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Introduction 
This thesis explores the connec�on of Buddhism, a specific form of religion, with 
Governance and Economics, as its �tle says. As a Buddhist monk pursuing doctoral studies 
in Estonia, a country where 71 per cent of the popula�on iden�fies as atheists and only 
17 per cent have any religious affilia�on, I found it challenging to posi�on my own 
religious status, a key paradigm for the thesis at hand, appropriately. However, the Ragnar 
Nurkse Department of Innova�on and Governance created a space where I could work, 
conduct research, and explore this connec�on through the lens of the Non-Western 
Public Administra�on approach. The rela�onship between religion, state and society has 
long been a subject of profound interest and significance, as most recently emphasized 
by scholars like Ongaro and Tantardini (2023a, 2023b, 2024). These two spheres’ 
interac�ons have shaped socie�es, norms, and power structures throughout history un�l 
today. And one par�cular religious tradi�on that has garnered significant aten�on is 
Buddhism. Its uniqueness as a world religion, as highlighted by Habermas (Habermas, 
2019; San, Drechsler, & Shakya, 2023), extends beyond its spiritual and philosophical 
aspects. 

Although the main objec�ve of prac�cing Buddhism is to atain nirvana through 
worldly detachment, Buddhists, not even the monas�c saṅgha community, do not 
en�rely detach themselves from society. Despite being commonly viewed as an apoli�cal 
and introspec�ve tradi�on (classically Weber, 2019), the poten�al value and influence of 
Buddhism on the public sphere, especially in governance and economics, cannot be 
overlooked. Buddhism in its theore�cal, historical, and prac�cal forms is always relevant 
to the laity’s daily life, playing a crucial role in shaping various aspects of society, including 
poli�cs, state policies, social norms, and ways of life. This seemingly paradoxical nature 
raises ques�ons about the ways in which Buddhist ethics and ins�tu�ons intersect with 
the mechanisms of decision-making, governance, and economics. 

The primary focus and main objec�ve of my doctoral work therefore were to explore 
and conceptualize Buddhist principles relevant to just governance and economics, with a 
notable focus on my homeland of Cambodia as a case study, where the saṅgha and the 
dhammarājā – the good Buddhist monarch – hold cons�tu�onal significance in the 21st 
century, Cambodia being, in fact, the only remaining Buddhist kingdom. Therefore, 
the study focuses on examining Buddhist governance within the specific context of 
Cambodia, considering the religious founda�ons and beliefs that shape it. This approach 
deviates from previous, more tradi�onal, mainstream Public Administra�on and Social 
Science approaches, delving into religious sources for a comprehensive, and rooted, 
understanding within the broader context of Non-Western Public Administra�on or 
NWPA (Drechsler, 2013; Drechsler, 2015; Drechsler, 2019b). 

Theore�cally, Buddhist governance is rooted in the principles of Buddhism, notably 
within the monas�c codes of the saṅgha community and the principles of the 
dhammarājā (I). Hence, within this framework, Buddhist governance assumes a dual role, 
influencing and func�oning in both the spiritual and temporal worlds. In the saṅgha 
community, the prac�ce of Buddhist governance has inherently con�nued from the �me 
of the Buddha to the present day, adap�ng to diverse social norms and contexts of �me 
and space. The form of Buddhist governance in the saṅgha community takes place in 
temples and among monas�c peers, using a set of rules and a well-formulated code of 
conduct, techniques, and ins�tu�ons drawn from the vinaya and other monas�c legal 
texts (Jayasuriya, 2008; Schonthal, 2017). In the temporal world, the framework of 
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Buddhist governance is shaped by the concept of the dhammarājā or chakravartin, 
represen�ng different forms of ideal kingship as outlined in various Buddhist discourses 
and literature (III). When it comes to governing the state, Buddhism diverges significantly 
from the previous Indian, let alone from global-Western thought. From a Buddhist point 
of view, aggression, war, and violence are en�rely incompa�ble with the principles of 
good governance (III), but of course, this has very o�en remained an ideal. 

Buddhist governance, whether in the administra�on of the saṅgha assembly or the 
governance of the dhammarājā, is designed to guide its ins�tu�ons in a righteous way, 
based on what can be called the model of dhammocracy (dhammādhippateyya in Pali) 
grounded in the principles of the dharma, i. e. the truth or the natural law (Monychenda, 
2008; Payuto, 2007, pp. 84–102; 2021, p. lx) and its pursuit. The dhammocratic model, 
as conceived by Khmer Buddhist social thinker Heng Monychenda, is considered an ideal 
approach to governing the state and society according to Buddhism (Monychenda, 2008, 
p. 314; further III). It revolves around the principle of dharma, in contrast to being 
grounded in majority rule (democracy) or the authority of a select few (autocracy).  
The duty of the saṅgha and the role of the dhammarājā is to embrace the principle of 
dharma. Tradi�onally, the saṅgha community relies on the support of lay society, and 
consequently, its members have the duty to guide their followers to realize the true 
dharma. Similarly, this responsibility also applies to the dhammarājā, as he is accountable 
for the well-being and happiness of his subjects, both materially and spiritually. 

Realizing the true dharma, or the state of nirvana, is the main objec�ve for the saṅgha, 
the dhammarājā, and their followers. The state of nirvana can be atained through the 
prac�ce of material detachment or by following the virtue of frugality (appicchatā). 
However, it is important to note that a certain material basis is not only an acceptable 
part of life, for the average Buddhist outside the saṅgha community, par�cipa�on in 
material reality is also considered appropriate. As Drechsler (2020b) points out, drawing 
from the experience of the Buddha himself, one cannot meditate with an empty stomach. 
Therefore, the dhammarājā, or the state, must create policies addressing poverty to 
alleviate the suffering of its subjects. Poverty, as explained in Buddhism, is a leading cause 
of human suffering (Long, 2019, pp. 48, 60) and drives desperate individuals to the� and 
violence. However, the karmic law is that such deeds only drive them further downwards 
in a seemingly never-ending spiral of suffering. Illustrated in the Cakkava� Suta (DN 26 
– Thanissaro, 2013a; Sujato, 2018a), the discourse that discusses the quali�es of a 
righteous ruler, and the consequences of societal decline when ethical values are 
neglected, poverty triggers a downwards spiral that causes whole socie�es to slide into a 
state of absolute disarray (Harris, 2013). For the deprived, material indulgence and 
sensual pursuits become en�cements toward sinful paths. 

How can we address this very contemporary issue and liberate ourselves from that 
seemingly never-ending spiral of suffering? Buddhism, in both its theore�cal and prac�cal 
forms, does provide the answer, as evident in the works of Schumacher, Payuto, 
Drechsler, and others on Buddhist Economics (BE). However, the defini�on of BE is 
unclear even among professionals, including the Dalai Lama, who has even called the 
term confusing (Dunne, 2015, p. 93). Drechsler (2019a) points out that BE is built either 
upon Buddhism as prac�ced, or from authorita�ve texts, which, however, rarely address 
economic maters directly. This, in turn, has led to text-based BE from two star�ng points: 
some extrapolate economic policy from the teachings of the Buddha (Payuto, 1994,  
pp. 42, 47–48; Puntasen, 2008, p. 2), while others start with exis�ng economic posi�ons 
and legi�mize them backward by rela�ng them to Buddhism, as seen in Clair Brown’s 
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Buddhist Economics (2017) and Tomer (2017). However, in several cases, ideas seemingly 
based on exis�ng posi�ons can actually be linked back to what the Buddha taught 
(Drechsler, 2019a). Contrary to common Western assump�ons, BE is not about extreme 
asce�cism but rather about allevia�ng suffering. Buddhism offers the ‘middle path’, which 
is not a compromise but a way of finding the right balance (Payutto, 1994, pp. 18–19,  
23–24, 41–42; Swearer, 2011, pp. 130–139; Daniels, 2005, p. 246). 

As the focus of the thesis, the explora�on delves into the integra�on of ‘dhammarājā 
and saṅgha’ within the realm of Buddhist governance and economics, presen�ng a 
hopefully compelling alternative to the dominant global-Western paradigm. The following 
considera�ons guide this inquiry: 

1. Who can ascertain what makes people happy if not they themselves? 
2. How can the principles embedded in Buddhist governance and economics 

contribute to the crea�on of a path toward a beter life? 
3. While Buddhism offers a spiritual trajectory toward a beter a�erlife, its 

core principles extend beyond this, into the present. How does this aspect 
shape the framework of Buddhist governance and economics? 

This introduc�on is structured as follows: first, in Chapter 1, I dwell on the framework 
of NWPA and the theore�cal background concerning governance from a non-Western 
perspec�ve. I also very briefly address the theore�cal frameworks that deal with Buddhist 
governance, outlining their role in providing background for the research rather than 
atemp�ng valida�on of the theories. Chapter 2 discusses the research-methodological 
approach, while Chapters 3 and 4 cover the various backgrounds of Buddhist governance 
and economics, respec�vely, in a more descrip�ve and theore�cal way, mirroring the 
structure and argument of III. Chapter 5 discusses how the principles embedded in 
Buddhist governance and economics can poten�ally pave a path toward a beter life.  
The introduc�on is then capped with short concluding remarks and indica�ons of further 
research. Altogether, the introduc�on shadows III in a more comprehensive, reflected, 
and integrated manner, taking the other publica�ons into detailed account. 
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Abbreviations 
AN Aṅguttara Nikāya (the collection of the numerical discourses) 
BE Buddhist Economics 
DN Dīgha Nikāya (the long collection of the discourses) 
Dhp Dhammapada (the collection of sayings of the Buddha in verse 

form) 
GNH Gross National Happiness 
NWPA Non-Western Public Administration 
PA Public Administration 
SE Sufficiency Economy 
SN Saṃyutta Nikāya (the collection of the connected discourses) 
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Terminologies 
Buddhavacana The teachings of the Buddha 
Chakravartin/Cakkavatti An ideal universal ruler or the Wheel-Turning Monarch 
Dhamma/Dharma The truth, the doctrine or the natural law 
Dhammocracy The dharmic form of Buddhist governance approach 
Dhammarājā The dharma king or the righteous ruler 
Dhammayutikanikāya A reformist, elite order of Theravada monks in Cambodia, 

Burma and Thailand 
Mahānikāya The majority order of Theravada monks in Cambodia and 

Thailand 
Saṅgha The Buddhist monastic community 
Saṅgharājā The Supreme Patriarch 
Sutta/Sutra The collection of the discourses on the teachings of the 

Buddha 
Vinaya The monastic codes or rules in the Buddhist saṅgha 

community 
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1 Theory of Non-Western Public Administration and 
Buddhist Governance 
In the Western context, notable references to public administra�on can be found in 
classic texts such as Aristotle’s Politics, Machiavelli’s The Prince (1532), and German 
Cameralism (Reinert & Rössner, 2016). In the Eastern context, Confucian meritocracy, 
Hindu polity, and Buddhist social-poli�cal concepts have deep-rooted historical prac�ces 
(Heine-Geldern, 1942; Drechsler, 2013, 2020a). Despite this, global academic aten�on 
has predominantly focused on the Western model, overlooking the Eastern one. 
However, in his studies of Non-Western Public Administra�on (NWPA), par�cularly the 
Confucian, Islamic, and Buddhist models, Drechsler (2013), for instance, underscores the 
prac�cal and academic importance of exploring Eastern Public Administra�on models.  
He asserts that key non-Western paradigms are not only theore�cally significant but also 
hold prac�cal relevance today for op�mizing administra�on in their respec�ve regions 
(Drechsler, 2013, p. 3). 

While the term ‘governance’ is o�en viewed as more or less neutral, the concept of 
‘Good Governance’ is a non-neutral concept that implies a value judgment favouring 
reduced state involvement in favour of business standards (Drechsler, 2004, p. 388). New 
Public Management (NPM), while sharing aspects with Good Governance, has conceptually 
waned in popularity (Drechsler, 2005; Dunleavy et al., 2006). The decline of NPM and the 
West’s diminishing influence in Public Administra�on (PA) and Governance have led to 
the emergence of alterna�ve approaches challenging Global-Western prac�ces (Bice & 
Sullivan, 2014; Drechsler, 2015). 

Applying non-Western philosophies to public administra�on is valuable for two 
important reasons: providing a contextual-cultural perspec�ve and fostering a universal 
understanding of public administration that may come from the application of non-Western 
philosophies to the field (Ongaro, 2021). Acknowledging the impact of cultural elements 
and tradi�ons in PA (Peters, 2021), there are dis�nct paradigms in PA and Governance 
that may not align with the Global-Western one (Drechsler, 2015, p. 106). Despite 
recognizing cultural elements and the importance of tradi�ons in PA (Peters, 2021), these 
paradigms operate independently of, if o�en in an overlapping, enmeshed modus with, 
the Global-Western one and may never converge due to inherent characteris�cs.  
For alterna�ves to be strong enough for the challenge, Drechsler (2015, p. 106) argues 
that they need to have: 

• A large body of theore�cal literature 
• Centuries of prac�ce 
• Strong relevance today 
• A convincing carrier country 
• A largely non-deriva�ve system 

He (2015) presents examples of two such paradigms: Islamic and Confucian Public 
Administra�on, introducing a conceptual model illustra�ng the interrela�ons among 
these paradigms in PA and Governance (see Figure 1). According to the model, there are 
the following conceptual categoriza�ons: 

(a) is what is generally assumed to be good PA, and the contextualized second nucleus, 
(b) is what the more sophisticated PA research supports today (although it is not the 
common view), but our focus is on (c), the postulated spheres of good PA with(in) a 
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certain paradigm each that does not work well, nor does it have to, in any other 
(Drechsler, 2015, p. 110). 

In non-Western contexts, elements in category (c) may be esoteric but effec�ve. 
Studying paradigms, non-standard ins�tu�ons, and elements faces challenges, as 
academic disciplines tend to be culture-bound, crea�ng dispari�es between non-
Western and Global-Western PA and Governance prac�ces. Categoriza�ons of world 
regions can be non-neutral, perpetua�ng discrimina�on through norma�ve value 
judgments (Said, 2003). This bias has led to no�ons like asser�ng that large non-Western 
regions are ‘ungoverned’ (Brass, 2012). The presence of self-reliant communi�es, 
however, serves as an indicator of effec�ve governance. It would be bizarre to assert that 
socie�es in the Global South did not thrive at all (Shakya, 2022, p. 12). Non-Western 
socie�es, although that is a very broad generaliza�ons, are o�en recognized for having 
‘strong socie�es’ capable of self-governance (Migdal, 1988). 

 
Figure 1: Three Paradigms of Public Administration and Governance (Drechsler, 2015) 

The reason Buddhist PA is o�en not included specifically in non-Western theory, such 
as there is, is, as Drechsler (2019b) has explained, that certain of the elements required 
in the list given above are missing here – a par�cular problem is that there are no carrier 
countries, nor ins�tu�ons le�. One can, however, within BE systems and generally 
Buddhist countries, (re)construct ideal Buddhist PA, and governance, based on both 
theory and prac�ce as lived (Drechsler, 2016). 

Buddhist governance, par�cularly the governance of the saṅgha, can be a key example 
in this case. The governance of the saṅgha is a form of self-governance, which is 
grounded in a unique set of principles and rules known as the vinaya (IV). The managing 
and decision-making processes regarding the saṅgha’s affairs are o�en based on a 
bottom-up approach and consensus among the community members (III, IV). The saṅgha’s 
governance serves not only as a model for monas�c life but also influences the broader 
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understanding of ethical conduct and community welfare in Buddhist socie�es as a 
whole. 

Alongside the governance of the saṅgha is the governance of the dhammarājā. 
Diverging from the Western paradigm, par�cularly from Machiavelli’s ruling principles 
(Machiavelli, 1532), Buddhism emphasizes the concept of the righteous ruler more akin 
to the Good Kings of the Western, Judaeo-Chris�an tradi�on (see Silk, 1984; Salaquarda, 
1996), but also Islam (Parens, 2012, pp. 29–47) and Confucianism (Weiming, 1994, 2002), 
yet specific in its form as dhammarājā or chakravartin, designed to govern the state 
based on the principles of dharma (III). The dhammarājā plays a significant role in 
restoring moral deteriora�on and maintaining social order by upholding the principles of 
dharma. The applica�on of dhammarājā has historical significance and manifests in 
various forms, adap�ng to the socio-poli�cal contexts of different regions and periods. 
As this is one of the main topoi of this thesis, more will be explained below. 
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2 Methodological Approach 
This thesis represents a cra�ed explora�on of the confluence of Buddhism, governance, 
economics, and the NWPA perspec�ve. The methodological framework integrates 
empirical studies, theore�cal analyses, canonical textual perspec�ves, contextual 
insights, personal engagement, and a nuanced explora�on of NWPA approaches. 
Comprising four ar�cles, the thesis delves into the rela�onship between Buddhism and 
governance, with a specific focus on the Theravada perspec�ve within the context of 
Cambodia, due to the author’s background, par�cipant observa�on status, and language 
capacity, but also due to the fact that Cambodia’s importance, as the only cons�tu�onal 
Buddhist monarchy existing at the moment, justifies this from a theoretical-methodological 
point of view. 

The composi�on of the thesis is the combina�on of three ar�cles in peer-reviewed 
journals, and one book chapter, each serving a dis�nct purpose, and this thesis embraces 
a diversity of methods, grounded in the specifics of inquiry represented by subject mater 
and publica�ve context. One ar�cle employs empirical case studies, combining fieldwork 
and desk research (IV), while others (I, II, III) adopt a theore�cal orienta�on and are based 
on the classic approach of textual research and further theorizing, which is both an 
Eastern and a Western feature of scholarly inquiry. This methodological diversity aligns 
with the broader research stream of non-Western PA approaches, given the preponderance 
of methodological gatekeeping in con�nuing the exclusion of those perspec�ves 
(Moloney et al., 2023). 

The thesis is interested in exploring individual happiness determina�on and the 
poten�al of the Buddhist dhammocratic approach. In doing so, the thesis examines the 
roles of the Buddhist king (dhammarājā), the saṅgha, and the laity, with an emphasis on 
the Theravada Buddhist perspec�ve, as a mater of choice. The aim is to develop a 
governance and economics model (i. e. in emphasis rather than delinea�on) in roughly 
the (neo-)Weberian so�er sense (see Bouckaert, 2022) characterized by compassion, 
equity, and sustainability, considering the nuances of poten�ality and ideal theory, all 
within the broader context of NWPA. 

The thesis is framed based on a keen interest in the intersec�on of religion and 
governance, concentra�ng specifically on Buddhism as a world religion, par�cularly in the 
global-Western context. The choice of Cambodia as a key example, the last-standing 
Buddhist kingdom, hopefully adds depth to the analysis, highligh�ng the cons�tu�onal 
significance of the saṅgha and the dhammarājā in the 21st century. This way of delving into 
religious sources, recently resurged in PA and the Social Sciences in general as mentioned 
(see Ongaro & Tantardini, 2023a, 2023b, 2024), should provide a comprehensive and 
rooted understanding within the broader context of NWPA. 

