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    Preamble




    This collection of academic papers written and presented at international conferences by the Thai philosopher Dr. Suchitra Onkom symbolizes a critical outlook on religio-historical facts of the past and present. The author’s intent is to point her finger at our doings or rather not doings concerning the creation of lasting peace among all living beings on our suffering planet. Going through the articles, we must take into consideration that Suchitra presented them at different locations and times, which unavoidably lead to repetitions in some parts of the script. Nevertheless, her message is important to each of us as it concerns the attainment of inner peace, consequently leading to outer peace. Without peace inside us, the attainment of outer peace, or peace around us is not possible.




    Suchitra is a keen follower and teacher of Buddhism and Vipassana meditation. In her papers she tries to show us, the way to a peaceful life by walking the Middle Path as taught by the Buddha.




    Being a practicing Buddhist myself, I ardently support the teaching of the Buddha. I do believe that walking the Middle Path manifested in the Pali Canon is indisputably a way that will, if practiced, generate lasting peace and true freedom among all living creatures. Only when we cease to be slaves of personal desire and greed, we will be able to attain true liberty and harmony.




    In 2003 Suchitra Onkom received an international award in Toronto, Canada for her essay ‘Creating sustainable World Peace’. Her new book ‘Path to Peace’ appears soon in print and ebook version.




    Richard Wolter, Uttaradit 14th of February 2013


  




  

    Building Peace in the New Millennium




    By Associate Professor Dr. Suchitra Onkom, presented at the United Nations Conference Centre, December 2, 2000




    At last, we have entered a new century and a new millennium but have not left behind us myriads of problems, which plagued our world in the last century. Instead, we are bringing them along with us as we cross the threshold, stepping into the new millennium. With the exception of a few countries, communist ideology has lost its battle against democracy. The Cold War is over but it does not necessarily mean that democracy thrives well in every country that embraces it.




    If we look behind us, it is not hard to realize that the problems of the last millennium such as poverty, famine, racial hatred, religious conflicts, territorial disputes, terrorism, addiction to alcohol, nicotine and other drugs, crimes, unemployment, AIDS, suicide, violence and ecological problems; to name but just a few, are following us closely like our own shadows. Clearly, our world is in a very bad shape and is urgently in need of peace and harmony.




    We have failed to live harmoniously and we have recklessly upset the harmony of the world of nature. By trying to subjugate nature and exploit its natural resources to satisfy our insatiable needs and cravings, we are destroying the very resources which support our own existence; and yet ironically, instead of moving along the path leading to peace, we seem to be intentionally doing just the opposite – we are moving away from the path of peace making.




    What is wrong with us?




    The answer is that we have not yet truly mastered or subjugated ourselves. Throughout the past centuries, we had been busy making persistent efforts to conquer nature but we have never learned to conquer ourselves. We learned to cope with the perils of nature but we have not learned enough to cope with the sinister nature of our thinking and behaviour. We utilize science and technology to develop the material aspects of our daily life, but we pay no heed to the development of our inner selves. Thus, we are not much different from the barbarians of the ancient time: we quarrel, we hate, we loot, we fight and we even kill. We act on our impulses when we should resort to rational reasoning and wisdom.




    Why are wars still being fought and seem to be never ending? Why do new wars keep breaking out in some parts of the world?




    Again, the answer is that we are seized by uncontrollable cravings and desires; always act on reckless impulses without giving much thought regarding the concomitant consequences. We are discontent with what we have as we crave for more. Then we compete and struggle to get what we want, and in the meantime, we become profit-motivated and shamelessly selfish, not caring about the well being of other people. We become coldly scheming, manipulative, exploitative and have no respect for the rights of other people. Some build their happiness upon the suffering of others. When a situation reaches the extreme, it will result in retaliation, fighting and war will break out, and peace fades away further.




