COMCLLEICK

POSSI3LE RELEVAECE 10 Tk Tial SITUATICwN

Westernization and modernizaktion are now rapidly
penetrating Thai society. UCars, radio, television, machines
and products of all kinds have become necessities. The
environment is changing evorywhere in Thailand: in educaticn,
in eccnomics, in pelitics, in daily living. ‘'with medernization
problems are inevitable. What John Steinbeck and others have
written about in the West: materialism, neurosis, the dangor
of mechanization and an impersonal werld are beginning Lo Lake
rlace here. They will only increase.

We have problems of adjustment and they are particulari;
serious for small people who do neot understand the environmendo
of the machine age. Although Thailand iz primarily an’

agricultural country, we have not quite the samc problem of

micrant workers as the Joad family in The Urapes of wrath.
' Itbrle

-

Our similar problem, however, 18 tilt oF people who
cannot. adjust to a rapidly changing environment anc those who
have migrated to Bangkok‘to lock for jobz. The concern lor
money and things, tha confliet between traditional valuesg and

thoze of being successlul in contesporary socliety as rthan

Hawley in The Winter of Our Discontent and #ir. Fritchard in

The Wavward Dus are increasingly heard especially among thozs

who are in-the civil service.

When John Steinbeck came to Thailand in 1967, he marde
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) . - ] ) . ... [
a comnent avout Thal people in "Letters to alicia . His
irterpretation of thke "wat’ in Thail sceicly shows his corcorn
for the importance of the individeal,

‘The Thai peorle greet onc another and us with

the “Wal, pronouncen "wy'. They place their

palms together and raise the fingers to the

eyes., in the sest it would be a gesturec of

subservience or a prayer, but here the grceting

simply means, 'l rezspect you, not your positicn

but as a human.' And the rveply is the sane

pesturse and it means, 'and 1 respect you.' It

seems a4 lovely thing to us Seecause we have come

From a bLitter place where the key word is not

respect but suspect. Juspicion cf everyone

everywhere. That boy maybe a grenade, those

covered baskets on a shoulder yoke may contain

plastic bombs...175

To Steinbeck, respecy of the individual maintains nis
dignity. Suspect and distrust "...is ¢arefully “designed to
destroy the dignity and the rospect which would pormit @ man
te think, to ousstion and to defend himself. Here in Banghkoic,
the necks ars straight aasd respect and liking are close
together.”lfé

cteintecx *s deproessed of the brutality of the Viebnanm
war which he observed in ¥Vietnam belcre coming to Thailand.
Az is awere that il the same war should spread here, individual
respect and human dignity would certainly be diminished. He
degseribed the Vietnam war as a ., .snsaking murder-terrnr,

terture, secret and nasty, designed to destrey the spilrit so

that it can be contrelled and domiﬁgted.”l?? Thailand is

136 175500 Steinback, “Lettera to salicia’ leows:day, spril
7.

176

177 .
Loc,.cit.

Lac.cit .
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seriously threatencd by the danger of cormunist encroaachmens
espacially in “*... the korth LastL ol Thailand where the

communist terrorists are élipﬁing in, to try ©o dp to ﬁhis
happy land what they have done to yietnam.“l?s

War destroys the respect for. the individual and increaszaes
tiie neglect of sowvl. The danper of the neglect of scul at the
same time with material progress has been expressed by a wéell
known Thai priest, suddhadasa oshikkhu. His idea is that

gconomie developmenk without parallel development of the spirit

is almost useless. In his Uoromadhanpa, a collection of lecturcas
given to students, he peints out that Thailand nowadays does
not pAy enough attention teo the spirit which ig the {oundation
of a healthy society. He gives 33 an exanple trends in nodern
aducation which refer to education for survival., It means
physical survival only, not spiriturl survival, In rsia,
teachers wers once censidered spirituzl guldes responsible for
Ehe total personnlity of the student but nowddays tcachers

are nired merely to tcach. Higher education does not have
courze concerning man's re2ason for veling. For wuddhodasa
dhikkhu, an education whicl does not teach students why they
are here and wherc they are golng ﬁannnt be called "hnigher™

education., In his opinien, the development of the spirit

is at lesst as important as material development. Lack of
concern for values can only result in confusion in society.

Animosity between students of different scheols, sellishness,

l?SLGC,éitg
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a dominating concern for meney rather than the individeal are
results of the neglect ol the usoul cr inncr.spirit of man.

The soluticn impliszd by John Steinbeck could be zpplicd
to Thai socisty. The feeling Tor Oneness and tne sense of
responsioility for one's fellow man must come from the soul.
it is impossible to Cind thém in the world of competition, tha
materialistic world as it exists in modern times. The soluiion
iz bo awaken within the individual and socliety A deeper senac
of responsibility, to make the pecple vecognige that to help
the small, thz halpless iz not moerely the duty of the povernmang,
but part of the responsibility of every man for his fellow m-i,
Steinbeck point= out the illnesses of zeclety and urges sfciﬁ:y
to stop and look at the problems of its individual wembersg

Fa

He wrote The Grapes of “rath ouvt of sympathy and a sense of

responsibilisy. a5 & rosult of Tho Ssraves of Wprath, came mucs

legislation to improve the conditions of workers. John Steinu:oo
could ba an inspiration to Thal writers to accepl Lhe same
sncial responsitility at a time when d%her iz all arowund.

Onz cannct step wmodern developmoernt and Thai culturce
cannot remain static. The influence of the West will continie
to penetrate Thai society but at the same time it should not
52 pernitted fo enter so rapidly chat it destroys the
individuality and characteriscics of Thai culture. Ferhaps tho
impvortances qf bhis study of John Gteinbeck iz not to suggest

immitation of the sucecess of Ehe Ywest bubt ko ledarn From its

failure. What must happen il we fellow blindly the path of
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modernization is clearly shown_in the works of John 3teinbeck.
In order to satisfactorily handle the problems of change

and assimilation, Thailand must ¥row herself first: know

where she canme from ard where she wants to go. %With gelf-

identification ard 2 scnze of purpose, Thailand will know

what diractior to follow and what to acocept froﬁ the nect.

The writsr believes that what duddhadasa Shikikhu suggests as

a pattern of development and the proper emphisis of Suddnism

f;r Thailand is the guide and the answer. It is really that

wrnich nas gnabled us to remain a free and independent nati-n

throughout owr history.
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