The thesis relies on the canonical textual perspec�ve, the core of monas�c educa�on 
and scholarship, and compara�ve analysis. The reliance on Buddhist Suta and Vinaya 
texts, translated by various scholars, underscores the thesis’ commitment to this canonical 
textual perspec�ve. Methodologically, the paper argues from the Buddhist viewpoint, 
par�cularly that of a Khmer Theravada monk, with both the advantages and limita�ons 
such a perspec�ve entails, vis-à-vis ideals of objec�vity and detachedness that, however, 
have recently been framed, even in the Weberian context, more as a (global-Western) 
problem than an answer (prominently e. g. Brown, 2023). 

To understand the contextual insight, the thesis also draws on several works by 
prominent figures and scholars in Cambodian Buddhist studies, such as Heng Monychenda, 
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George Cœdès, Anne Ruth Hansen, and many others. Their perspec�ve, if to very varied 
degrees, advocates for the integra�on of Buddhism into secular affairs, emphasizing its 
poten�al role in addressing societal challenges in the Cambodian context. 

Apart from that, again, the thesis is based on the author’s personal engagement within 
the saṅgha community. Having been a part of this for almost twenty years provides the 
author with a unique opportunity to both study and prac�ce within the ins�tu�on, as 
well as par�cipatorily observe how it func�ons and evolves to adapt to the contemporary 
world. Therefore, some parts of this thesis are argued from the author’s personal 
perspec�ve as someone who has prac�ced and studied within the relevant saṅgha 
tradi�on. 

Overall, and especially how the core approach to reason and narra�on on the basis of 
texts, both canonical and scholarly, is structured and informed, the thesis adopts a 
classical hermeneu�cal approach informed by Hans-Georg Gadamer (Gadamer, 1990; see 
Drechsler, 2016; see especially I), emphasizing cultural and textual context and analysis. 
It acknowledges the inherent tension between history and immediacy, recognizing that a 
scien�s�c self-posi�oning, outside the natural sciences, does not increase the truth-value 
of an argument or narra�ve (Gadamer, 1997). This acknowledgment extends to the 
broader context of non-Western public administra�on research. 

Altogether, this methodological approach offers a rela�vely robust founda�on, i. e. as 
robust as it can or should be under the circumstances and given the present approach to 
methodology, for the explora�on of Buddhism and governance, weaving together diverse 
elements within the broader context of NWPA approaches. The integra�on of theore�cal 
analyses, empirical studies, contextual insights, and personal engagement ensures a 
holis�c and ideally well-rounded explora�on of the complex rela�onship between 
Buddhism and the public sphere within the context of Cambodia, while contribu�ng to 
the broader research stream of non-Western public administra�on generally. 

https://www.mdpi.com/2077-1444/14/8/1057#B20-religions-14-01057
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3 Toward the Theory of Buddhist Governance 
Buddhist governance, rooted in the teachings, prac�ce, and historical development of 
Buddhism, presents a dis�nc�ve perspec�ve on statecra� (III). Beyond a spiritual path, 
Buddhism encompasses a community and social structure. Emphasizing the ethics of 
compassion and non-violence, Buddhist governance as a theory seeks to foster 
harmonious coexistence among diverse communi�es while priori�zing personal  
well-being. Though Buddhist governance lacks a blueprint (which is both an advantage 
and a disadvantage), its underlying principles can guide ethical leadership and social 
jus�ce. Buddhist governance is formed around the concept of the dhammarājā as a just 
ruler and the saṅgha as a monas�c governing body (Monychenda, 2008; see further III). 
The governance of the dhammarājā is perceived at the state or macro level, while the 
saṅgha’s governance is seen as self-governance at the micro level or, in Elinor Ostrom’s 
terms (see Ostrom, 2010; Nagendra & Ostrom 2012), as polycentric governance involving 
mul�ple, independent decision-making coexis�ng and interac�ng at different scales and 
levels (IV). 

3.1 The Governance of the dhammarājā 
The dhammarājā is a king or a ruler who governs his subjects in a righteous way based 
on the dhammocratic model (dhammādhippateyya), grounded in the principles of the 
dharma1 and enabling his subjects to realize the true dharma. The word dhamma is a Pali 
word (dharma in Sanskrit). It comes from the Sanskrit root ‘dhr,’ i. e., ‘holding things 
together’ – ‘dharma is the way in which one maintains everything’ (see Rocher, 1978, and 
Rocher & Lariviere, 2012). 

The term ‘dhamma’ carries mul�ple meanings and interpreta�ons, dependent on the 
context. It is commonly used in Hinduism and Buddhism, which can some�mes create 
confusion among audiences. To beter understand the dharma in Buddhism, it requires 
one to look at the dharma in Hindu literature. According to Vedic sources, dhamma was 
a natural, eternal, and immutable law revealed by brahma, the self-existent being, to 
manu, a semi-divine being who is regarded as the first king of humanity and manu,  
in turn, transmited it to the ancient sages, who made it known to mankind through 
abridged versions called dhammasāstra or trea�ses on dhamma (see Lingat, 1950, p. 10; 
Mérieau, 2018, pp. 285–286). 

However, Buddhism does not view the concept of dhamma as a direct divine-given 
rule, as in Hinduism; instead, Buddhism regards dhamma as the truth and the natural 
law. Rahula (1974, p. 58) argues that within Buddhist terminology, there is no wider term 
than ‘dhamma’. He asserts there is nothing in this universe, whether it be posi�ve or 
nega�ve, condi�oned or uncondi�oned, rela�ve or absolute, which is not included in this 
term. However, in the context of this thesis, the term dhamma specifically refers to the 
principles of Buddhism, par�cularly to one specific part of the teachings of the Buddha 
(buddhavacana). These teachings are categorized into two primary groups: dharma, 
represen�ng principles or doctrine, and vinaya, represen�ng discipline or the monas�c 
code (Payuto, 2002). 

According to Buddhism, when the dharma, the truth, or the natural law is not 
honoured, embraced, or upheld properly, it leads to social disorder. To address this social 

 
1 Dharma, a Sanskrit term, and dhamma, its Pali equivalent, are employed interchangeably and 
with equal significance throughout the entire thesis. 
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disorder, Buddhism introduces the concept of dhammarājā or chakravartin, an ideal king 
who governs his subjects based on the principles of dharma (III). Buddhism, like all 
religions, is, however, mul�faceted, with many varia�ons evolving over �me due to 
changing contexts. Therefore, in this thesis, we assume that the concept of dhammarājā 
can be classified according to three contexts: theore�cal context, historical context, and 
Khmer contemporary context. 

From the theore�cal perspec�ve, the concept of ideal kingship in Buddhist literature 
seems to have emerged in response to the perceived decline of dharma and general 
social disorder (Hansen, 2007; III). In these circumstances, the king assumed the role of 
a mediator, facilita�ng the restora�on of social order by reinforcing the dharma prac�ce 
within his realm. This concept finds further elabora�on in canonical texts and various 
other Buddhist wri�ngs, providing a comprehensive explora�on of the model of just 
governance within Buddhism. The Aggañña Suta (DN 27 – Rhys-Davids & Rhys-Davids, 
1921; Sujato, 2018c), the discourse in which the Buddha describes the origin and 
evolu�on of the natural world, explains the historical assumed peak of social disorder, 
triggered by greed, resul�ng in the division of rice fields, the� of one another’s plots, and 
engagement in dishonesty, censure, and punishment following the disappearance of 
spontaneous rice growth. 

In response to this social turmoil, the Suta describes how humans gathered together, 
saying, ‘From our evil deeds, sirs, becoming manifest, inasmuch as stealing, censure, 
lying, punishment have become known, what if we were to select a certain being, who 
should be wrathful when indigna�on is right, who should censure that which should 
rightly be censured and should banish him who deserves to be banished? But we will give 
him in return a propor�on of the rice’ (cited according to Rhys-Davids & Rhys-Davids, 
1921, p. 93). Then, they selected from among themselves the most handsome,  
the best-favoured, the most atrac�ve, and the most capable individual being, and invited 
him to be their king with a promise of contribu�ng a propor�on of the rice (Rhys-Davids 
& Rhys-Davids, 1921; Sujato, 2018c). 

The Suta introduces an ‘elec�ve and contractual theory of kingship’, where the people 
choose their king, and the king’s compensa�on comes in the form of a rice tax. Tambiah 
(1976, p. 13) points out that this theory combines the no�on of ‘elec�ve and contractual 
kingship’ with the idea that the chosen king is excep�onal among men – most handsome 
in the physical form and most perfect in conduct. The characteris�cs of the king, as 
described in the Suta, earn him the �tles ‘mahā sammata’ for being ‘the great elect,’ 
‘rājā’ for ‘charming others by the Norm’ (dhamma), and ‘khattiya,’ signifying the ‘lord of 
the fields’ (Rhys-Davids & Rhys-Davids, 1921; Tambiah, 1976; Sujato, 2018c). The king is, 
in essence, ‘chosen’ in two dis�nct senses of the word, both as an elec�ve leader and as 
an excep�onal individual that is recognized via the former elec�on. This par�cular aspect 
deepens our comprehension of the moral and physical atributes �ed to kingship, which 
are subsequently explored in greater detail in other Buddhist texts. 

From a historical standpoint, the dhammarājā is a historical king who sought to uphold 
the dharma, prevent its decline and establish a just and harmonious society based on 
Buddhist principles. The concept of dhammarājā has been especially applied to the reign 
of Ashoka (c. 304–232 BCE), the most significant Indian Emperor in history, and 
Jayavarman VII (c. 1122–1218), the most notable ruler of the Khmer Empire (Drechsler, 
2019a). Ashoka, a�er his conversion to Buddhism, became a paradigma�cally good ruler 
who embraced the principles of non-violence, compassion, and moral conduct in his 
governance. Ashoka earned the �tle of a great dhammarājā through his commitment to 
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upholding the dharma. His contribu�ons include the construc�on of 84,000 stupas 
dedicated to Buddhism across India, the defense of Buddhism by expelling 80,000 heretics 
from the monas�c order, and the dissemina�on of the Buddha’s teachings through the 
dispatch of missionaries to the far reaches of his empire – and beyond (Larsson, 2021). 

Ashoka’s state policy was perhaps originally influenced by the inherited Brahmanical 
Arthasastra of Kau�lya (Kulke, 2014). In the Mahāvaṃsa, the historical chronicle of Sri 
Lanka, Ashoka was ini�ally referred to as ‘chandāshoka,’ meaning merciless or cruel 
Ashoka, due to his evil deeds during the Kalinga War. However, later in his reign, he 
abandoned the expansion of might via military means and instead extended the might of 
the dhamma. Just as the Buddha himself ‘turned the wheel of dhamma’, Ashoka, too, 
embraced this path, leading him to be known as ‘dhammāshoka’ (Changkhwanyuen, 2003). 

Throughout history, several Buddhist kings in Asia projected themselves as an  
Ashoka-like Wheel-Turning Monarch or ‘cakravartin’ (Boisselier, 1990; Lahiri, 2015, p. 5). 
The name of Ashoka, as Wells (1920, p. 371) states, ‘shines, and shines almost alone, a 
star. From the Volga to Japan, his name is s�ll honoured. China, Tibet, and even India, 
though it has le� his doctrine, preserve the tradi�on of his greatness.’ Tambiah (1973) 
points out that the Ashokan ethos emphasizes the state’s commitment to welfare and 
prosperity as a precondi�on to support the monas�c ins�tu�ons, alleviate the suffering 
of his subjects, and realize the moral law (dhamma) in society as a whole. He argues that 
the Ashokan ethos con�nues to serve as a charter in contemporary �mes, s�mula�ng 
and legi�mizing twen�eth-century poli�cs, especially in Buddhist countries. This implies 
that the principles associated with Ashoka’s governance have transcended �me, 
con�nuing to shape poli�cal thought and ac�ons, and reminding contemporary leaders 
that the legi�macy of being a great leader does not come from cruelty but from ethical 
and peaceful means. 

Following a path similar to that of Ashoka, Jayavarman VII, the Emperor of the Khmer 
Empire, ini�ally had a state ideology strongly influenced by the inherited Hindu devarājā 
cult, but a�er his conversion to Buddhism, Jayavarman VII applied Buddhist principles to 
his state policy and adopted the new concept of buddharājā or bodhisattva king, looking 
on himself as ‘the living Buddha’ or ‘the Buddha-to-be’ to govern the state, ul�mately 
leading it to its pinnacle (Briggs, 1951; Cœdès, 1963; Kulke, 2014; see generally III). 

The religious principle of Jayavarman VII is based on the spirit of benevolence in 
Buddhism and is expressed as benefi�ng others or rescuing people. As stated in the  
Say-Fong inscrip�on (K. 368 – Honda, 1965, p. 410), a statement which reminds us of 
Ashoka’s dhamma ethics, Jayavarma VII puts the well-being of his subjects first, ‘(Once) a 
person has a physical disease, his (i. e., king’s) mental disease is far more painful. For the 
suffering of people, is the suffering of masters, not (only) the suffering of people 
(themselves).’ 

When considering the Buddhist influence on Jayavarman’s social policy and state 
ideology, the most significant aspect is his construc�on of 123 rest houses (dharmasālā)2 

 
2 Regarding the rest houses, the Sanskrit inscription uses the term ‘upakārya,’ which translates to 
‘staging posts with fire’ or ‘vahneḥ’ and ‘vahnigṛhāṇi,’ both meaning ‘house of fire’ (Maxwell, 2007, 
p. 43). Finot (1925, pp. 421–422) interpreted these structures as ‘dharmasālā,’ considering them 
religious hostels along pilgrimage routes due to the presence of Lokeśvara Bodhisattva, offering 
protection against dangers. Although the term ‘dharmasālā’ does not appear in the inscription, it 
has become widely used to refer to these rest houses. In a first-hand account of Khmer civilization 
by Chou Ta-Kuan (1992, p. 65), a Chinese envoy who resided in Angkor from 1296 to 1297, the 
Khmer referred to these resting places along the highways as ‘sen-mu’ (Khmer, samnak). 
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and 102 hospitals (ārogyasālā), each me�culously documented with lists of personnel 
and provisions, serving the needs of pilgrims and providing medical care across the 
empire, as recorded in the Say-Fong inscrip�on (K. 368 – Honda, 1965) and the Ta Prohm 
inscription (K. 273 – Cœdès, 1906, p. 48). Jayavarman VII built a well-supplied, country-wide 
hospital network that, as stated in the inscrip�ons, was accessible and provided without 
discrimina�on to all four castes, i. e., brahmins (priests, scholars, and teachers), 
kshatriyas (warriors, rulers, and administrators), vaishyas (merchants, farmers, and 
businesspeople), and shudras (labourers) (Chhem, 2005, p. 8; Sharrock & Jacques, 2017, 
pp. 226–227). 

Another, globally less well-known Khmer king who followed the role of dhammarājā 
was King Ang Duong (1796–1860; see II in detail). Cambodians usually idealize Ang 
Duong’s reign (1848–1860) for his efforts in revitalizing the state, protec�ng the kingdom 
from foreign invasion, promo�ng na�onal unity, and ini�a�ng cultural and religious 
reforms. Ang Duong ascended the throne during a period of turmoil in the kingdom, 
marked by social disorder, poverty, and poli�cal instability caused by the increasing 
influence of neighbouring countries, i. e. Siam and Vietnam. The poli�cal legacy of Ang 
Duong appears quite modest when compared to the paradigma�c dhammarājās such as 
Emperor Ashoka and Jayavarman VII, both of whom are recognized as the greatest rulers 
in their respec�ve territories; from an economic perspec�ve, it may be more modest than 
that of King Bhumibol Adulyadej (Rama IX) of Thailand or King (Druk Gyalpo Jigme) Singye 
Wangchuck (the 4th King) of Bhutan (a Vajrayana country), whose economic policies, i. e. 
Sufficiency Economy (SE) or Gross Na�onal Happiness (GNH), have been globally 
discussed in the 21st century. It is understandable that Ang Duong’s more limited legacy 
and power cause him to be less represented in scholarly discussions on the field of 
dhammarājā today. 

Despite his modest poli�cal power, his dhammarājā role in upholding the principles of 
dharma and aiming to make his subjects realize the true dharma and pursue it should not 
be overlooked. Ang Duong apparently believed that the social disorder and poli�cal 
instability in Cambodia were caused by moral deteriora�on and a disregard for the 
principles of dharma. The movement for the recovery of the dharma and moral values 
took place during his reign (II). 

It was King Ang Duong who took on the role of addressing the declining state of 
Buddhism in Cambodia by expressing concern for monas�c educa�on. He assumed a 
leading role in the movement to preserve and purify the religion (sāsanā in Pali) by 
recovering texts that had been lost or destroyed during the prolonged conflicts with Siam 
and Vietnam (Hansen, 2007). Observing the incomplete state of the Pāli canonical texts 
in Cambodia, he corresponded with King Mongkut (Rāma IV), a reformer of Buddhism 
and the educa�on system in Siam, reques�ng a copy of the tipiṭaka, the three baskets of 
the Pali canon (see further II). 

Ang Duong was also renowned for his poe�c works. He composed several poems 
concerning ethics, social order, and the teachings of the Buddha. Many of these works 
remain popular in Cambodia to this day. He also authored and published classical Khmer 
literature and historical works. Apart from that, he translated a number of Buddhist texts 
and folklore. Some even jes�ngly suggested that his literary and poe�c works are more 
impressive than his poli�cal work. However, educa�ng and guiding one’s subjects to 
realize the true dharma surely is part of the poli�cal work of the dhammarājā (II). 

It is important to recognize that the concept of dhammarājā in Cambodia combines 
both the explana�ons provided in the text and the beliefs held by local people.  
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The dhammarājā as seen in the contemporary Khmer view could perhaps be best 
described as a mix of myth and reality, but of course that is hardly surprising. In Cambodia, 
when confronted with challenging circumstances, especially under the rule of immoral 
leaders, Khmer people look back to the glorious history of the Khmer Empire under the 
wise leadership especially of Jayavarman VII, which is also visually striking and very 
prominent. Within the purview of Khmer Buddhists, Jayavarman VII embodied the 
essence of a dhammik – a vernaculariza�on of the Pali term dhammika dhammarājā, 
signifying a righteous king. The concept of dhammika embodies jus�ce, benevolence, and 
ethical leadership, providing a model for good governance (Vijitha, 2016). 

The term dhammik gained prominence during the late 19th century, when the na�on 
was under French coloniza�on (1863–1953), and the Khmer people were in search of a 
Messiah, to borrow a term from another religion (or two), to rescue them (see II & III).  
A prophe�c text called put-domneay circulated among the Khmer commoners, predic�ng 
a decline in the dhamma, which was linked to an unrighteous ruler. This ruler’s errors of 
judgment fostered the prolifera�on of poverty, violence, and morally problema�c 
behaviour, ul�mately reducing the average human lifespan to just a few years (II).  
The text also propagated the belief that within the midst of the social turmoil that gave 
rise to catastrophic death and destruc�on, a righteous ruler known as a dhammik was 
expected to emerge. This dhammik would usher in a new golden age of jus�ce and 
dharma, thus paving the way for the arrival of the next Buddha (Hansen, 2007, pp. 55–56). 