    We live in an age of consumer culture. Modern economists are much concerned about consumption, which leads to the maximum satisfaction of desires, but human desires are unlimited. Thus, we are persistently looking for ways to satisfy our cravings. When we have found the ways, to meet our current desires and get the maximum satisfaction; new desires will soon arise and again we have to find ways to satisfy our newly arising desires and this goes on in a cycle. Economic desires lead to demand and demand leads to supply. With the availability of supply, satisfaction is only temporary and new desires or cravings will infuriate us. Thus, we can see that human cravings and desires (wants) are responsible for economic incentives and activities. However, economists are not concerned with the ethical aspects and moral nature of economic desires on cravings. The fact that cravings lead to suffering is none of their concern. In this world of monetary and market economies, nothing matters more than the maximum satisfaction of desires and maximum making of profit. Sadly enough, we often pay a morally unacceptable price for the sake of economic goals and growth. Now technological advancement made economic globalisation inevitable, but this trend will only benefit giant corporations and suffocate small businesses and enterprises of small scales. It makes poorer countries dependent on economically powerful nations that in the case of an economic crisis; the poorer countries are bound to suffer most.




    Economists believe that a sound and healthy economy with an abundance of material goods and services made available to the masses will ensure the harmonious and peaceful existence of the people of a nation. That is to say as long as people can meet economic wants. Only then, they will be contented and happy and peace will prevail. This implies that the attainment of a healthy economy solves ethical or moral problems. On the other hand, this theory does not always apply. Thailand, for example, is a developing country where farmers grow plenty of rice, fruit, vegetables, other cash crops and the economy seemed to be healthy. Thailand, in fact was one of the rising “Asian Tigers” but regrettably, it was a ‘sick’ tiger. The ‘blooming’ economy was nothing but a bubble, which ruptured before it reached the blue sky. The concomitant consequence proved to be “contagious”, to the regret of many.




    The King of Thailand, on His Annual Birthday address to the nation, told the Thai people to do some deep self-reflection and curb their excessive cravings and wasteful spending habits. He advised his people to adopt a simpler life-style by their own family economy based on self-sufficiency with few desires. By having some suitable amount of self-reliance, people will not place themselves totally at the mercy of modern economic tools, thus reducing the risk of having to face the devastating results of an economic crisis.




    Contentment deriving from the consumption of material goods and other services is a very complex matter. When people are in great shortage of it, they become unhappy, when they have the full capacity to consume, they tend to become over indulgent. The motivating factor behind consumption is craving, and this human craving knows no limit. Having no limit to our natural cravings, we run madly after material goods. Economists argue that economic consumption directly relates to society’s lack of goods and services (or choice). Although, that does not always hold true, because, when demand is high while goods and services are scarce, prices will go up and profit-motivation will drive people to try harder to produce and provide more goods and services in demand. As desires for profit making tends to be always unlimited, so producers always increase product manufacturing in order to satisfy the consumers. No matter how detached the economy may be from ethical or moral consideration, it is an undeniable fact that the people of a stable society should be reasonably fed, clothed, housed and medically looked after. Thus, there has to be a realistic amount of contentment in the material aspects of everyday life. If people are too poor to acquire the necessities of life, how are they going to be happy? When they are unhappy, they will turn angry and when anger turns ugly, it leads to violence and social disorder and there will be no peace. Therefore, it becomes easily discernible that for peace to evolve in human society, the material aspect is vital. It is one of the important criteria for peace building.




    Since economic desires and the satisfaction of wants, closely relate to unlimited human cravings, both physical and mental. We approach the fringe of insanity if we do not master this craving. We crave for all kinds of things not only material goods. We crave for fame, status, happiness, power, revenge, sensual pleasures etc. Are the desires of a constructive nature, then it is not much of a problem, but if it leans to the destructive side, then it is a problem, a dangerous problem, which must be curbed. This is where the second criterion for peace building comes into play.




    For people to know how to curb their undesirable and excessive cravings, we need the second important factor (and the most important too), which is ‘spiritual growth’. This is a matter concerning religions. Religions have always been a controversial matter. In the old days kings went into religious or so-called “holy wars” to conquer people belonging to other faiths and even until this day in the beginning of this new millennium, there are places where people are still declaring “holy wars” against their own people. Just look at what is happening, obviously, humankind does not learn.




    Albert Einstein lamented that the atomic bomb has changed everything except the human mind. During the colonial expansion days, many Christian missionaries followed those colonial masters to spread their gospels in distant lands. Trying to do something good, many of them died, while doing what they thought was right and good. To this day, religious intolerance is still common. Nowadays, monetary market economies and new political ideologies divide us over political principles and trade and industry systems. How then can we attain peace?




