100_Qutlock01.html

travelling. And water colour painting adds some joy to my life. It is
also a joy to share them with others,
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