From a Khmer na�onalist and more conserva�ve perspec�ve, the French authority 
transi�oned from its ini�al role as a protectorate to a fully colonial rule, posing a poten�al 
threat to na�onal iden�ty and the decline of dharma. As argued in essay II, the French 
authority made several atempts to reform Khmer ins�tu�ons and social order by using 
the Western system as a model for administra�ve purposes. Some reforms, especially in 
educa�on, were partly welcomed by Khmer intellectuals, both from the monas�c and 
secular spheres, despite the slow pace of progress and development. However, other 
administra�ve reforms, such as taxa�on and Westerniza�on, evoked general 
disappointment among the people (II). 

Day by day, the oppression from the colonial authority towards the locals grew 
stronger, s�rring anger among both monas�c and na�onalist groups throughout the 
country. In this view, one can assume that the unjust ruler (adhammika), as perceived by 
the Khmer, was closely associated with the colonial ruler. In the late 19th century and the 
beginning of the 20th, increased Buddhist movements occurred, not only in Cambodia 
but throughout South and Southeast Asia, responding to Western colonial authori�es by 
employing resistance to mi�gate colonial influences (Houtart, 1976; Gyallay-Pap, 2007; 
Ober, 2019). As ar�culated in various Buddhist texts concerning the role of dhammika 
kingship, this concept emerged as a pivotal factor, serving to both reinforce and legi�mize 
the resistance movement aimed at protes�ng against colonial rule, restoring the social 
order, and safeguarding the dharma from decline. 

One can easily assume that some poli�cians and rebel leaders have capitalized on this 
belief to enhance their influence and pursue legi�macy, with the aim of ge�ng the power 
to rule the country (III). In the late 19th century, several Khmer rebel leaders claimed to 
be neak mean bon, people possessing great merit, or dhammika rulers who could save 
people from suffering and safeguard the dharma (Hansen, 2007, p. 60). And even a�er 
two centuries, the hope of encountering the ‘Khmer Messiah’ con�nues in Cambodia.  
A rather shrill example for u�lizing this is that on 23 August 2022, Khem Veasna, a leader 
of the fringe League for Democracy Party (LDP), who proclaimed himself as prom reaksa 
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lok or ‘The universe safeguarding brahma’ – the highest form of life in the universe 
according to Hindu/Buddhist mythology – made a series of apocalyp�c predic�ons on his 
Facebook page (see Sovinda et al., 2022). Veasna claimed that he could rescue those who 
follow him in the event of an apocalypse. Veasna’s doomsday prophecy prompted his 
supporters to leave their everyday lives behind and travel from across the country to Siem 
Reap province. Some of his followers even travelled from as far as South Korea, Japan, 
and Thailand to seek refuge from the apocalypse (Samean, 2022), which obviously did 
not happen. 

The basis for the Khmer ideal of the dhammika ruler on principles is found in various 
Buddhist sutras, par�cularly those in which the Buddha describes a leader’s quali�es, 
roles, and responsibili�es. From the Khmer perspec�ve, the dhammika is someone who 
adheres to the tenfold royal du�es of the king3 and possesses supernatural power to 
safeguard their subjects from adversaries (Monychenda, 2008, pp. 313–314). However, 
Monychenda (2008) argues that Khmer people focus too much on the tenfold du�es of 
the king, which deal with the individual behaviour of the leader, and fail to look at the 
Buddha’s teachings about the system of governing the state. He (1999, pp. 32–34) argues 
that the term ‘dhammika ruler’ is essen�ally a �tle for an individual who believes in 
dhammocracy, holds respect for dharma, loves dharma, considers dharma the guiding 
principle of life, and honours dharma as the flagship. 

Drechsler (2019a, p. 234), from a slightly different but dovetailing perspective, 
underlines that ‘a classic role of the Buddhist king is that of the dhammaraja, of which 
one aspect of great relevance here (this is a highly complex subject both historically and 
theoretically) is that of facilitator of his subjects’ attainment of happiness, with the 
optimal goal of enlightenment. The dhammaraja is, then, not (only) the one who rules 
according to the dhamma, but he who guides or enables his subjects to realize the(ir) 
dhamma – anywhere between nudging them thither or creating a space within which 
this is possible.’ 

3.2 The Governance of the Saṅgha 
Alongside the ideal kingship of the dhammarājā, the saṅgha assembly is usually upheld 
as an exemplary governing body in Buddhism. The saṅgha is a fundamental ins�tu�on in 
Buddhism, comprising the bhikkhu saṅgha (male-ordained community) and the 
bhikkhuni saṅgha (female-ordained community), who have renounced worldly 
atachments and commited themselves to the pursuit of spiritual awakening by living a 
dedicated life of spiritual prac�ce, study, and service – and in fact, as Habermas has 
recently reminded us, the first monas�c community ever (2019, p. 379). The term saṅgha 
refers to a collec�ve, ‘assembly’, ‘associa�on’, ‘community’, or ‘order’ (Buswell, 2014) that 
includes a minimum of four Buddhist saṅgha members. 

As an integral part of the Buddhist tradi�on, the saṅgha plays a crucial role in 
preserving and propaga�ng the teachings of the Buddha by helping the laity realize the 
true dharma. Buddhist society is therefore centred around the saṅgha. The saṅgha is 

 
3 The ten royal duties of a righteous king (Dasa-rājadhamma) are mentioned in the Nandiyamiga 
Jātaka (385) of Khuddaka Nikāya (Francis, & Neil, 1879). This Jātaka tale illustrates the story of the 
Nandiya Bodhisattva, advising the Kosala King: ‘Great king, it is good for a king to rule a kingdom 
by forsaking the ways of wrongdoing, not offending against the ten kingly virtues and acting with 
just righteousness … Alms, morals, charity, justice and penitence, peace, mildness, mercy, 
meekness, patience.’ 
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governed by a set of monas�c rules set by the Buddha. Although the Buddha was the 
original lawgiver, in the Mahaparinibbana Suta (DN 16 – Ānandajo�, 2008; Sujato, 2018g 
Thanissaro, 2013b; Vajira & Story, 2013), the discourse of the last day of the Buddha, he 
recommended the saṅgha adapt his teachings to changing condi�ons, reflec�ng his belief 
in the primacy of the law, faith in human ra�onality, and a pragma�c view that laws should 
not remain static in a changing society (Payutto, 2007, p. 78; Long, 2019, pp. 52–53). 
Therefore, each saṅgha ins�tu�on might differ from one country to another due to the 
local culture and context. While their roles vary among Buddhist tradi�ons, they are 
generally based on the principles of the dharma. Our current inquiry primarily focuses on 
the canonical context and the contemporary state of the saṅgha in Cambodia. 

The Buddhist saṅgha originated during the �me of the historical Buddha over 2,600 
years ago. Shortly a�er his enlightenment, the Buddha gave his first teaching known as 
the Dhammacakkappavatana Suta, (SN 56.11 – Ñanamoli, 2010), the discourse of 
se�ng the wheel of dharma in mo�on, to his five former fellows in the prac�ce of 
asce�cism and recruited them as the first five members of the saṅgha. During the early 
period of his enlightenment, the Buddha was the only one authorized to confer full 
ordina�on (Dickson, 1983, p. 33). As �me passed, the membership of the saṅgha 
increased significantly. Subsequently, the Buddha decentralized his authority, allowing 
the saṅgha to autonomously govern itself. This autonomy included admi�ng new 
members, making independent decisions, organizing internal administra�on, and 
resolving conflicts within the saṅgha, all guided by the vinaya or monas�c codes (see 
Rhys-Davids & Oldenberg, 1881; Thanissaro, 2013c; III & IV in detail). 

One can assume that the governance of the saṅgha does not rely on a hierarchical 
structure or individual authority but is grounded in the principles of dharma and vinaya. 
Posi�on and influence within the saṅgha were determined, at least in theory, by a 
combina�on of wisdom and seniority, granted through consensus rather than inherited 
or secured through nepo�sm (III). The Buddha called this system the dhammādhipateyya 
or, as we would designate it with Monychenda (2008, p. 314), the dhammocratic system. 
It can be argued that the Buddha introduced a revolu�onary paradigm that was in direct 
contrast to the autocra�c ruling systems then prevalent in India and different from the 
democra�c system (elsewhere) (III). 

Although libera�ng oneself from worldly atachment is a primary objec�ve of joining 
the saṅgha community, helping others escape from miseries and bringing happiness to 
all sen�ent beings is also regarded as an ideal way the Buddha assigns to the saṅgha 
members, as focusing solely on oneself would not suffice (see I). A�er entering the 
saṅgha community, each member bears three responsibili�es: a) learning the dharma, 
b) prac�cing the dharma, and c) spreading the dharma to the public. As stated in the 
mission statement of the Du�yamārapāsa Suta (SN 4.5, cited according to Bodhi, 2000, 
p. 198), the Buddha advises his saṅgha members to disseminate the dharma to the public 
as follows: 

Wander forth, O bhikkhus, for the welfare of the multitude, for the happiness of the 
multitude, out of compassion for the world, for the good, welfare, and happiness of 
devas and humans. Let not two go the same way. Teach, O bhikkhus, the Dhamma 
that is good in the beginning, good in the middle, good in the end, with the right 
meaning and phrasing. Reveal the perfectly complete and purified holy life. There 
are beings with little dust in their eyes who are falling away because they do not 
hear the Dhamma. There will be those who will understand the Dhamma. I too, 
bhikkhus, will go to Senānigama in Uruvelā in order to teach the Dhamma. 
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As the nature of the saṅgha is grounded in the principles of material detachment and 
a mendicant lifestyle, wandering from one place to another, its members do not, or are 
not supposed to, own many possessions. Each individual saṅgha member possesses only 
a small amount of private material belongings, with the majority of property held 
communally. The Buddhist monastery, temple, stupa, land, and various other substan�al 
items are considered communal property, known in Buddhist terminology as 
‘garubhandha’, referring to ‘heavy objects’ or ‘expensive goods’. The concept of ‘heavy 
objects’ goes beyond their mere physical weight; it signifies the responsibility of effectively 
managing and alloca�ng these communal resources, embodying principles of equity and 
jus�ce (see IV). 

Garubhandha proper�es are generally counted as collec�ve assets established and 
maintained by the Buddhist community under the guidance of the saṅgha, governed by 
a well-defined set of rules (IV). Their primary purpose is to serve the common good within 
their respec�ve communi�es. Garubhandha cannot be owned by any individual saṅgha 
member or given from one saṅgha member to another. The garubhandha property is 
designated for the saṅgha community, reflec�ng its collec�ve ownership and 
responsibility. However, the saṅgha community may choose to temporarily loan 
garubhandha to others, ensuring its u�liza�on benefits the wider community’s welfare 
and needs (IV). But this already foreshadows the discussion of Buddhist Economics,  
to which we will get below. 

Over �me, as was intended by the Buddha and as one would expect from the outside 
as well, the saṅgha has adjusted its role to fit the evolving needs of the society in which 
its members are residing. In contemporary �mes, the saṅgha has divided into various 
schools to adapt to the environment. Since the 19th-century reforms the saṅgha  
in Cambodia has been divided into two primary groups, Mahānikāya and 
Dhammayu�kanikāya. The Mahānikāya represents the majority of the locally-based 
saṅgha community, while the Dhammayu�kanikāya represents a minority.  
The Dhammayu�kanikāya, a reformed saṅgha group according to the Siamese model, 
was first introduced into Cambodia in 1855 by King Norodom through the effort of Ven. 
Mahā Pan (1824–1894), the first Supreme Patriarch of the Dhammayu�ka Order in 
Cambodia (II). Both groups belong to the same Theravada school; however, there are 
slight differences between these two groups in terms of doctrine – the later is a more 
elite, aristocra�c reform movement with some Western impetus – and the interpreta�on 
of some elements of the monas�c codes, such as how to wear robes, sandals, and carry 
the alms-bowl, as well as how to pronounce Pāli words and recite Sutas (Harris, 2001,  
p. 84; see further II). 

Over the centuries, the Khmer saṅgha reformed its organiza�on by centralizing the 
administra�on under the control of the Supreme Patriarch (saṅgharājā) to align with the 
monarchy form and contemporary administra�ve structure. The appointment of both 
Supreme Patriarchs and some senior saṅgha officials requires discussions or even political 
compromises. 

Despite the centralization of saṅgha authority, most of the daily affairs, decision-making, 
and the resolu�on of internal issues in the saṅgha community con�nue to follow the 
botom-up approach and adhere to the tradi�onal prac�ces that were writen in the 
canonical texts (see III). Those issues include disputes over the use and distribu�on of 
saṅgha proper�es, such as land and temples; quarrels over which monks should be 
granted posi�ons; controversies over the proper interpreta�on of Buddhist doctrine; and 
arguments about whether a monk has or has not violated the saṅgha’s monas�c codes. 
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If those issues cannot be resolved based on the tradi�onal procedure at the local level, 
they will seek assistance from the centralized saṅgha authority (Schonthal, 2021). 
However, cases like this do not happen quite o�en in the saṅgha community. 
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4 Buddhist Economics 
With this emphasis on scep�cism about worldly possessions and material success, along 
with its trajectory toward worldly detachment, Buddhism might create confusion or 
foster false assump�ons about Buddhist Economics (BE), as men�oned already. BE is not 
about asce�cism but, rather, about allevia�ng hunger and poverty, which, according to 
Buddhism, is a leading cause of human suffering (Long, 2019, pp. 48, 60). As Schumacher 
(1973, p. 57), points out, ‘It is not wealth that stands in the way of libera�on but the 
atachment to wealth; not the enjoyment of pleasurable things but the craving for them.’ 
Buddhism introduces the concept of the ‘middle path’, o�en misunderstood as a 
compromise from an outside perspec�ve. In reality, it represents a way of ‘ge�ng things 
exactly right’ (Payuto, 1994, pp. 18–19, 23–24, 41–42; Swearer, 2011, pp. 130–139; 
Daniels, 2005, p. 246). 

In theory, BE extends beyond historical Buddhism, func�oning as a modern theore�cal 
movement and a label for the organiza�on of inquiry for a scien�fic community 
(Drechsler, 2019a). In that role, BE has stronger roots in the West than in the Buddhist 
countries of the East, later taken up in Asia by those familiar with the intricacies of 
Buddhism (Payuto, 1994; Puntasen, 2008; Puntarigvivat, 2013). In this academic sense, 
the original text for contemporary BE is the short chapter on ‘Buddhist Economics’ in  
E. F. Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful (1974, pp. 44–51), originally published in 1966 
(Schumacher, 1974, p. 25; see Drechsler, 2019a). 

The work of Schumacher on BE has paved the way for others, both Buddhist scholars 
and social scien�sts, to explore the possible rela�onship between the teachings of the 
Buddha and socio-economic issues scatered throughout the Buddhist discourses.  
As opposed to Adam Smith, who emphasizes the role of self-interest in promo�ng 
economic growth (even if also originally with a moral impetus; Wells, 2013, pp. 281–283), 
as highlighted in essay IV, Schumacher argues that pursuing self-interest in a free-market 
system might lead to exploi�ng workers and the environment. Schumacher proposes a 
BE, which he argues is more ethical and sustainable. Rather than maximizing profit,  
he asserts that economic development should serve the needs of the people. In his view, 
economic development should not be driven by self-interest alone but must instead be 
based on ethical values and sustainable principles (1973). 

Schumacher’s BE essay gained widespread aten�on following its 1973 publica�on in 
his book Small is Beautiful. The book presented Schumacher’s alterna�ve economic 
theories that cri�qued mainstream Euro-American economic thinking and proposed 
alterna�ve development models for Asia and the West that emphasize human-scale 
technologies, decentraliza�on, and the sustainable use of natural resources. In addi�on, 
he argued that industrial, top-down expansionist development linked to Western 
materialism had a nega�ve impact on the environment and society (King, 2016). 
Drechsler (2019a) agrees with Schumacher that the principle of Buddhism plays an 
essen�al role in alterna�ve approaches to mainstream economics, explicitly so in the 
sufficiency economy principles promoted by the former Thai King Bhumibol Adulyadej 
(Rama IX; Drechsler, 2016). (It is perhaps noteworthy here that while in Thailand, and as 
men�oned in Bhutan, we have specific BE forms proposed by Buddhist kings, this,  
for various reasons, has not been the case in Cambodia.) 

As pointed out in essay IV, Schumacher’s self-interest argument is well aligned with 
the concept of non-self in Buddhism. Buddhism challenges the concept of self-interest 
because the Buddha refers to the ‘self’ as anattā (IV). Anattā, which means non-self,  
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is a fundamental concept in Buddhism. In other words, it refers to the concept that no 
permanent, unchanging self or soul is found in any human being. In Buddhism, all 
phenomena, including individuals, are impermanent and constantly changing, and none 
possess an inherent or intrinsic self-nature (IV). The anattā principle aims to encourage 
Buddhist prac��oners to detach themselves from the misguided clinging to what is 
mistakenly considered to be self, and through that detachment (alongside moral 
livelihood and medita�on), the path to nirvana can be successfully traversed. 

Since self-interest is a driving force of compe��on in mainstream economics,  
ven. Payuto (1994 p. 25; IV), probably the most eminent Southeast Asian BE thinker and 
a very senior Thai monk, views it as a natural aspect of human behaviour. He points out 
that when one atempts to sa�sfy the desire for pleasure, one will compete fiercely since 
one wants to get as much as possible for oneself, and there is no sense of sufficiency or 
fullness. However, he emphasizes that compe��on must not be pursued at the expense 
of others or environmental degrada�on. According to Payuto, such compe��on is driven 
by taṇhā (sensual desire), considered a leading cause of suffering and an unwholesome 
state in Buddhism. Payuto (1994 p. 57) stresses that human behaviour is also driven by 
chanda, or willingness, regarded as a wholesome state for bringing about real well-being 
or quality of life. He con�nues to address that all individuals have a moral responsibility 
to act in a way that does not harm others or the environment, as non-harming is an 
essen�al part of Buddhist teachings (see further IV). 

The concept of non-self, or anatta, illuminates the limita�ons of self-interested 
pursuits and materialis�c consump�on in crea�ng collec�ve well-being within the 
economic framework. From this perspec�ve, the path toward happiness or a beter life 
does not depend on materialis�c consump�on or the pursuit of wealth through  
self-interest. Furthermore, this concept also reminds us that there is no self in every 
condi�oned thing, including us as human beings, because everything is built or depends 
on another thing to exist. Rather than solely focusing on one’s self-interested pursuit, 
through this lens, Buddhist Economics offers a compelling alterna�ve that priori�zes 
collective well-being over individual accumulation by emphasizing the interconnectedness 
of humanity and the environment in shaping sustainable economic systems (see IV). 