    We need to put aside ideological and religious differences in the first place, and channel potential energy into something constructive and beneficial to be able to create world peace. We must put aside religious differences and strive hard for true spiritual enlightenment. Religions should enlighten us and not divide us. Prophet Mohammed had taught about alms - giving. He told the rich (the haves) to share whatever they have with the poor (the have-nots). Jesus Christ wanted people to love their neighbours and the Buddha told us to be benevolent or compassionate towards all living beings. He told us further that we should ‘walk the middle Path’- the path of moderation, devoid of extremism. It is obvious that all the great religious teachers had the same teaching in common: avoiding evil and cultivating good. If all people on our globe would adhere to this teaching, we can attain sustainable peace! - How can there be no peace if we all act in a decent, good and wise way, simply following the teachings of the wise?




    The problem is that believers do not strictly adhere to the teaching. Many do not truly practice the good teaching of their religions. They simply do not take religion seriously. Even if some do, they ignore the main teaching; instead cling to trifling matters and make big issues out of those small, meaningless matters and become fanatics or extremists. No one seems to care about cultivating good. No one bothers to love his or her neighbours. There is no room for tolerance. Hatred and vengefulness take the place of love and compassion, and yet they claim to be believers of religion. Some people go to places of worship just to show the others that they are ‘religious’ people; but when they are out of those places of worship, they leave the teaching of religion behind them and live in sin. Isn’t it time for us to put down our masks and come face to face with our conscience and start adhering and practicing the teaching of religions?




    To be spiritually enlightened means to understand truly about the essence of Ultimate Truth. Besides avoiding all evil and cultivating good, the Buddha also taught us to purify our mind by walking the Middle Path - that is to exercise moderation, and to avoid ‘Extremism’.




    Here I wish to emphasize the word ‘Extremism’. Religious fanaticism is a form of extremism. It leads to nothing but intolerance, hatred and even blood -shedding. To be engrossed in religious extremism or fanaticism is to make it impossible for peaceful co-existence. A religious fanatic is a narrow-minded person who does not truly realize the essence and teaching of his own religion, that is to be good, kind and compassionate to his own fellow human beings. A religious fanatic cannot put this teaching into practice because being a fanatic; he finds it hard to tolerate neighbours or people belonging to other faiths. Thus, is he truly a man of religion? Can such people find peace in themselves and make peace with the world? To build peace, we need to discard extremism and let moderation take its place.




    In our chaotic, unpredictable world, things have always gone to the extreme; it is not only in religions that people have become extremists. We have turned out to be extremists in almost every aspect of our own daily lives. In the name of progress we make use of science and technology to exploit nature to such an extreme that we have caused appalling damage to Mother Nature; forcing many species of living creatures into extinction, depleting our rich rain forests, polluting our wells, streams, rivers, seas and oceans with toxic chemicals, polluting the air and partly damaging the stratosphere. Human health, both physical and mental as well as animals’ survival is being seriously threatened. All those unscrupulous human activities in the name of human progress aim at the improvement and quality of life.




    We mistakenly believe that sound economy which provides maximum satisfaction to material or economic wants will be enough to ensure a contented, happy and peaceful existence on earth. From hunting - and - gathering economies of the primitive time, humankind moved on to an agrarian economy, which lasted for about 10,000 years. Then we shifted to industrial economy, which started in Britain in the middle of the eighteenth century. After 1950, we moved on to information economy, which may last till 2020. This information economy is marked by the introduction of Internet, which is a most remarkable event made possible by the wide spread use of cheap chips and wireless technology that will let everything connect to everything else. However this Internet, in spite of all the good points, can also be used for unethical and even criminal purpose, as witnessed in cases reported in the U.S.A. By 2020, the bio-economy, now at its gestation period, has probably replaced the present information economy.




    When Francis Crick and James Watson managed to identify the double helix structure of DNA in 1953, biotech has been making its ‘Great Leap Forward’ ever since. It is said that by 2020 even smallest of the most vital of human senses, will be captured molecularly and expressed digitally on a chip. Some day in the year 2020, when you watch a movie that shows a field of blooming flowers, you may get the fragrant smell of flowers, generated digitally. Just imagine that! Is that necessary? Did all this advanced technology bring peace to the world? Are we not being too extreme?