BE, as men�oned several �mes now, is not about asce�cism but about reducing 
poverty and allevia�ng suffering through the middle path or the right way (I). From a 
Buddhist perspec�ve, despera�on may drive individuals to resort to stealing and killing, 
yet the karmic law is that such deeds only drive them further downwards in a seemingly 
never-ending spiral of suffering. This scenario is depicted in the Cakkava� Suta (DN 26 
– Thanissaro, 2013a; Sujato, 2018a), where poverty triggers a downward spiral causing 
whole socie�es to slide into a state of absolute disarray (Harris, 2013). For those deprived, 
material indulgence and sensual pursuits can lure towards sinful paths. Such a pursuit is 
compared to debt and the consequences of incurring a debt leading to bondage in the 
Ina Suta (AN 6.45 – Thanissaro, 2010). 

As highlighted in essay I, wealth in itself is not the sole measure or means for 
happiness. The standard of living, assessed by life quality, is not exclusively con�ngent on 
the quan�ty of wealth consumed; higher consump�on does not necessarily correspond 
to an elevated standard of living (Zinchenko & Boichenko, 2022, p. 234). The Buddha,  
in various sermons, has explained the temporary nature of wealth. For instance, in the 
Aputaka Suta (SN 3.19 – Thanissaro, 2013d), the Buddha warns that wealth, if it is not 
put to proper use, is lost to Kings, thieves, fire, water, or hateful heirs. In the Sigālovāda 
Suta (DN 31 – Narada, 2013a), the Buddha men�ons six ways of squandering wealth – 
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addic�on to strong drink, haun�ng the street at un�mely hours, frequent theatrical 
atendance, gambling addic�on, keeping bad company, and habitual idleness. In the 
Dighajanu (Vyagghapajja) Suta (AN 8.54 – Narada, 2013b), the Buddha men�ons four 
sources of the destruc�on of wealth amassed as: ‘(i) Debauchery, (ii) drunkenness,  
(iii) gambling, (iv) friendship, companionship and intimacy with evil-doers.’ These teachings 
reinforce the Buddhist perspec�ve that wealth is temporary and meaningful only when 
u�lized wisely. 

The status quo of this world, as argued in essay I, is by default polarizing and tends to 
lead towards immoral deeds. But the dharma is certainly not about apathy or indifference 
to the nature of the world as it is. Buddhism does not promote inac�on but rather 
supports taking conscious ac�on (Moad, 2004). According to the Uposatha Suta (UD 5.5 
– Ireland, 2010; Thanissaro, 2012; Sujato, 2018b), the Buddha clearly states that the path 
of dharma-vinaya is available to all human beings no mater what class they belong to, 
whether they are nobles, brahmans, merchants, or workers; the path to libera�on is 
unique to each individual traveller, but the common duty is to avoid the lures of 
atachment. And with the accumula�on of wealth also comes inequality (I). Those living 
in poverty should have at least the basic prerequisites to live a comfortable and dignified 
life (Payuto, 1994, p. 69), but that does not necessitate that all members in a lay society 
remain equal. One can put one’s wealth and power into good use to help those without 
it (pp. 34–36; see also I). 

As argued in essay I, Buddhists follow a path toward libera�on from superficial wants, 
rather than needs. But this path is indeed not always the same, and most dis�nctly, the 
path of the monkhood involves exi�ng lay society as a whole, giving away one’s 
possessions and living only with the very basic necessi�es (I). Outside the saṅgha, 
acceptance of the significance of material prosperity is appropriate and even required, 
even though Buddhism also points to appicchatā or frugality as being a virtue, not only 
for the members of the saṅgha. But even canonical texts show the Buddha encouraging 
accumula�on of wealth and protec�ng it as well (Rahula, 1974), and this has been 
pointed out by Ambedkar (2014, p. 460) too (I). 

Buddhism does not deny that consump�on is a part of human well-being (I). However, 
Buddhism sees consump�on as a means rather than an end, dis�nguishing it from 
modern Western economics that considers consump�on as both an end in itself and, 
o�en enough, the goal of economic ac�vi�es (Zinchenko & Boichenko, 2022, p. 233).  
In contrast to mainstream global-Western economics, which focuses on maximizing 
consump�on through op�mal produc�on, BE priori�zes maximizing well-being through 
minimal consumption (Drechsler, 2019a). Regarding wealth, BE views it as a double-edged 
sword that can be both useful and harmful based on the way that people behave toward 
it. As Schumacher (1973, p. 57) pointed out, ‘It is not wealth that stands in the way of 
libera�on but the atachment to wealth; not the enjoyment of pleasurable things but the 
craving for them.’ 

The atachment to material wealth will only bring suffering, and the stronger the 
atachment is, the greater is the suffering (Bodhi, 1984). As pointed out in essay I, since 
wealth in this world comes with its own danger, accumula�ng wealth, akin to the fear of 
losing one’s beauty, increases the likelihood of straying from the path towards the 
dharma, echoing the biblical no�on that it is more challenging for a rich person to enter 
Heaven than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle (Mathew 19:24, etc.), 
emphasizing the nature of wealth in this world is both ephemeral and dangerous. 
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5 A Balanced Path Towards a Better Life? 
The discussion on Buddhist Governance and Economics offers an alterna�ve paradigm 
beyond the global-Western view, and hegemony, expressed through mainstream 
governance and economics, which cul�vates an individualis�c monoculture promo�ng 
antagonis�c ways of living (IV) – and one different from other non-Western approaches 
as well. In exploring the concept of Buddhist Governance and Economics to build ‘A Path 
Towards a Beter Life’, the central ques�on arises: Who holds the authority to determine 
what brings true happiness to individuals, if not the individuals themselves? Is true 
happiness defined by assuming that the social well-being depends on a growth-oriented 
economy, driven by self-interest, profit-maximiza�on, and resource exploita�on, in 
accordance with the mainstream global-Western trajectory, despite its profound 
consequences? These ques�ons raise a democra�c challenge, promp�ng an examina�on 
of how principles embedded in Buddhist governance and economics address this issue. 

Through the principle of paṭiccasamuppāda, i. e. ‘interconnectedness’, ‘interde-
pendence’, or ‘interbeing’ (Hanh, 1991), Buddhism points out that nothing can stand 
alone. Each element mutually depends on another to survive or to form something new. 
Rooted in the theory of paṭiccasamuppāda, Buddhism teaches that all things arise in 
dependence upon other things; aligned with the principle of karma, which emphasizes 
that every ac�on carries consequences (IV). Based on this theory, one can assume that 
the consequences can be either posi�ve or nega�ve, depending on the chosen path. 
Ac�ons from the wrong path lead to nega�ve consequences, while ac�ons from the right 
path or the middle path (majjhimāpatipadā) result in posi�ve consequences or the 
cessa�on of suffering. 

The middle path in Buddhism is the balance between the two extremes:  
self-indulgence (hedonism or sensual indulgence) and self-mor�fica�on (asce�cism or 
severe self-denial). As men�oned above, despite appearing as a middle ground between 
the two extremes, this is not a compromise but rather a way of ‘ge�ng things exactly 
right’ (Drechsler, 2019a, p. 527) – akin in Western thought to Aristotle’s concept of 
mesothes, which posits virtue between two vices, rather than framing it as the opposite 
of one vice (EN II:6). This is the balanced approach that Buddhism uses to remind us that 
everything is connected and needs to be moderated to stay on the right path. From this 
perspec�ve, one could argue that in Buddhist society, the saṅgha, dhammarājā, and the 
laity are interconnected, relying on each other and reminding one another to stay on the 
right path (see Figure 2). 



31 

 

Figure 2 Three Key Relationships between the Dhammarājā, Saṅgha and Laity (Author’s 
Conceptualization) 

This parallel nature raises ques�ons about how Buddhist principles and ins�tu�ons 
intersect with the mechanisms of governance, economics, and decision-making in the 
contemporary context. From this parallel nature, three key rela�onships emerge: 

1. the rela�onship between the saṅgha and the laity, intersected by the 
dhammarājā, who protects and spreads the dharma; 

2. the symbio�c but direct rela�onship between the saṅgha and the laity; 
3. the independent rela�onship between the ‘Ruler’ (of the ci�zens) and 

the ‘Buddha’ (of the saṅgha) 

As this is to a considerable extent the result of this thesis and its parts, we will then 
recapitulate what has emerged: 

5.1 The Saṅgha-Laity Relationship with an Intersection of the Role of 
Dhammarājā 
The dhammarājā in the saṅgha-laity rela�onship acts as a guardian and promoter of 
dharma, fostering a healthy connec�on. Like how the Buddha guides even the most 
unfortunate towards the path to enlightenment, the duty of the rājā, the king, or more 
abstractly, the state, lies in providing means of sustenance and security to all its ci�zens, 
for as all monks are like sons to the Buddha, all ci�zens of the state are like sons to the 
ruler (Zimmermann, 2006). As pointed out in essay I, if the state fails to fulfil its 
responsibility of suppor�ng the ci�zens, the saṅgha, which lives off the secular world, 
will also perish. 

As the Buddha would show paths towards enlightenment to all beings regardless of 
their capacity to understand to move forward in their path, the state has to provide for 
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the sustenance and security of even the poorest of its ci�zens, showing them the path 
towards the upli�ment of their lives (I). The state is primarily responsible for fulfilling the 
ci�zens’ basic needs since one cannot meditate on an empty stomach (I). Providing this 
level of access to all ci�zens, regardless of their economic status, is the primary 
responsibility of the state, and it is also one of the highest implica�ons of Buddhist 
thinking when it comes to economic governance (Long, 2021, pp. 39–40). People should 
see a path towards how a dignified life without hunger can be atained, a roof over the 
head, and a sense of security for the future (Long, 2021, p. 39). How the state provides 
this need not be the same for everyone, i. e. to each their own, not to each the same – 
like how the Buddha or monks use upāya-kauśalya to teach depending on who is on the 
receiving end (Keown, 1992). What the capability of the respec�ve person is to cul�vate 
the understanding of the dharma is similar to how the state must have varied provisions 
based on the differences and not assume equality or even aim for it. The needs of the old 
are different from those of the young, depending on �me and space. 

The role of the state has two dimensions in this Buddhist conceptualiza�on, too, with 
the duty of the rājā not only being about the material sustenance of the subjects but also 
enabling his subjects to realize the dhamma. Even in contemporary �mes, Buddhist 
monarchies, although they have almost vanished, have shown the concept’s applicability, 
in that those kings who have seen themselves as dhammarājās have certainly 
acknowledged both dimensions (Drechsler, 2020a). 

Even with a dhammarājā ruling it, the idea that every state can provide equally for all 
its citizens or become immediately equal in economic standing to those more prosperous 
is more of a utopian thought than a vision with practicality; the Buddhist kingdom of 
Bhutan’s tendency to compare itself with Switzerland and Singapore while still being a 
‘Least Developed Country’ (see Drechsler, 2020a; Bhutan only graduated from LDC status 
in late 2023; UNCDF, 2024) is perhaps a point in case. Not all countries are equally able, 
and if one ruminates on the implications of the Buddhist law of karmic causality as well 
as of simple geospatiality, they can practically never be, and as such, neither are their 
goals the same, nor the means available to reach these goals. The state, then, has the 
responsibility to set the goals and choose the ethical means that best suit their context, 
not just generally but specifically concerning the groups and subgroups of its citizens. 

5.2 The Saṅgha-Laity Symbiotic but Direct Relationship 
The saṅgha-lay rela�onship is symbio�c, with the saṅgha assuming the roles of guides 
and advisors, impar�ng the teachings of dharma and guiding individuals on the path to 
enlightenment in the secular world (III). As discussed in essays II and III, in both historical 
and contemporary developments of Buddhism, the saṅgha served as litera�, ac�vely 
preserving a diverse body of literature, engaging in higher studies, and contribu�ng to 
historical and non-religious wri�ngs. Addi�onally, they played a pivotal role in providing 
essen�al educa�on to villagers (Bechert, 1973). 

The saṅgha depends on the laity to provide the means of subsistence to the saṅgha. 
The survival of the saṅgha depends on the laity. Thus, the saṅgha, as pointed out in essay 
I, is also responsible for advising or at least well-wishing for worldly maters concerning 
trade, commerce, agriculture, law, and security. In Sigālovāda Suta (DN 31 – Narada, 
2013a; Sujato, 2018d), the discourse where the Buddha imparts advice to a man named 
Sigāla, the Buddha men�ons the mutual rela�onship between the laity and the saṅgha. 
Based on the discourse, to promote and encourage the dharma prac�ce of the saṅgha, 



33 

the laity should respect the saṅgha through kind ac�ons, kind words, kind thoughts, 
keeping their houses open for them, and suppor�ng them with basic requisites. 

In encouraging the laity to respect the saṅgha, the Buddha refers to a society where 
individuals who ethically prac�ce the way of detaching themselves from worldly 
atachments should be appreciated and supported by their community members. 
Respec�ng or suppor�ng the saṅgha demonstrates how much ethics and dharma, which 
have been argued throughout this thesis as the means of maintaining social order, are 
valued and appreciated in society. This prac�ce is viewed as a means of fostering a close 
bond between the laity and the saṅgha, providing not just physical sustenance but also 
mental and spiritual guidance towards the path that leads to the end of worldly suffering. 

In return, the saṅgha should bear in mind that they have an obliga�on to care and 
show compassion to the lay people by restraining them from doing evil deeds, persuading 
them to perform wholesome deeds, thinking compassionately, teaching them what they 
have not learned, clarifying what they have already learned and showing them the path 
to the heavenly state (I). 

5.3 The Independent Relationship between the ‘Ruler’ (of the Citizens) 
and the ‘Leader’ (of the Saṅgha) 
As discussed in essay III, in the 21st century, Cambodia stands as a unique example, 
cons�tu�onally recognizing Buddhism, the monarchy, and the saṅgha, as outlined in 
Cambodia’s 1993 Cons�tu�on (Lawrence, 2022). The saṅgha’s role, highlighted in various 
Buddhist discourses, involves aiding the dhammarājā in governing subjects according to 
dharma (III). As men�oned in the Aggañña Suta (DN 27 – Rhys-Davids & Rhys-Davids, 
1921; Sujato, 2018c), the Buddha suggests that saṅgha members should serve as advisors 
to righteous rulers. However, the Buddha also emphasizes that the saṅgha should abstain 
from direct involvement in poli�cal affairs. The Suta also notes that the king must adhere 
to the moral instruc�ons of the dharma to maintain legi�macy, promote peace, foster 
prosperity, and secure the survival of his kingdom (III). 

The Buddha, through upāya-kauśalya (skilful means), teaches the dharma to human 
beings with varied capaci�es to understand it, showing their unique path toward 
enlightenment (Keown, 1992). Similarly, the saṅgha is also present to guide the rājās or 
the rulers of states. Kūṭadanta Suta (DN 5 – Sujato, 2018i) and Cakkava� Suta (DN 26 – 
Thanissaro, 2013a; Sujato, 2018a) are just two of several examples where Buddhist 
scriptures directly address maters of the secular world, focusing on issues of poverty and 
crime and the need for economic upli�ing (Rahula, 1974). 

While the close connec�ons between the state and the Khmer saṅgha may offer 
mutual benefits in terms of poli�cal legi�macy and security, the state’s absolute authority 
over the saṅgha’s leaders may raise ques�ons about the saṅgha’s integrity (Kent, 2008; 
Lawrence, 2022). It can be argued that the loss of these principles would limit the 
sovereignty of the saṅgha, making them unable to make the right decision and to fulfill 
their role as moral advisors and exemplars for the ruler in governing the state in 
accordance with the dharma. To ensure the saṅgha community remains commited to 
the neutrality principle and can contribute to truly good governance, the state must 
create a healthy environment for them. Through this, the saṅgha can fully embrace their 
role of offering moral guidance and telling what is just (dharma) and unjust (adharma) 
for the state. 
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In examining Buddhist governance in Cambodia, it is crucial to understand the 
theore�cal and prac�cal aspects within the societal and state structures. While the 
framework for Buddhist governance in Cambodia must be rooted in an understanding of 
local customs, beliefs, and historical trajectories, it is pivotal to emphasize the core 
element of the dhammarājā, par�cularly their commitment to embracing the 
dhammocracy (III). Given that the concept of genuinely good governance and a just ruler 
in Buddhism revolves around the ruler’s alignment with the dharma, understanding what 
dharma represents in the contemporary world is a key factor for both the saṅgha and the 
dhammarājā in order to evaluate their ac�ons. 
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6 Conclusion 
In conclusion, this thesis has discussed the integra�on of dhammarājā and saṅgha within 
the context of Buddhist governance and economics, with a specific focus on Cambodia as 
the currently remaining Buddhist kingdom. At its core, we have sought to examine the 
essence of genuine happiness and to explore how Buddhist governance and economics 
could contribute to a beter life, emphasizing the op�miza�on, or at least the 
improvement, of the present life alongside spiritual goals. U�lizing a Non-Western Public 
Administra�on approach, the study deviates from tradi�onal conven�onal social science 
methods, in line with current �mes. By delving into the theore�cal founda�ons of 
Buddhist governance, emphasizing its dual role in both spiritual and temporal realms, we 
can gain a deeper understanding of how this system influences societal organiza�on and 
poli�cal structures. The integra�on of theore�cal analysis, historical examples, contextual 
insights, and personal engagement scaffolds a solid explora�on of the intricate 
rela�onship between the saṅgha and the secular community in the form of the 
connec�on between religion and the public sphere, in Cambodia and beyond. This 
contribu�on should also add to the broader research stream of NWPA. But our discussion 
also extends to Buddhist Economics, challenging common Western assump�ons and 
highligh�ng its focus on allevia�ng suffering through a middle path, enriching current 
narra�ves with a broader explora�on of Buddhist principles in governance and 
economics. 

Limits of this study are manifold and acknowledged: The inside, personal perspec�ve, 
the single-country focus, and remaining in parts on the theory level may all be judged as 
expandable. However, it is to be hoped that, as limited as this contribu�on to the 
ques�ons at hand is, it is s�ll a helpful one, and we know now a litle more about these 
important subject maters than we did before. 

This also opens the path to further inquiry – outside perspec�ves, compara�ve 
studies, and empirical observa�ons through surveys, interviews, or experiments are all 
possible and desirable. They can poten�ally provide a more concrete understanding of 
the phenomena being studied and validate or challenge the perspec�ves promulgated 
here. Furthermore, cross-cultural studies would be excellent venues for further research 
to inves�gate how these phenomena manifest themselves in different cultural contexts 
and to explore cultural varia�ons in a�tudes, behaviours, and outcomes. 

Concretely, one of the avenues only touched upon in this thesis due to its specific 
nature and gesta�on process, but of great relevance and interest, is the explicit 
combina�on and discussion of the two areas men�oned in the �tle – Buddhist 
Governance and Buddhist Economics. One significantly depends on the other, and the 
necessarily holis�c framework Buddhism suggests forces this combina�on to begin with. 
As this is of crucial relevance for administra�ve capacity and development, all the more 
in a world that is now emphasizing sustainability and has, so to say, caught up with 
Buddhist Economics, exploring these aspects would probably be the most interes�ng 
next step to take. 

The ques�ons asked earlier on, about the judgment of happiness, the Buddhist 
principles towards a beter life, and the possibility of such an influence via a famously 
unworldly religion have, unsurprisingly given our approach and framework, to a 
considerable extent been answered in the figure and the teachings of the Buddha,  
as reflected and applied throughout the centuries by both saṅgha and laypeople in the 
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best of times – and even the worst ones – not least, for the last millennium, in the Kingdom 
of Cambodia and its previous Khmer Empire. 

Again unsurprisingly, these answers might not convince everyone, but they line out a 
trajectory, a matrix, within which there is a chance to live and prosper without forge�ng 
one’s spiritual goals and their realiza�on, and that indeed means, one’s dharma. Life in 
this world does, or at least can, get beter when focusing more on reality, and that is what 
comes a�er it (and a�er it, and a�er it …), and while we need to achieve what we need, 
if we do not cling to what we have or want, the chance to be pulled down is greater, and 
the less-material truth might materialize. 

In the end, as the Buddha says, ‘Those who fully cul�vate the factors of Awakening, 
give up grasping, enjoy non-clinging, and have destroyed the toxins, are luminous, and 
completely liberated in this life’ (Dhp. Cha. VI, v. 89 – Fronsdal, 2006, capitaliza�on 
edited). 
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Abstract 

Buddhist Governance and Economics: Historical and 
Contemporary Perspective from Cambodia and Beyond 
The relationship between religion, state, and society has always held profound interest 
and significance. Across history to the present day, the interplay between these spheres 
has shaped our ways of life, social norms, and power structures. One religious tradition 
that has recently recaptured considerable attention is Buddhism. With its specific 
uniqueness among world religions, Buddhism’s appeal extends beyond its spiritual and 
philosophical aspects. This doctoral thesis delves into the intersection of Buddhism with 
governance and economics. The study aims to address the path towards a better life through 
governance and economics perspectives, drawing from the principles of Buddhism. 

To address this issue, this thesis employs Non-Western Public Administration (NWPA) 
as a theoretical framework to look at Public Administration and governance beyond 
conventional paradigms. By relying on the NWPA framework, the thesis tries to examine 
the theoretical foundations of Buddhist governance and economics, focusing on its dual 
role in spiritual and temporal spheres. It aims to contribute to answering questions such 
as who can determine what brings happiness if not individuals themselves. Additionally, 
the thesis seeks to explore how the principles embedded in Buddhist governance and 
economics can pave a path towards a better life. Furthermore, it aims to investigate how 
Buddhism, while traditionally emphasizing a spiritual trajectory towards a better 
afterlife, extends its core principles into the present, and how this aspect shapes the 
framework of Buddhist governance and economics. 

To answer these complex questions, the thesis employs a methodological approach 
that integrates empirical studies, canonical textual perspectives, theoretical analysis, and 
the author’s personal engagement within the saṅgha community (Buddhist monastic 
order) in Cambodia for almost twenty years. The thesis addresses three main topics: 
what defines true happiness, the role of the saṅgha in guiding individuals to stay on the 
path towards a better life, and the role of the dhammarājā (the Buddhist king) in 
upholding the principle of dharma (the teachings of the Buddha) and making his subjects 
realize the true dharma. 

Essay I of the thesis seeks to examine the role of wealth and privilege from a Buddhist 
perspective, exploring what defines true happiness and how it contributes to improving 
our lives. In Essay II, as well as partially in Essays III and IV, the thesis attempts to address 
the role of the Khmer saṅgha in guiding and reminding lay society to remain on the 
spiritual path, drawing from both canonical and contemporary perspectives. In Essay III, 
the thesis makes an effort to examine the concept of just governance through the role 
of the dhammarājā or chakravartin (ideal universally accepted ruler) as a Buddhist king, 
whose primary duty is to uphold the principles of dharma to maintain social order and 
make his subjects realize the true dharma. 

By analyzing and addressing these issues, the thesis hopefully deepens our 
understanding of Buddhist governance and economics, serving as a reminder of their 
significant relevance in contemporary society. It addresses the importance of applying 
moral and ethical values in contemporary governance and economics to create a path 
towards a better life. Through insights drawn from Buddhism, with a specific focus on 
the context of Cambodia, this research contributes to the fields of Buddhist governance, 
Buddhist economics, and the study of Non-Western Public Administration. 
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Lühikokkuvõte 

Budistlik valitsemise ja majanduse käsitlus: kaasaegsed ja 
ajaloolised vaated Kambodžast ja kaugemalt 

Suhe religiooni, riigi ja ühiskonna vahel on alati tekitanud sügavat huvi ja omanud  
suurt tähtsust. Läbi ajaloo kuni tänase päevani on nende kolme omavaheline suhe 
kujundanud meie eluviisi, sotsiaalseid norme ja võimustruktuure. Budism kui religioone 
traditsioon on viimasel ajal saanud märgataval hulgal tähelepanu. Oma spetsiifilise 
unikaalsusega teiste religioonide kõrval, ulatub budismi veetlus kaugemale vaimsetest  
ja filosoofilistest aspektidest. Antud doktoritöö süveneb sellesse, kuidas ristuvad  
budism, valitsemine ja majandus. Töö eesmärk on käsitleda teekonda parema elu  
poole läbi valitsemise ja majanduse perspektiivide, lähtudes samal ajal budismi 
põhimõtetest. 

Selle probleemi lahendamiseks kasutab käesolev lõputöö teoreetilise raamistikuna 
mitte-läänelikku avalikku haldust, et vaadelda avalikku haldust ja valitsemist väljastpoolt 
tavapäraseid paradigmasid. Tuginedes mitte-lääneliku avaliku halduse raamistikule 
proovib antud töö uurida budistliku valitsemise ja majanduse teoreetilisi aluseid, 
keskendudes budismi kahetisele rollile nii vaimses kui ka ilmalikus sfääris. Töö eesmärk 
on aidata vastata küsimustele nagu näiteks kes saab määrata, mis toob õnne,  
kui mitte üksikisikud ise. Lisaks püüab lõputöö uurida, kuidas budistlikus valitsemises  
ja majanduses sisalduvad põhimõtted võivad sillutada teed parema elu poole. 
Täiendavalt on eesmärgiks uurida kuidas budism, mis muidu traditsiooniliselt rõhutab 
vaimset trajektoori paremaks surmajärgseks eluks, laiendab oma põhiprintsiipe 
tänapäeva ning kuidas see aspekt kujundab budistliku valitsemise ja majanduse 
raamistikku. 

Nendele keerulistele küsimustele vastamiseks rakendab antud töö metodoloogilist 
lähenemist, mis toob kokku empiirilised uuringud, perspektiivid kanoonilistest tekstidest, 
teoreetilise analüüsi ja autori isikliku pea 20 aasta pikkuse kokkupuute saṅgha (budistlik 
kogudus või kogukond) kogukonnaga Kambodžas koos sellest lähtuva kogemusega. 
Antud doktoritöö adresseerib kolme peamist teemat: mis määratleb tõelise õnne, 
saṅgha roll indiviidide juhatamisel jäämaks parema eluni viivale rajale ja dhammarājā 
(budistlik kuningas) roll dharma (Buddha õpetus) printsiipide toetamisel ning tema 
järgijate aitamisel mõistmaks, mis on tõeline dharma. 

Antud doktoritöö publikatsioon I vaatab  jõukuse ja priviligeerituse rolli budistlikust 
perspektiivist lähtuvalt uurides seda, mis määratleb tõelise õnne ja kuidas see panustab 
meie elu paremaks muutmisse. Antud doktoritöö Publikatsioon II ja osaliselt 
publikatsioonid III ja IV uurivad lähtudes kanoonilistest ja kaasaegsetest perspektiividest 
seda, mis rolli mängib khmeeri saṅgha ilmaliku ühiskonna juhatamises ja neile meelde 
tuletamises jääda vaimsele teele. Publikatsioon III uurib õiglase valitsemise 
konseptsiooni läbi dhammarājā või chakravartini (’rattakeerutaja kuningas’, kes on 
ideaalne ja üldtunnustatud) rolli budistliku kuningana, kelle peamiseks kohustuseks on 
toetada dharma printsiipe, et säilitada sotsiaalset korda ja aidata tema järgijatel mõista, 
mis on tõeline dharma. 

Analüüsides ja adresseerides neid küsimusi, loodab antud doktoritöö süvendada meie 
teadmisi seoses budistliku valitsemise ja majandusega ning tuletada meelde nende 
olulisust kaasaegses ühiskonnas. Samuti adresseerib antud doktoritöö moraalsete ja 
eetiliste väärtuste rakendamise olulisust kaasaegses valitsemises ja majanduses, et luua 
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tee parema elu poole. Läbi budismist pärit arusaamade, keskendudes just spetsiifiliselt 
Kambodža kontekstile, panustab antud doktoritöö valdkondadesse ja uuringutesse, mis 
on seotud budistliku valitsemise, budistliku majanduse ja mitte-lääneliku avaliku 
haldusega. 
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[bookmark: _Toc160710254]Introduction

This thesis explores the connection of Buddhism, a specific form of religion, with Governance and Economics, as its title says. As a Buddhist monk pursuing doctoral studies in Estonia, a country where 71 per cent of the population identifies as atheists and only 17 per cent have any religious affiliation, I found it challenging to position my own religious status, a key paradigm for the thesis at hand, appropriately. However, the Ragnar Nurkse Department of Innovation and Governance created a space where I could work, conduct research, and explore this connection through the lens of the Non-Western Public Administration approach. The relationship between religion, state and society has long been a subject of profound interest and significance, as most recently emphasized by scholars like Ongaro and Tantardini (2023a, 2023b, 2024). These two spheres’ interactions have shaped societies, norms, and power structures throughout history until today. And one particular religious tradition that has garnered significant attention is Buddhism. Its uniqueness as a world religion, as highlighted by Habermas (Habermas, 2019; San, Drechsler, & Shakya, 2023), extends beyond its spiritual and philosophical aspects.

Although the main objective of practicing Buddhism is to attain nirvana through worldly detachment, Buddhists, not even the monastic saṅgha community, do not entirely detach themselves from society. Despite being commonly viewed as an apolitical and introspective tradition (classically Weber, 2019), the potential value and influence of Buddhism on the public sphere, especially in governance and economics, cannot be overlooked. Buddhism in its theoretical, historical, and practical forms is always relevant to the laity’s daily life, playing a crucial role in shaping various aspects of society, including politics, state policies, social norms, and ways of life. This seemingly paradoxical nature raises questions about the ways in which Buddhist ethics and institutions intersect with the mechanisms of decision-making, governance, and economics.

[bookmark: _Hlk156381507]The primary focus and main objective of my doctoral work therefore were to explore and conceptualize Buddhist principles relevant to just governance and economics, with a notable focus on my homeland of Cambodia as a case study, where the saṅgha and the dhammarājā – the good Buddhist monarch – hold constitutional significance in the 21st century, Cambodia being, in fact, the only remaining Buddhist kingdom. Therefore, 
the study focuses on examining Buddhist governance within the specific context of Cambodia, considering the religious foundations and beliefs that shape it. This approach deviates from previous, more traditional, mainstream Public Administration and Social Science approaches, delving into religious sources for a comprehensive, and rooted, understanding within the broader context of Non-Western Public Administration or NWPA (Drechsler, 2013; Drechsler, 2015; Drechsler, 2019b).

Theoretically, Buddhist governance is rooted in the principles of Buddhism, notably within the monastic codes of the saṅgha community and the principles of the dhammarājā (I). Hence, within this framework, Buddhist governance assumes a dual role, influencing and functioning in both the spiritual and temporal worlds. In the saṅgha community, the practice of Buddhist governance has inherently continued from the time of the Buddha to the present day, adapting to diverse social norms and contexts of time and space. The form of Buddhist governance in the saṅgha community takes place in temples and among monastic peers, using a set of rules and a well-formulated code of conduct, techniques, and institutions drawn from the vinaya and other monastic legal texts (Jayasuriya, 2008; Schonthal, 2017). In the temporal world, the framework of Buddhist governance is shaped by the concept of the dhammarājā or chakravartin, representing different forms of ideal kingship as outlined in various Buddhist discourses and literature (III). When it comes to governing the state, Buddhism diverges significantly from the previous Indian, let alone from global-Western thought. From a Buddhist point of view, aggression, war, and violence are entirely incompatible with the principles of good governance (III), but of course, this has very often remained an ideal.

Buddhist governance, whether in the administration of the saṅgha assembly or the governance of the dhammarājā, is designed to guide its institutions in a righteous way, based on what can be called the model of dhammocracy (dhammādhippateyya in Pali) grounded in the principles of the dharma, i. e. the truth or the natural law (Monychenda, 2008; Payutto, 2007, pp. 84–102; 2021, p. lx) and its pursuit. The dhammocratic model, as conceived by Khmer Buddhist social thinker Heng Monychenda, is considered an ideal approach to governing the state and society according to Buddhism (Monychenda, 2008, p. 314; further III). It revolves around the principle of dharma, in contrast to being grounded in majority rule (democracy) or the authority of a select few (autocracy). 
The duty of the saṅgha and the role of the dhammarājā is to embrace the principle of dharma. Traditionally, the saṅgha community relies on the support of lay society, and consequently, its members have the duty to guide their followers to realize the true dharma. Similarly, this responsibility also applies to the dhammarājā, as he is accountable for the well-being and happiness of his subjects, both materially and spiritually.

Realizing the true dharma, or the state of nirvana, is the main objective for the saṅgha, the dhammarājā, and their followers. The state of nirvana can be attained through the practice of material detachment or by following the virtue of frugality (appicchatā). However, it is important to note that a certain material basis is not only an acceptable part of life, for the average Buddhist outside the saṅgha community, participation in material reality is also considered appropriate. As Drechsler (2020b) points out, drawing from the experience of the Buddha himself, one cannot meditate with an empty stomach. Therefore, the dhammarājā, or the state, must create policies addressing poverty to alleviate the suffering of its subjects. Poverty, as explained in Buddhism, is a leading cause of human suffering (Long, 2019, pp. 48, 60) and drives desperate individuals to theft and violence. However, the karmic law is that such deeds only drive them further downwards in a seemingly never-ending spiral of suffering. Illustrated in the Cakkavatti Sutta (DN 26 – Thanissaro, 2013a; Sujato, 2018a), the discourse that discusses the qualities of a righteous ruler, and the consequences of societal decline when ethical values are neglected, poverty triggers a downwards spiral that causes whole societies to slide into a state of absolute disarray (Harris, 2013). For the deprived, material indulgence and sensual pursuits become enticements toward sinful paths.

How can we address this very contemporary issue and liberate ourselves from that seemingly never-ending spiral of suffering? Buddhism, in both its theoretical and practical forms, does provide the answer, as evident in the works of Schumacher, Payutto, Drechsler, and others on Buddhist Economics (BE). However, the definition of BE is unclear even among professionals, including the Dalai Lama, who has even called the term confusing (Dunne, 2015, p. 93). Drechsler (2019a) points out that BE is built either upon Buddhism as practiced, or from authoritative texts, which, however, rarely address economic matters directly. This, in turn, has led to text-based BE from two starting points: some extrapolate economic policy from the teachings of the Buddha (Payutto, 1994, 
pp. 42, 47–48; Puntasen, 2008, p. 2), while others start with existing economic positions and legitimize them backward by relating them to Buddhism, as seen in Clair Brown’s Buddhist Economics (2017) and Tomer (2017). However, in several cases, ideas seemingly based on existing positions can actually be linked back to what the Buddha taught (Drechsler, 2019a). Contrary to common Western assumptions, BE is not about extreme asceticism but rather about alleviating suffering. Buddhism offers the ‘middle path’, which is not a compromise but a way of finding the right balance (Payutto, 1994, pp. 18–19, 
23–24, 41–42; Swearer, 2011, pp. 130–139; Daniels, 2005, p. 246).

As the focus of the thesis, the exploration delves into the integration of ‘dhammarājā and saṅgha’ within the realm of Buddhist governance and economics, presenting a hopefully compelling alternative to the dominant global-Western paradigm. The following considerations guide this inquiry:

1. [bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Who can ascertain what makes people happy if not they themselves?

2. How can the principles embedded in Buddhist governance and economics contribute to the creation of a path toward a better life?

3. While Buddhism offers a spiritual trajectory toward a better afterlife, its core principles extend beyond this, into the present. How does this aspect shape the framework of Buddhist governance and economics?

This introduction is structured as follows: first, in Chapter 1, I dwell on the framework of NWPA and the theoretical background concerning governance from a non-Western perspective. I also very briefly address the theoretical frameworks that deal with Buddhist governance, outlining their role in providing background for the research rather than attempting validation of the theories. Chapter 2 discusses the research-methodological approach, while Chapters 3 and 4 cover the various backgrounds of Buddhist governance and economics, respectively, in a more descriptive and theoretical way, mirroring the structure and argument of III. Chapter 5 discusses how the principles embedded in Buddhist governance and economics can potentially pave a path toward a better life. 
The introduction is then capped with short concluding remarks and indications of further research. Altogether, the introduction shadows III in a more comprehensive, reflected, and integrated manner, taking the other publications into detailed account.





[bookmark: _Toc160710255]Abbreviations

		AN

		Aṅguttara Nikāya (the collection of the numerical discourses)



		BE

		Buddhist Economics



		DN

		Dīgha Nikāya (the long collection of the discourses)



		Dhp

		Dhammapada (the collection of sayings of the Buddha in verse form)



		GNH

		Gross National Happiness



		NWPA

		Non-Western Public Administration



		PA

		Public Administration



		SE

		Sufficiency Economy



		SN

		Saṃyutta Nikāya (the collection of the connected discourses)









[bookmark: _Toc160710256]Terminologies

		Buddhavacana

		The teachings of the Buddha



		Chakravartin/Cakkavatti

		An ideal universal ruler or the Wheel-Turning Monarch



		Dhamma/Dharma

		The truth, the doctrine or the natural law



		Dhammocracy

		The dharmic form of Buddhist governance approach



		Dhammarājā

		The dharma king or the righteous ruler



		Dhammayutikanikāya

		A reformist, elite order of Theravada monks in Cambodia, Burma and Thailand



		Mahānikāya

		The majority order of Theravada monks in Cambodia and Thailand



		Saṅgha

		The Buddhist monastic community



		Saṅgharājā

		The Supreme Patriarch



		Sutta/Sutra

		The collection of the discourses on the teachings of the Buddha



		Vinaya

		The monastic codes or rules in the Buddhist saṅgha community







[bookmark: _Toc160710257]Theory of Non-Western Public Administration and Buddhist Governance

In the Western context, notable references to public administration can be found in classic texts such as Aristotle’s Politics, Machiavelli’s The Prince (1532), and German Cameralism (Reinert & Rössner, 2016). In the Eastern context, Confucian meritocracy, Hindu polity, and Buddhist social-political concepts have deep-rooted historical practices (Heine-Geldern, 1942; Drechsler, 2013, 2020a). Despite this, global academic attention has predominantly focused on the Western model, overlooking the Eastern one. However, in his studies of Non-Western Public Administration (NWPA), particularly the Confucian, Islamic, and Buddhist models, Drechsler (2013), for instance, underscores the practical and academic importance of exploring Eastern Public Administration models. 
He asserts that key non-Western paradigms are not only theoretically significant but also hold practical relevance today for optimizing administration in their respective regions (Drechsler, 2013, p. 3).