    It is said that in the west some supermarkets already have bio engineered milk and meat placed on their shelves. However, in the case of biogenetically altered corn, there are reported cases of pollen from strains of altered corn killing the larva of the monarch butterfly. Even if we could feel safe with regard to the safety and reliability of biotech, we still ought to consider the ethical consequences, which it may entail. Apparently, we have gone to extremes to explore science and technology. By doing so, we have upset the ecological system. The consequences are obvious as the environment shows.




    Therefore, we must be cautious and avoid the extreme, distance ourselves from the destruction of our natural environment and the destruction of peace. Walk the Middle Path instead, urged the Buddha more than two thousand five hundred years ago, teaching moderation. He told us, lean neither to the left, nor to the right but take the Middle Path. What is this Middle Path or The Noble Eightfold Path? It is the Path of Right View, Right Thought, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration.




    When you look at things with the right view, when you think in the right way, when you speak with the right words, earn your living by the right means, practice the right effort, practice mindfulness in the right way and concentrate in the right direction, then you will have peace in your life. You will eventually lead a life without undesirable extremes, a life with a natural balance, harmony and blissful peace, a life without undesirable disturbances




    Take a close look at our own human actions since the last millennium until now. Have we been behaving or conducting ourselves in a truly sensible and responsible way? If yes, why then experience we destruction, bombings, terrorism, hatred and murder? If no, what can or should we do? If your answer is both yes and no, then learn, I repeat, learn from our past mistakes and find an ideal way to prevent history from repeating itself. Is there a way? Yes, there is – this Way of Moderation, the path of the Buddha; called the Middle Path that leads you to the Ultimate Truth without extremism or violence of any kind. The Middle Path leads to sustainable peace.




    His Majesty King Bhumiphol of Thailand, in his benevolent and fatherly way, often reminds the Thai people of the good, old happy days of their forefathers who appreciated and exercised the virtue of moderation. Realizing the significance of material needs of people in relation to the stability of his country, King Bhumiphol experimented and implemented many royal projects, which are of great benefits to the Thai nation. Not forgetting the importance of spiritual enlightenment, the King never fails in his royal speeches, to emphasize the significance of moderation and the need to anticipate a balanced life style without excess: no excessive desires, no excessive demand, no excessive satisfaction, no excessive supply (which is a waste) and even no excessive display of emotions (especially of the negative side). Thus, it is a noble fact that the King himself is a true adherent of the religion he believes in. He not only believes in it, but he also practices it.




    Finally, yet importantly we come to the third criterion of peace – building: True democracy. There have been many misconceptions with regard to this word “democracy”. Some people mistake it for complete freedom. They imagine that a typical democratic country like the U.S.A. is a country where people are free to think, speak and act in any ways they like. No, that is hardly possible. No country on earth can afford to be that free because absolute freedom in that sense will mean people can run wild with their desires, doing all the evil things they are capable of doing and that will mean hell on earth. There must be laws and restrictions, of a just and proper nature, to safeguard the natural, civil or political and religious rights of the people. People who enjoy these rights must be conscious and bound by sense of duty and responsibility in relation to themselves, their families and their country. Only then, will a just democracy prevail.




    They say India is the biggest democracy in the world (in view of its population which has reached over one billion). Of what use will the democracy in India (big as it is) be, supposing the Indian Government is not at all concerned that discrimination against a certain section of the people in Indian society still exists and that not all Indians are enjoying equal rights? What is the use of a government proclaiming its country a democratic nation when they divide its citizens into first, second-class and even third class?




    No matter what kind of a political system a country may follow, so long as its people are living under oppression and discrimination, human rights are said to be violated and true democracy simply does not exist. Lack of true and proper freedom will breed discontent, which may explode into open revolt. Peace is hard to come by.




    Conclusion: To build peace in the new millennium, we must stop our petty quarrels; discard stubborn, unreasonable and meaningless attachment to racial, political or ideological and religious differences. It is time for all of us to unite, to co-operate, and to be spiritually enlightened. We accomplished huge advancements in science and technology but we are still far behind in our efforts to building peace. Let us light ‘the torch of spiritual enlightenment’ so that we can see clearly the path leading to peace. So, make peace with yourself, make peace with your neighbours, make peace with all peoples of the world and again, finally yet importantly, make peace with our wonderful Mother Nature. Then you will have true peace – very true peace.
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