While the term ‘governance’ is often viewed as more or less neutral, the concept of ‘Good Governance’ is a non-neutral concept that implies a value judgment favouring reduced state involvement in favour of business standards (Drechsler, 2004, p. 388). New Public Management (NPM), while sharing aspects with Good Governance, has conceptually waned in popularity (Drechsler, 2005; Dunleavy et al., 2006). The decline of NPM and the West’s diminishing influence in Public Administration (PA) and Governance have led to the emergence of alternative approaches challenging Global-Western practices (Bice & Sullivan, 2014; Drechsler, 2015).

Applying non-Western philosophies to public administration is valuable for two important reasons: providing a contextual-cultural perspective and fostering a universal understanding of public administration that may come from the application of non-Western philosophies to the field (Ongaro, 2021). Acknowledging the impact of cultural elements and traditions in PA (Peters, 2021), there are distinct paradigms in PA and Governance that may not align with the Global-Western one (Drechsler, 2015, p. 106). Despite recognizing cultural elements and the importance of traditions in PA (Peters, 2021), these paradigms operate independently of, if often in an overlapping, enmeshed modus with, the Global-Western one and may never converge due to inherent characteristics. 
For alternatives to be strong enough for the challenge, Drechsler (2015, p. 106) argues that they need to have:

A large body of theoretical literature

Centuries of practice

Strong relevance today

A convincing carrier country

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]A largely non-derivative system

He (2015) presents examples of two such paradigms: Islamic and Confucian Public Administration, introducing a conceptual model illustrating the interrelations among these paradigms in PA and Governance (see Figure 1). According to the model, there are the following conceptual categorizations:

(a) is what is generally assumed to be good PA, and the contextualized second nucleus, (b) is what the more sophisticated PA research supports today (although it is not the common view), but our focus is on (c), the postulated spheres of good PA with(in) a certain paradigm each that does not work well, nor does it have to, in any other (Drechsler, 2015, p. 110).

In non-Western contexts, elements in category (c) may be esoteric but effective. Studying paradigms, non-standard institutions, and elements faces challenges, as academic disciplines tend to be culture-bound, creating disparities between non-Western and Global-Western PA and Governance practices. Categorizations of world regions can be non-neutral, perpetuating discrimination through normative value judgments (Said, 2003). This bias has led to notions like asserting that large non-Western regions are ‘ungoverned’ (Brass, 2012). The presence of self-reliant communities, however, serves as an indicator of effective governance. It would be bizarre to assert that societies in the Global South did not thrive at all (Shakya, 2022, p. 12). Non-Western societies, although that is a very broad generalizations, are often recognized for having ‘strong societies’ capable of self-governance (Migdal, 1988).

[image: Figure 1 Three Paradigms of Public Administration and Governance (Drechsler, 2015)
]

Figure 1: Three Paradigms of Public Administration and Governance (Drechsler, 2015)

The reason Buddhist PA is often not included specifically in non-Western theory, such as there is, is, as Drechsler (2019b) has explained, that certain of the elements required in the list given above are missing here – a particular problem is that there are no carrier countries, nor institutions left. One can, however, within BE systems and generally Buddhist countries, (re)construct ideal Buddhist PA, and governance, based on both theory and practice as lived (Drechsler, 2016).

Buddhist governance, particularly the governance of the saṅgha, can be a key example in this case. The governance of the saṅgha is a form of self-governance, which is grounded in a unique set of principles and rules known as the vinaya (IV). The managing and decision-making processes regarding the saṅgha’s affairs are often based on a bottom-up approach and consensus among the community members (III, IV). The saṅgha’s governance serves not only as a model for monastic life but also influences the broader understanding of ethical conduct and community welfare in Buddhist societies as a whole.

Alongside the governance of the saṅgha is the governance of the dhammarājā. Diverging from the Western paradigm, particularly from Machiavelli’s ruling principles (Machiavelli, 1532), Buddhism emphasizes the concept of the righteous ruler more akin to the Good Kings of the Western, Judaeo-Christian tradition (see Silk, 1984; Salaquarda, 1996), but also Islam (Parens, 2012, pp. 29–47) and Confucianism (Weiming, 1994, 2002), yet specific in its form as dhammarājā or chakravartin, designed to govern the state based on the principles of dharma (III). The dhammarājā plays a significant role in restoring moral deterioration and maintaining social order by upholding the principles of dharma. The application of dhammarājā has historical significance and manifests in various forms, adapting to the socio-political contexts of different regions and periods. As this is one of the main topoi of this thesis, more will be explained below.

[bookmark: _Toc160710258]Methodological Approach

This thesis represents a crafted exploration of the confluence of Buddhism, governance, economics, and the NWPA perspective. The methodological framework integrates empirical studies, theoretical analyses, canonical textual perspectives, contextual insights, personal engagement, and a nuanced exploration of NWPA approaches. Comprising four articles, the thesis delves into the relationship between Buddhism and governance, with a specific focus on the Theravada perspective within the context of Cambodia, due to the author’s background, participant observation status, and language capacity, but also due to the fact that Cambodia’s importance, as the only constitutional Buddhist monarchy existing at the moment, justifies this from a theoretical-methodological point of view.

The composition of the thesis is the combination of three articles in peer-reviewed journals, and one book chapter, each serving a distinct purpose, and this thesis embraces a diversity of methods, grounded in the specifics of inquiry represented by subject matter and publicative context. One article employs empirical case studies, combining fieldwork and desk research (IV), while others (I, II, III) adopt a theoretical orientation and are based on the classic approach of textual research and further theorizing, which is both an Eastern and a Western feature of scholarly inquiry. This methodological diversity aligns with the broader research stream of non-Western PA approaches, given the preponderance of methodological gatekeeping in continuing the exclusion of those perspectives (Moloney et al., 2023).

The thesis is interested in exploring individual happiness determination and the potential of the Buddhist dhammocratic approach. In doing so, the thesis examines the roles of the Buddhist king (dhammarājā), the saṅgha, and the laity, with an emphasis on the Theravada Buddhist perspective, as a matter of choice. The aim is to develop a governance and economics model (i. e. in emphasis rather than delineation) in roughly the (neo-)Weberian softer sense (see Bouckaert, 2022) characterized by compassion, equity, and sustainability, considering the nuances of potentiality and ideal theory, all within the broader context of NWPA.

The thesis is framed based on a keen interest in the intersection of religion and governance, concentrating specifically on Buddhism as a world religion, particularly in the global-Western context. The choice of Cambodia as a key example, the last-standing Buddhist kingdom, hopefully adds depth to the analysis, highlighting the constitutional significance of the saṅgha and the dhammarājā in the 21st century. This way of delving into religious sources, recently resurged in PA and the Social Sciences in general as mentioned (see Ongaro & Tantardini, 2023a, 2023b, 2024), should provide a comprehensive and rooted understanding within the broader context of NWPA.

The thesis relies on the canonical textual perspective, the core of monastic education and scholarship, and comparative analysis. The reliance on Buddhist Sutta and Vinaya texts, translated by various scholars, underscores the thesis’ commitment to this canonical textual perspective. Methodologically, the paper argues from the Buddhist viewpoint, particularly that of a Khmer Theravada monk, with both the advantages and limitations such a perspective entails, vis-à-vis ideals of objectivity and detachedness that, however, have recently been framed, even in the Weberian context, more as a (global-Western) problem than an answer (prominently e. g. Brown, 2023).

To understand the contextual insight, the thesis also draws on several works by prominent figures and scholars in Cambodian Buddhist studies, such as Heng Monychenda, George Cœdès, Anne Ruth Hansen, and many others. Their perspective, if to very varied degrees, advocates for the integration of Buddhism into secular affairs, emphasizing its potential role in addressing societal challenges in the Cambodian context.

Apart from that, again, the thesis is based on the author’s personal engagement within the saṅgha community. Having been a part of this for almost twenty years provides the author with a unique opportunity to both study and practice within the institution, as well as participatorily observe how it functions and evolves to adapt to the contemporary world. Therefore, some parts of this thesis are argued from the author’s personal perspective as someone who has practiced and studied within the relevant saṅgha tradition.

Overall, and especially how the core approach to reason and narration on the basis of texts, both canonical and scholarly, is structured and informed, the thesis adopts a classical hermeneutical approach informed by Hans-Georg Gadamer (Gadamer, 1990; see Drechsler, 2016; see especially I), emphasizing cultural and textual context and analysis. It acknowledges the inherent tension between history and immediacy, recognizing that a scientistic self-positioning, outside the natural sciences, does not increase the truth-value of an argument or narrative (Gadamer, 1997). This acknowledgment extends to the broader context of non-Western public administration research.

Altogether, this methodological approach offers a relatively robust foundation, i. e. as robust as it can or should be under the circumstances and given the present approach to methodology, for the exploration of Buddhism and governance, weaving together diverse elements within the broader context of NWPA approaches. The integration of theoretical analyses, empirical studies, contextual insights, and personal engagement ensures a holistic and ideally well-rounded exploration of the complex relationship between Buddhism and the public sphere within the context of Cambodia, while contributing to the broader research stream of non-Western public administration generally.

[bookmark: _Toc160710259]Toward the Theory of Buddhist Governance

Buddhist governance, rooted in the teachings, practice, and historical development of Buddhism, presents a distinctive perspective on statecraft (III). Beyond a spiritual path, Buddhism encompasses a community and social structure. Emphasizing the ethics of compassion and non-violence, Buddhist governance as a theory seeks to foster harmonious coexistence among diverse communities while prioritizing personal 
well-being. Though Buddhist governance lacks a blueprint (which is both an advantage and a disadvantage), its underlying principles can guide ethical leadership and social justice. Buddhist governance is formed around the concept of the dhammarājā as a just ruler and the saṅgha as a monastic governing body (Monychenda, 2008; see further III). The governance of the dhammarājā is perceived at the state or macro level, while the saṅgha’s governance is seen as self-governance at the micro level or, in Elinor Ostrom’s terms (see Ostrom, 2010; Nagendra & Ostrom 2012), as polycentric governance involving multiple, independent decision-making coexisting and interacting at different scales and levels (IV).

[bookmark: _Toc160710260]The Governance of the dhammarājā

The dhammarājā is a king or a ruler who governs his subjects in a righteous way based on the dhammocratic model (dhammādhippateyya), grounded in the principles of the dharma[footnoteRef:1] and enabling his subjects to realize the true dharma. The word dhamma is a Pali word (dharma in Sanskrit). It comes from the Sanskrit root ‘dhr,’ i. e., ‘holding things together’ – ‘dharma is the way in which one maintains everything’ (see Rocher, 1978, and Rocher & Lariviere, 2012). [1:  Dharma, a Sanskrit term, and dhamma, its Pali equivalent, are employed interchangeably and with equal significance throughout the entire thesis.] 


The term ‘dhamma’ carries multiple meanings and interpretations, dependent on the context. It is commonly used in Hinduism and Buddhism, which can sometimes create confusion among audiences. To better understand the dharma in Buddhism, it requires one to look at the dharma in Hindu literature. According to Vedic sources, dhamma was a natural, eternal, and immutable law revealed by brahma, the self-existent being, to manu, a semi-divine being who is regarded as the first king of humanity and manu, 
in turn, transmitted it to the ancient sages, who made it known to mankind through abridged versions called dhammasāstra or treatises on dhamma (see Lingat, 1950, p. 10; Mérieau, 2018, pp. 285–286).

However, Buddhism does not view the concept of dhamma as a direct divine-given rule, as in Hinduism; instead, Buddhism regards dhamma as the truth and the natural law. Rahula (1974, p. 58) argues that within Buddhist terminology, there is no wider term than ‘dhamma’. He asserts there is nothing in this universe, whether it be positive or negative, conditioned or unconditioned, relative or absolute, which is not included in this term. However, in the context of this thesis, the term dhamma specifically refers to the principles of Buddhism, particularly to one specific part of the teachings of the Buddha (buddhavacana). These teachings are categorized into two primary groups: dharma, representing principles or doctrine, and vinaya, representing discipline or the monastic code (Payutto, 2002).

According to Buddhism, when the dharma, the truth, or the natural law is not honoured, embraced, or upheld properly, it leads to social disorder. To address this social disorder, Buddhism introduces the concept of dhammarājā or chakravartin, an ideal king who governs his subjects based on the principles of dharma (III). Buddhism, like all religions, is, however, multifaceted, with many variations evolving over time due to changing contexts. Therefore, in this thesis, we assume that the concept of dhammarājā can be classified according to three contexts: theoretical context, historical context, and Khmer contemporary context.

From the theoretical perspective, the concept of ideal kingship in Buddhist literature seems to have emerged in response to the perceived decline of dharma and general social disorder (Hansen, 2007; III). In these circumstances, the king assumed the role of a mediator, facilitating the restoration of social order by reinforcing the dharma practice within his realm. This concept finds further elaboration in canonical texts and various other Buddhist writings, providing a comprehensive exploration of the model of just governance within Buddhism. The Aggañña Sutta (DN 27 – Rhys-Davids & Rhys-Davids, 1921; Sujato, 2018c), the discourse in which the Buddha describes the origin and evolution of the natural world, explains the historical assumed peak of social disorder, triggered by greed, resulting in the division of rice fields, theft of one another’s plots, and engagement in dishonesty, censure, and punishment following the disappearance of spontaneous rice growth.

In response to this social turmoil, the Sutta describes how humans gathered together, saying, ‘From our evil deeds, sirs, becoming manifest, inasmuch as stealing, censure, lying, punishment have become known, what if we were to select a certain being, who should be wrathful when indignation is right, who should censure that which should rightly be censured and should banish him who deserves to be banished? But we will give him in return a proportion of the rice’ (cited according to Rhys-Davids & Rhys-Davids, 1921, p. 93). Then, they selected from among themselves the most handsome, 
the best-favoured, the most attractive, and the most capable individual being, and invited him to be their king with a promise of contributing a proportion of the rice (Rhys-Davids & Rhys-Davids, 1921; Sujato, 2018c).

The Sutta introduces an ‘elective and contractual theory of kingship’, where the people choose their king, and the king’s compensation comes in the form of a rice tax. Tambiah (1976, p. 13) points out that this theory combines the notion of ‘elective and contractual kingship’ with the idea that the chosen king is exceptional among men – most handsome in the physical form and most perfect in conduct. The characteristics of the king, as described in the Sutta, earn him the titles ‘mahā sammata’ for being ‘the great elect,’ ‘rājā’ for ‘charming others by the Norm’ (dhamma), and ‘khattiya,’ signifying the ‘lord of the fields’ (Rhys-Davids & Rhys-Davids, 1921; Tambiah, 1976; Sujato, 2018c). The king is, in essence, ‘chosen’ in two distinct senses of the word, both as an elective leader and as an exceptional individual that is recognized via the former election. This particular aspect deepens our comprehension of the moral and physical attributes tied to kingship, which are subsequently explored in greater detail in other Buddhist texts.

From a historical standpoint, the dhammarājā is a historical king who sought to uphold the dharma, prevent its decline and establish a just and harmonious society based on Buddhist principles. The concept of dhammarājā has been especially applied to the reign of Ashoka (c. 304–232 BCE), the most significant Indian Emperor in history, and Jayavarman VII (c. 1122–1218), the most notable ruler of the Khmer Empire (Drechsler, 2019a). Ashoka, after his conversion to Buddhism, became a paradigmatically good ruler who embraced the principles of non-violence, compassion, and moral conduct in his governance. Ashoka earned the title of a great dhammarājā through his commitment to upholding the dharma. His contributions include the construction of 84,000 stupas dedicated to Buddhism across India, the defense of Buddhism by expelling 80,000 heretics from the monastic order, and the dissemination of the Buddha’s teachings through the dispatch of missionaries to the far reaches of his empire – and beyond (Larsson, 2021).

Ashoka’s state policy was perhaps originally influenced by the inherited Brahmanical Arthasastra of Kautilya (Kulke, 2014). In the Mahāvaṃsa, the historical chronicle of Sri Lanka, Ashoka was initially referred to as ‘chandāshoka,’ meaning merciless or cruel Ashoka, due to his evil deeds during the Kalinga War. However, later in his reign, he abandoned the expansion of might via military means and instead extended the might of the dhamma. Just as the Buddha himself ‘turned the wheel of dhamma’, Ashoka, too, embraced this path, leading him to be known as ‘dhammāshoka’ (Changkhwanyuen, 2003).

Throughout history, several Buddhist kings in Asia projected themselves as an 
Ashoka-like Wheel-Turning Monarch or ‘cakravartin’ (Boisselier, 1990; Lahiri, 2015, p. 5). The name of Ashoka, as Wells (1920, p. 371) states, ‘shines, and shines almost alone, a star. From the Volga to Japan, his name is still honoured. China, Tibet, and even India, though it has left his doctrine, preserve the tradition of his greatness.’ Tambiah (1973) points out that the Ashokan ethos emphasizes the state’s commitment to welfare and prosperity as a precondition to support the monastic institutions, alleviate the suffering of his subjects, and realize the moral law (dhamma) in society as a whole. He argues that the Ashokan ethos continues to serve as a charter in contemporary times, stimulating and legitimizing twentieth-century politics, especially in Buddhist countries. This implies that the principles associated with Ashoka’s governance have transcended time, continuing to shape political thought and actions, and reminding contemporary leaders that the legitimacy of being a great leader does not come from cruelty but from ethical and peaceful means.

Following a path similar to that of Ashoka, Jayavarman VII, the Emperor of the Khmer Empire, initially had a state ideology strongly influenced by the inherited Hindu devarājā cult, but after his conversion to Buddhism, Jayavarman VII applied Buddhist principles to his state policy and adopted the new concept of buddharājā or bodhisattva king, looking on himself as ‘the living Buddha’ or ‘the Buddha-to-be’ to govern the state, ultimately leading it to its pinnacle (Briggs, 1951; Cœdès, 1963; Kulke, 2014; see generally III).

The religious principle of Jayavarman VII is based on the spirit of benevolence in Buddhism and is expressed as benefiting others or rescuing people. As stated in the 
Say-Fong inscription (K. 368 – Honda, 1965, p. 410), a statement which reminds us of Ashoka’s dhamma ethics, Jayavarma VII puts the well-being of his subjects first, ‘(Once) a person has a physical disease, his (i. e., king’s) mental disease is far more painful. For the suffering of people, is the suffering of masters, not (only) the suffering of people (themselves).’

When considering the Buddhist influence on Jayavarman’s social policy and state ideology, the most significant aspect is his construction of 123 rest houses (dharmasālā)[footnoteRef:2] and 102 hospitals (ārogyasālā), each meticulously documented with lists of personnel and provisions, serving the needs of pilgrims and providing medical care across the empire, as recorded in the Say-Fong inscription (K. 368 – Honda, 1965) and the Ta Prohm inscription (K. 273 – Cœdès, 1906, p. 48). Jayavarman VII built a well-supplied, country-wide hospital network that, as stated in the inscriptions, was accessible and provided without discrimination to all four castes, i. e., brahmins (priests, scholars, and teachers), kshatriyas (warriors, rulers, and administrators), vaishyas (merchants, farmers, and businesspeople), and shudras (labourers) (Chhem, 2005, p. 8; Sharrock & Jacques, 2017, pp. 226–227). [2:  Regarding the rest houses, the Sanskrit inscription uses the term ‘upakārya,’ which translates to ‘staging posts with fire’ or ‘vahneḥ’ and ‘vahnigṛhāṇi,’ both meaning ‘house of fire’ (Maxwell, 2007, p. 43). Finot (1925, pp. 421–422) interpreted these structures as ‘dharmasālā,’ considering them religious hostels along pilgrimage routes due to the presence of Lokeśvara Bodhisattva, offering protection against dangers. Although the term ‘dharmasālā’ does not appear in the inscription, it has become widely used to refer to these rest houses. In a first-hand account of Khmer civilization by Chou Ta-Kuan (1992, p. 65), a Chinese envoy who resided in Angkor from 1296 to 1297, the Khmer referred to these resting places along the highways as ‘sen-mu’ (Khmer, samnak).] 


Another, globally less well-known Khmer king who followed the role of dhammarājā was King Ang Duong (1796–1860; see II in detail). Cambodians usually idealize Ang Duong’s reign (1848–1860) for his efforts in revitalizing the state, protecting the kingdom from foreign invasion, promoting national unity, and initiating cultural and religious reforms. Ang Duong ascended the throne during a period of turmoil in the kingdom, marked by social disorder, poverty, and political instability caused by the increasing influence of neighbouring countries, i. e. Siam and Vietnam. The political legacy of Ang Duong appears quite modest when compared to the paradigmatic dhammarājās such as Emperor Ashoka and Jayavarman VII, both of whom are recognized as the greatest rulers in their respective territories; from an economic perspective, it may be more modest than that of King Bhumibol Adulyadej (Rama IX) of Thailand or King (Druk Gyalpo Jigme) Singye Wangchuck (the 4th King) of Bhutan (a Vajrayana country), whose economic policies, i. e. Sufficiency Economy (SE) or Gross National Happiness (GNH), have been globally discussed in the 21st century. It is understandable that Ang Duong’s more limited legacy and power cause him to be less represented in scholarly discussions on the field of dhammarājā today.

Despite his modest political power, his dhammarājā role in upholding the principles of dharma and aiming to make his subjects realize the true dharma and pursue it should not be overlooked. Ang Duong apparently believed that the social disorder and political instability in Cambodia were caused by moral deterioration and a disregard for the principles of dharma. The movement for the recovery of the dharma and moral values took place during his reign (II).

It was King Ang Duong who took on the role of addressing the declining state of Buddhism in Cambodia by expressing concern for monastic education. He assumed a leading role in the movement to preserve and purify the religion (sāsanā in Pali) by recovering texts that had been lost or destroyed during the prolonged conflicts with Siam and Vietnam (Hansen, 2007). Observing the incomplete state of the Pāli canonical texts in Cambodia, he corresponded with King Mongkut (Rāma IV), a reformer of Buddhism and the education system in Siam, requesting a copy of the tipiṭaka, the three baskets of the Pali canon (see further II).

Ang Duong was also renowned for his poetic works. He composed several poems concerning ethics, social order, and the teachings of the Buddha. Many of these works remain popular in Cambodia to this day. He also authored and published classical Khmer literature and historical works. Apart from that, he translated a number of Buddhist texts and folklore. Some even jestingly suggested that his literary and poetic works are more impressive than his political work. However, educating and guiding one’s subjects to realize the true dharma surely is part of the political work of the dhammarājā (II).

It is important to recognize that the concept of dhammarājā in Cambodia combines both the explanations provided in the text and the beliefs held by local people. 
The dhammarājā as seen in the contemporary Khmer view could perhaps be best described as a mix of myth and reality, but of course that is hardly surprising. In Cambodia, when confronted with challenging circumstances, especially under the rule of immoral leaders, Khmer people look back to the glorious history of the Khmer Empire under the wise leadership especially of Jayavarman VII, which is also visually striking and very prominent. Within the purview of Khmer Buddhists, Jayavarman VII embodied the essence of a dhammik – a vernacularization of the Pali term dhammika dhammarājā, signifying a righteous king. The concept of dhammika embodies justice, benevolence, and ethical leadership, providing a model for good governance (Vijitha, 2016).

The term dhammik gained prominence during the late 19th century, when the nation was under French colonization (1863–1953), and the Khmer people were in search of a Messiah, to borrow a term from another religion (or two), to rescue them (see II & III). 
A prophetic text called put-domneay circulated among the Khmer commoners, predicting a decline in the dhamma, which was linked to an unrighteous ruler. This ruler’s errors of judgment fostered the proliferation of poverty, violence, and morally problematic behaviour, ultimately reducing the average human lifespan to just a few years (II). 
The text also propagated the belief that within the midst of the social turmoil that gave rise to catastrophic death and destruction, a righteous ruler known as a dhammik was expected to emerge. This dhammik would usher in a new golden age of justice and dharma, thus paving the way for the arrival of the next Buddha (Hansen, 2007, pp. 55–56).

From a Khmer nationalist and more conservative perspective, the French authority transitioned from its initial role as a protectorate to a fully colonial rule, posing a potential threat to national identity and the decline of dharma. As argued in essay II, the French authority made several attempts to reform Khmer institutions and social order by using the Western system as a model for administrative purposes. Some reforms, especially in education, were partly welcomed by Khmer intellectuals, both from the monastic and secular spheres, despite the slow pace of progress and development. However, other administrative reforms, such as taxation and Westernization, evoked general disappointment among the people (II).

Day by day, the oppression from the colonial authority towards the locals grew stronger, stirring anger among both monastic and nationalist groups throughout the country. In this view, one can assume that the unjust ruler (adhammika), as perceived by the Khmer, was closely associated with the colonial ruler. In the late 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, increased Buddhist movements occurred, not only in Cambodia but throughout South and Southeast Asia, responding to Western colonial authorities by employing resistance to mitigate colonial influences (Houtart, 1976; Gyallay-Pap, 2007; Ober, 2019). As articulated in various Buddhist texts concerning the role of dhammika kingship, this concept emerged as a pivotal factor, serving to both reinforce and legitimize the resistance movement aimed at protesting against colonial rule, restoring the social order, and safeguarding the dharma from decline.

One can easily assume that some politicians and rebel leaders have capitalized on this belief to enhance their influence and pursue legitimacy, with the aim of getting the power to rule the country (III). In the late 19th century, several Khmer rebel leaders claimed to be neak mean bon, people possessing great merit, or dhammika rulers who could save people from suffering and safeguard the dharma (Hansen, 2007, p. 60). And even after two centuries, the hope of encountering the ‘Khmer Messiah’ continues in Cambodia. 
A rather shrill example for utilizing this is that on 23 August 2022, Khem Veasna, a leader of the fringe League for Democracy Party (LDP), who proclaimed himself as prom reaksa lok or ‘The universe safeguarding brahma’ – the highest form of life in the universe according to Hindu/Buddhist mythology – made a series of apocalyptic predictions on his Facebook page (see Sovinda et al., 2022). Veasna claimed that he could rescue those who follow him in the event of an apocalypse. Veasna’s doomsday prophecy prompted his supporters to leave their everyday lives behind and travel from across the country to Siem Reap province. Some of his followers even travelled from as far as South Korea, Japan, and Thailand to seek refuge from the apocalypse (Samean, 2022), which obviously did not happen.

The basis for the Khmer ideal of the dhammika ruler on principles is found in various Buddhist sutras, particularly those in which the Buddha describes a leader’s qualities, roles, and responsibilities. From the Khmer perspective, the dhammika is someone who adheres to the tenfold royal duties of the king[footnoteRef:3] and possesses supernatural power to safeguard their subjects from adversaries (Monychenda, 2008, pp. 313–314). However, Monychenda (2008) argues that Khmer people focus too much on the tenfold duties of the king, which deal with the individual behaviour of the leader, and fail to look at the Buddha’s teachings about the system of governing the state. He (1999, pp. 32–34) argues that the term ‘dhammika ruler’ is essentially a title for an individual who believes in dhammocracy, holds respect for dharma, loves dharma, considers dharma the guiding principle of life, and honours dharma as the flagship. [3:  The ten royal duties of a righteous king (Dasa-rājadhamma) are mentioned in the Nandiyamiga Jātaka (385) of Khuddaka Nikāya (Francis, & Neil, 1879). This Jātaka tale illustrates the story of the Nandiya Bodhisattva, advising the Kosala King: ‘Great king, it is good for a king to rule a kingdom by forsaking the ways of wrongdoing, not offending against the ten kingly virtues and acting with just righteousness … Alms, morals, charity, justice and penitence, peace, mildness, mercy, meekness, patience.’] 


Drechsler (2019a, p. 234), from a slightly different but dovetailing perspective, underlines that ‘a classic role of the Buddhist king is that of the dhammaraja, of which one aspect of great relevance here (this is a highly complex subject both historically and theoretically) is that of facilitator of his subjects’ attainment of happiness, with the optimal goal of enlightenment. The dhammaraja is, then, not (only) the one who rules according to the dhamma, but he who guides or enables his subjects to realize the(ir) dhamma – anywhere between nudging them thither or creating a space within which this is possible.’

[bookmark: _Toc160710261]The Governance of the Saṅgha

Alongside the ideal kingship of the dhammarājā, the saṅgha assembly is usually upheld as an exemplary governing body in Buddhism. The saṅgha is a fundamental institution in Buddhism, comprising the bhikkhu saṅgha (male-ordained community) and the bhikkhuni saṅgha (female-ordained community), who have renounced worldly attachments and committed themselves to the pursuit of spiritual awakening by living a dedicated life of spiritual practice, study, and service – and in fact, as Habermas has recently reminded us, the first monastic community ever (2019, p. 379). The term saṅgha refers to a collective, ‘assembly’, ‘association’, ‘community’, or ‘order’ (Buswell, 2014) that includes a minimum of four Buddhist saṅgha members.

As an integral part of the Buddhist tradition, the saṅgha plays a crucial role in preserving and propagating the teachings of the Buddha by helping the laity realize the true dharma. Buddhist society is therefore centred around the saṅgha. The saṅgha is governed by a set of monastic rules set by the Buddha. Although the Buddha was the original lawgiver, in the Mahaparinibbana Sutta (DN 16 – Ānandajoti, 2008; Sujato, 2018g Thanissaro, 2013b; Vajira & Story, 2013), the discourse of the last day of the Buddha, he recommended the saṅgha adapt his teachings to changing conditions, reflecting his belief in the primacy of the law, faith in human rationality, and a pragmatic view that laws should not remain static in a changing society (Payutto, 2007, p. 78; Long, 2019, pp. 52–53). Therefore, each saṅgha institution might differ from one country to another due to the local culture and context. While their roles vary among Buddhist traditions, they are generally based on the principles of the dharma. Our current inquiry primarily focuses on the canonical context and the contemporary state of the saṅgha in Cambodia.

The Buddhist saṅgha originated during the time of the historical Buddha over 2,600 years ago. Shortly after his enlightenment, the Buddha gave his first teaching known as the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, (SN 56.11 – Ñanamoli, 2010), the discourse of setting the wheel of dharma in motion, to his five former fellows in the practice of asceticism and recruited them as the first five members of the saṅgha. During the early period of his enlightenment, the Buddha was the only one authorized to confer full ordination (Dickson, 1983, p. 33). As time passed, the membership of the saṅgha increased significantly. Subsequently, the Buddha decentralized his authority, allowing the saṅgha to autonomously govern itself. This autonomy included admitting new members, making independent decisions, organizing internal administration, and resolving conflicts within the saṅgha, all guided by the vinaya or monastic codes (see Rhys-Davids & Oldenberg, 1881; Thanissaro, 2013c; III & IV in detail).

One can assume that the governance of the saṅgha does not rely on a hierarchical structure or individual authority but is grounded in the principles of dharma and vinaya. Position and influence within the saṅgha were determined, at least in theory, by a combination of wisdom and seniority, granted through consensus rather than inherited or secured through nepotism (III). The Buddha called this system the dhammādhipateyya or, as we would designate it with Monychenda (2008, p. 314), the dhammocratic system. It can be argued that the Buddha introduced a revolutionary paradigm that was in direct contrast to the autocratic ruling systems then prevalent in India and different from the democratic system (elsewhere) (III).

Although liberating oneself from worldly attachment is a primary objective of joining the saṅgha community, helping others escape from miseries and bringing happiness to all sentient beings is also regarded as an ideal way the Buddha assigns to the saṅgha members, as focusing solely on oneself would not suffice (see I). After entering the saṅgha community, each member bears three responsibilities: a) learning the dharma, b) practicing the dharma, and c) spreading the dharma to the public. As stated in the mission statement of the Dutiyamārapāsa Sutta (SN 4.5, cited according to Bodhi, 2000, p. 198), the Buddha advises his saṅgha members to disseminate the dharma to the public as follows:

Wander forth, O bhikkhus, for the welfare of the multitude, for the happiness of the multitude, out of compassion for the world, for the good, welfare, and happiness of devas and humans. Let not two go the same way. Teach, O bhikkhus, the Dhamma that is good in the beginning, good in the middle, good in the end, with the right meaning and phrasing. Reveal the perfectly complete and purified holy life. There are beings with little dust in their eyes who are falling away because they do not hear the Dhamma. There will be those who will understand the Dhamma. I too, bhikkhus, will go to Senānigama in Uruvelā in order to teach the Dhamma.

As the nature of the saṅgha is grounded in the principles of material detachment and a mendicant lifestyle, wandering from one place to another, its members do not, or are not supposed to, own many possessions. Each individual saṅgha member possesses only a small amount of private material belongings, with the majority of property held communally. The Buddhist monastery, temple, stupa, land, and various other substantial items are considered communal property, known in Buddhist terminology as ‘garubhandha’, referring to ‘heavy objects’ or ‘expensive goods’. The concept of ‘heavy objects’ goes beyond their mere physical weight; it signifies the responsibility of effectively managing and allocating these communal resources, embodying principles of equity and justice (see IV).

Garubhandha properties are generally counted as collective assets established and maintained by the Buddhist community under the guidance of the saṅgha, governed by a well-defined set of rules (IV). Their primary purpose is to serve the common good within their respective communities. Garubhandha cannot be owned by any individual saṅgha member or given from one saṅgha member to another. The garubhandha property is designated for the saṅgha community, reflecting its collective ownership and responsibility. However, the saṅgha community may choose to temporarily loan garubhandha to others, ensuring its utilization benefits the wider community’s welfare and needs (IV). But this already foreshadows the discussion of Buddhist Economics, 
to which we will get below.

Over time, as was intended by the Buddha and as one would expect from the outside as well, the saṅgha has adjusted its role to fit the evolving needs of the society in which its members are residing. In contemporary times, the saṅgha has divided into various schools to adapt to the environment. Since the 19th-century reforms the saṅgha 
in Cambodia has been divided into two primary groups, Mahānikāya and Dhammayuttikanikāya. The Mahānikāya represents the majority of the locally-based saṅgha community, while the Dhammayuttikanikāya represents a minority. 
The Dhammayuttikanikāya, a reformed saṅgha group according to the Siamese model, was first introduced into Cambodia in 1855 by King Norodom through the effort of Ven. Mahā Pan (1824–1894), the first Supreme Patriarch of the Dhammayutika Order in Cambodia (II). Both groups belong to the same Theravada school; however, there are slight differences between these two groups in terms of doctrine – the latter is a more elite, aristocratic reform movement with some Western impetus – and the interpretation of some elements of the monastic codes, such as how to wear robes, sandals, and carry the alms-bowl, as well as how to pronounce Pāli words and recite Suttas (Harris, 2001, 
p. 84; see further II).

Over the centuries, the Khmer saṅgha reformed its organization by centralizing the administration under the control of the Supreme Patriarch (saṅgharājā) to align with the monarchy form and contemporary administrative structure. The appointment of both Supreme Patriarchs and some senior saṅgha officials requires discussions or even political compromises.

Despite the centralization of saṅgha authority, most of the daily affairs, decision-making, and the resolution of internal issues in the saṅgha community continue to follow the bottom-up approach and adhere to the traditional practices that were written in the canonical texts (see III). Those issues include disputes over the use and distribution of saṅgha properties, such as land and temples; quarrels over which monks should be granted positions; controversies over the proper interpretation of Buddhist doctrine; and arguments about whether a monk has or has not violated the saṅgha’s monastic codes. If those issues cannot be resolved based on the traditional procedure at the local level, they will seek assistance from the centralized saṅgha authority (Schonthal, 2021). However, cases like this do not happen quite often in the saṅgha community.

[bookmark: _Toc160710262]Buddhist Economics

With this emphasis on scepticism about worldly possessions and material success, along with its trajectory toward worldly detachment, Buddhism might create confusion or foster false assumptions about Buddhist Economics (BE), as mentioned already. BE is not about asceticism but, rather, about alleviating hunger and poverty, which, according to Buddhism, is a leading cause of human suffering (Long, 2019, pp. 48, 60). As Schumacher (1973, p. 57), points out, ‘It is not wealth that stands in the way of liberation but the attachment to wealth; not the enjoyment of pleasurable things but the craving for them.’ Buddhism introduces the concept of the ‘middle path’, often misunderstood as a compromise from an outside perspective. In reality, it represents a way of ‘getting things exactly right’ (Payutto, 1994, pp. 18–19, 23–24, 41–42; Swearer, 2011, pp. 130–139; Daniels, 2005, p. 246).

In theory, BE extends beyond historical Buddhism, functioning as a modern theoretical movement and a label for the organization of inquiry for a scientific community (Drechsler, 2019a). In that role, BE has stronger roots in the West than in the Buddhist countries of the East, later taken up in Asia by those familiar with the intricacies of Buddhism (Payutto, 1994; Puntasen, 2008; Puntarigvivat, 2013). In this academic sense, the original text for contemporary BE is the short chapter on ‘Buddhist Economics’ in 
E. F. Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful (1974, pp. 44–51), originally published in 1966 (Schumacher, 1974, p. 25; see Drechsler, 2019a).

The work of Schumacher on BE has paved the way for others, both Buddhist scholars and social scientists, to explore the possible relationship between the teachings of the Buddha and socio-economic issues scattered throughout the Buddhist discourses. 
As opposed to Adam Smith, who emphasizes the role of self-interest in promoting economic growth (even if also originally with a moral impetus; Wells, 2013, pp. 281–283), as highlighted in essay IV, Schumacher argues that pursuing self-interest in a free-market system might lead to exploiting workers and the environment. Schumacher proposes a BE, which he argues is more ethical and sustainable. Rather than maximizing profit, 
he asserts that economic development should serve the needs of the people. In his view, economic development should not be driven by self-interest alone but must instead be based on ethical values and sustainable principles (1973).

Schumacher’s BE essay gained widespread attention following its 1973 publication in his book Small is Beautiful. The book presented Schumacher’s alternative economic theories that critiqued mainstream Euro-American economic thinking and proposed alternative development models for Asia and the West that emphasize human-scale technologies, decentralization, and the sustainable use of natural resources. In addition, he argued that industrial, top-down expansionist development linked to Western materialism had a negative impact on the environment and society (King, 2016). Drechsler (2019a) agrees with Schumacher that the principle of Buddhism plays an essential role in alternative approaches to mainstream economics, explicitly so in the sufficiency economy principles promoted by the former Thai King Bhumibol Adulyadej (Rama IX; Drechsler, 2016). (It is perhaps noteworthy here that while in Thailand, and as mentioned in Bhutan, we have specific BE forms proposed by Buddhist kings, this, 
for various reasons, has not been the case in Cambodia.)

As pointed out in essay IV, Schumacher’s self-interest argument is well aligned with the concept of non-self in Buddhism. Buddhism challenges the concept of self-interest because the Buddha refers to the ‘self’ as anattā (IV). Anattā, which means non-self, 
is a fundamental concept in Buddhism. In other words, it refers to the concept that no permanent, unchanging self or soul is found in any human being. In Buddhism, all phenomena, including individuals, are impermanent and constantly changing, and none possess an inherent or intrinsic self-nature (IV). The anattā principle aims to encourage Buddhist practitioners to detach themselves from the misguided clinging to what is mistakenly considered to be self, and through that detachment (alongside moral livelihood and meditation), the path to nirvana can be successfully traversed.

Since self-interest is a driving force of competition in mainstream economics, 
ven. Payutto (1994 p. 25; IV), probably the most eminent Southeast Asian BE thinker and a very senior Thai monk, views it as a natural aspect of human behaviour. He points out that when one attempts to satisfy the desire for pleasure, one will compete fiercely since one wants to get as much as possible for oneself, and there is no sense of sufficiency or fullness. However, he emphasizes that competition must not be pursued at the expense of others or environmental degradation. According to Payutto, such competition is driven by taṇhā (sensual desire), considered a leading cause of suffering and an unwholesome state in Buddhism. Payutto (1994 p. 57) stresses that human behaviour is also driven by chanda, or willingness, regarded as a wholesome state for bringing about real well-being or quality of life. He continues to address that all individuals have a moral responsibility to act in a way that does not harm others or the environment, as non-harming is an essential part of Buddhist teachings (see further IV).

The concept of non-self, or anatta, illuminates the limitations of self-interested pursuits and materialistic consumption in creating collective well-being within the economic framework. From this perspective, the path toward happiness or a better life does not depend on materialistic consumption or the pursuit of wealth through 
self-interest. Furthermore, this concept also reminds us that there is no self in every conditioned thing, including us as human beings, because everything is built or depends on another thing to exist. Rather than solely focusing on one’s self-interested pursuit, through this lens, Buddhist Economics offers a compelling alternative that prioritizes collective well-being over individual accumulation by emphasizing the interconnectedness of humanity and the environment in shaping sustainable economic systems (see IV).

BE, as mentioned several times now, is not about asceticism but about reducing poverty and alleviating suffering through the middle path or the right way (I). From a Buddhist perspective, desperation may drive individuals to resort to stealing and killing, yet the karmic law is that such deeds only drive them further downwards in a seemingly never-ending spiral of suffering. This scenario is depicted in the Cakkavatti Sutta (DN 26 – Thanissaro, 2013a; Sujato, 2018a), where poverty triggers a downward spiral causing whole societies to slide into a state of absolute disarray (Harris, 2013). For those deprived, material indulgence and sensual pursuits can lure towards sinful paths. Such a pursuit is compared to debt and the consequences of incurring a debt leading to bondage in the Ina Sutta (AN 6.45 – Thanissaro, 2010).

As highlighted in essay I, wealth in itself is not the sole measure or means for happiness. The standard of living, assessed by life quality, is not exclusively contingent on the quantity of wealth consumed; higher consumption does not necessarily correspond to an elevated standard of living (Zinchenko & Boichenko, 2022, p. 234). The Buddha, 
in various sermons, has explained the temporary nature of wealth. For instance, in the Aputtaka Sutta (SN 3.19 – Thanissaro, 2013d), the Buddha warns that wealth, if it is not put to proper use, is lost to Kings, thieves, fire, water, or hateful heirs. In the Sigālovāda Sutta (DN 31 – Narada, 2013a), the Buddha mentions six ways of squandering wealth – addiction to strong drink, haunting the street at untimely hours, frequent theatrical attendance, gambling addiction, keeping bad company, and habitual idleness. In the Dighajanu (Vyagghapajja) Sutta (AN 8.54 – Narada, 2013b), the Buddha mentions four sources of the destruction of wealth amassed as: ‘(i) Debauchery, (ii) drunkenness, 
(iii) gambling, (iv) friendship, companionship and intimacy with evil-doers.’ These teachings reinforce the Buddhist perspective that wealth is temporary and meaningful only when utilized wisely.

The status quo of this world, as argued in essay I, is by default polarizing and tends to lead towards immoral deeds. But the dharma is certainly not about apathy or indifference to the nature of the world as it is. Buddhism does not promote inaction but rather supports taking conscious action (Moad, 2004). According to the Uposattha Sutta (UD 5.5 – Ireland, 2010; Thanissaro, 2012; Sujato, 2018b), the Buddha clearly states that the path of dharma-vinaya is available to all human beings no matter what class they belong to, whether they are nobles, brahmans, merchants, or workers; the path to liberation is unique to each individual traveller, but the common duty is to avoid the lures of attachment. And with the accumulation of wealth also comes inequality (I). Those living in poverty should have at least the basic prerequisites to live a comfortable and dignified life (Payutto, 1994, p. 69), but that does not necessitate that all members in a lay society remain equal. One can put one’s wealth and power into good use to help those without it (pp. 34–36; see also I).

As argued in essay I, Buddhists follow a path toward liberation from superficial wants, rather than needs. But this path is indeed not always the same, and most distinctly, the path of the monkhood involves exiting lay society as a whole, giving away one’s possessions and living only with the very basic necessities (I). Outside the saṅgha, acceptance of the significance of material prosperity is appropriate and even required, even though Buddhism also points to appicchatā or frugality as being a virtue, not only for the members of the saṅgha. But even canonical texts show the Buddha encouraging accumulation of wealth and protecting it as well (Rahula, 1974), and this has been pointed out by Ambedkar (2014, p. 460) too (I).

Buddhism does not deny that consumption is a part of human well-being (I). However, Buddhism sees consumption as a means rather than an end, distinguishing it from modern Western economics that considers consumption as both an end in itself and, often enough, the goal of economic activities (Zinchenko & Boichenko, 2022, p. 233). 
In contrast to mainstream global-Western economics, which focuses on maximizing consumption through optimal production, BE prioritizes maximizing well-being through minimal consumption (Drechsler, 2019a). Regarding wealth, BE views it as a double-edged sword that can be both useful and harmful based on the way that people behave toward it. As Schumacher (1973, p. 57) pointed out, ‘It is not wealth that stands in the way of liberation but the attachment to wealth; not the enjoyment of pleasurable things but the craving for them.’

The attachment to material wealth will only bring suffering, and the stronger the attachment is, the greater is the suffering (Bodhi, 1984). As pointed out in essay I, since wealth in this world comes with its own danger, accumulating wealth, akin to the fear of losing one’s beauty, increases the likelihood of straying from the path towards the dharma, echoing the biblical notion that it is more challenging for a rich person to enter Heaven than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle (Matthew 19:24, etc.), emphasizing the nature of wealth in this world is both ephemeral and dangerous.

[bookmark: _Toc160710263]A Balanced Path Towards a Better Life?

The discussion on Buddhist Governance and Economics offers an alternative paradigm beyond the global-Western view, and hegemony, expressed through mainstream governance and economics, which cultivates an individualistic monoculture promoting antagonistic ways of living (IV) – and one different from other non-Western approaches as well. In exploring the concept of Buddhist Governance and Economics to build ‘A Path Towards a Better Life’, the central question arises: Who holds the authority to determine what brings true happiness to individuals, if not the individuals themselves? Is true happiness defined by assuming that the social well-being depends on a growth-oriented economy, driven by self-interest, profit-maximization, and resource exploitation, in accordance with the mainstream global-Western trajectory, despite its profound consequences? These questions raise a democratic challenge, prompting an examination of how principles embedded in Buddhist governance and economics address this issue.

Through the principle of paṭiccasamuppāda, i. e. ‘interconnectedness’, ‘interdependence’, or ‘interbeing’ (Hanh, 1991), Buddhism points out that nothing can stand alone. Each element mutually depends on another to survive or to form something new. Rooted in the theory of paṭiccasamuppāda, Buddhism teaches that all things arise in dependence upon other things; aligned with the principle of karma, which emphasizes that every action carries consequences (IV). Based on this theory, one can assume that the consequences can be either positive or negative, depending on the chosen path. Actions from the wrong path lead to negative consequences, while actions from the right path or the middle path (majjhimāpatipadā) result in positive consequences or the cessation of suffering.

The middle path in Buddhism is the balance between the two extremes: 
self-indulgence (hedonism or sensual indulgence) and self-mortification (asceticism or severe self-denial). As mentioned above, despite appearing as a middle ground between the two extremes, this is not a compromise but rather a way of ‘getting things exactly right’ (Drechsler, 2019a, p. 527) – akin in Western thought to Aristotle’s concept of mesothes, which posits virtue between two vices, rather than framing it as the opposite of one vice (EN II:6). This is the balanced approach that Buddhism uses to remind us that everything is connected and needs to be moderated to stay on the right path. From this perspective, one could argue that in Buddhist society, the saṅgha, dhammarājā, and the laity are interconnected, relying on each other and reminding one another to stay on the right path (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2 Three Key Relationships between the Dhammarājā, Saṅgha and Laity (Author’s Conceptualization)

This parallel nature raises questions about how Buddhist principles and institutions intersect with the mechanisms of governance, economics, and decision-making in the contemporary context. From this parallel nature, three key relationships emerge:

1. the relationship between the saṅgha and the laity, intersected by the dhammarājā, who protects and spreads the dharma;

2. the symbiotic but direct relationship between the saṅgha and the laity;

3. the independent relationship between the ‘Ruler’ (of the citizens) and the ‘Buddha’ (of the saṅgha)

As this is to a considerable extent the result of this thesis and its parts, we will then recapitulate what has emerged:

[bookmark: _Toc160710264]The Saṅgha-Laity Relationship with an Intersection of the Role of Dhammarājā

The dhammarājā in the saṅgha-laity relationship acts as a guardian and promoter of dharma, fostering a healthy connection. Like how the Buddha guides even the most unfortunate towards the path to enlightenment, the duty of the rājā, the king, or more abstractly, the state, lies in providing means of sustenance and security to all its citizens, for as all monks are like sons to the Buddha, all citizens of the state are like sons to the ruler (Zimmermann, 2006). As pointed out in essay I, if the state fails to fulfil its responsibility of supporting the citizens, the saṅgha, which lives off the secular world, will also perish.

[bookmark: _Hlk160223477]As the Buddha would show paths towards enlightenment to all beings regardless of their capacity to understand to move forward in their path, the state has to provide for the sustenance and security of even the poorest of its citizens, showing them the path towards the upliftment of their lives (I). The state is primarily responsible for fulfilling the citizens’ basic needs since one cannot meditate on an empty stomach (I). Providing this level of access to all citizens, regardless of their economic status, is the primary responsibility of the state, and it is also one of the highest implications of Buddhist thinking when it comes to economic governance (Long, 2021, pp. 39–40). People should see a path towards how a dignified life without hunger can be attained, a roof over the head, and a sense of security for the future (Long, 2021, p. 39). How the state provides this need not be the same for everyone, i. e. to each their own, not to each the same – like how the Buddha or monks use upāya-kauśalya to teach depending on who is on the receiving end (Keown, 1992). What the capability of the respective person is to cultivate the understanding of the dharma is similar to how the state must have varied provisions based on the differences and not assume equality or even aim for it. The needs of the old are different from those of the young, depending on time and space.

The role of the state has two dimensions in this Buddhist conceptualization, too, with the duty of the rājā not only being about the material sustenance of the subjects but also enabling his subjects to realize the dhamma. Even in contemporary times, Buddhist monarchies, although they have almost vanished, have shown the concept’s applicability, in that those kings who have seen themselves as dhammarājās have certainly acknowledged both dimensions (Drechsler, 2020a).

Even with a dhammarājā ruling it, the idea that every state can provide equally for all its citizens or become immediately equal in economic standing to those more prosperous is more of a utopian thought than a vision with practicality; the Buddhist kingdom of Bhutan’s tendency to compare itself with Switzerland and Singapore while still being a ‘Least Developed Country’ (see Drechsler, 2020a; Bhutan only graduated from LDC status in late 2023; UNCDF, 2024) is perhaps a point in case. Not all countries are equally able, and if one ruminates on the implications of the Buddhist law of karmic causality as well as of simple geospatiality, they can practically never be, and as such, neither are their goals the same, nor the means available to reach these goals. The state, then, has the responsibility to set the goals and choose the ethical means that best suit their context, not just generally but specifically concerning the groups and subgroups of its citizens.

[bookmark: _Toc160710265]The Saṅgha-Laity Symbiotic but Direct Relationship

The saṅgha-lay relationship is symbiotic, with the saṅgha assuming the roles of guides and advisors, imparting the teachings of dharma and guiding individuals on the path to enlightenment in the secular world (III). As discussed in essays II and III, in both historical and contemporary developments of Buddhism, the saṅgha served as literati, actively preserving a diverse body of literature, engaging in higher studies, and contributing to historical and non-religious writings. Additionally, they played a pivotal role in providing essential education to villagers (Bechert, 1973).

The saṅgha depends on the laity to provide the means of subsistence to the saṅgha. The survival of the saṅgha depends on the laity. Thus, the saṅgha, as pointed out in essay I, is also responsible for advising or at least well-wishing for worldly matters concerning trade, commerce, agriculture, law, and security. In Sigālovāda Sutta (DN 31 – Narada, 2013a; Sujato, 2018d), the discourse where the Buddha imparts advice to a man named Sigāla, the Buddha mentions the mutual relationship between the laity and the saṅgha. Based on the discourse, to promote and encourage the dharma practice of the saṅgha, the laity should respect the saṅgha through kind actions, kind words, kind thoughts, keeping their houses open for them, and supporting them with basic requisites.

In encouraging the laity to respect the saṅgha, the Buddha refers to a society where individuals who ethically practice the way of detaching themselves from worldly attachments should be appreciated and supported by their community members. Respecting or supporting the saṅgha demonstrates how much ethics and dharma, which have been argued throughout this thesis as the means of maintaining social order, are valued and appreciated in society. This practice is viewed as a means of fostering a close bond between the laity and the saṅgha, providing not just physical sustenance but also mental and spiritual guidance towards the path that leads to the end of worldly suffering.

In return, the saṅgha should bear in mind that they have an obligation to care and show compassion to the lay people by restraining them from doing evil deeds, persuading them to perform wholesome deeds, thinking compassionately, teaching them what they have not learned, clarifying what they have already learned and showing them the path to the heavenly state (I).

[bookmark: _Toc160710266]The Independent Relationship between the ‘Ruler’ (of the Citizens) and the ‘Leader’ (of the Saṅgha)

As discussed in essay III, in the 21st century, Cambodia stands as a unique example, constitutionally recognizing Buddhism, the monarchy, and the saṅgha, as outlined in Cambodia’s 1993 Constitution (Lawrence, 2022). The saṅgha’s role, highlighted in various Buddhist discourses, involves aiding the dhammarājā in governing subjects according to dharma (III). As mentioned in the Aggañña Sutta (DN 27 – Rhys-Davids & Rhys-Davids, 1921; Sujato, 2018c), the Buddha suggests that saṅgha members should serve as advisors to righteous rulers. However, the Buddha also emphasizes that the saṅgha should abstain from direct involvement in political affairs. The Sutta also notes that the king must adhere to the moral instructions of the dharma to maintain legitimacy, promote peace, foster prosperity, and secure the survival of his kingdom (III).

The Buddha, through upāya-kauśalya (skilful means), teaches the dharma to human beings with varied capacities to understand it, showing their unique path toward enlightenment (Keown, 1992). Similarly, the saṅgha is also present to guide the rājās or the rulers of states. Kūṭadanta Sutta (DN 5 – Sujato, 2018i) and Cakkavatti Sutta (DN 26 – Thanissaro, 2013a; Sujato, 2018a) are just two of several examples where Buddhist scriptures directly address matters of the secular world, focusing on issues of poverty and crime and the need for economic uplifting (Rahula, 1974).

While the close connections between the state and the Khmer saṅgha may offer mutual benefits in terms of political legitimacy and security, the state’s absolute authority over the saṅgha’s leaders may raise questions about the saṅgha’s integrity (Kent, 2008; Lawrence, 2022). It can be argued that the loss of these principles would limit the sovereignty of the saṅgha, making them unable to make the right decision and to fulfill their role as moral advisors and exemplars for the ruler in governing the state in accordance with the dharma. To ensure the saṅgha community remains committed to the neutrality principle and can contribute to truly good governance, the state must create a healthy environment for them. Through this, the saṅgha can fully embrace their role of offering moral guidance and telling what is just (dharma) and unjust (adharma) for the state.

In examining Buddhist governance in Cambodia, it is crucial to understand the theoretical and practical aspects within the societal and state structures. While the framework for Buddhist governance in Cambodia must be rooted in an understanding of local customs, beliefs, and historical trajectories, it is pivotal to emphasize the core element of the dhammarājā, particularly their commitment to embracing the dhammocracy (III). Given that the concept of genuinely good governance and a just ruler in Buddhism revolves around the ruler’s alignment with the dharma, understanding what dharma represents in the contemporary world is a key factor for both the saṅgha and the dhammarājā in order to evaluate their actions.

[bookmark: _Toc160710267]Conclusion

In conclusion, this thesis has discussed the integration of dhammarājā and saṅgha within the context of Buddhist governance and economics, with a specific focus on Cambodia as the currently remaining Buddhist kingdom. At its core, we have sought to examine the essence of genuine happiness and to explore how Buddhist governance and economics could contribute to a better life, emphasizing the optimization, or at least the improvement, of the present life alongside spiritual goals. Utilizing a Non-Western Public Administration approach, the study deviates from traditional conventional social science methods, in line with current times. By delving into the theoretical foundations of Buddhist governance, emphasizing its dual role in both spiritual and temporal realms, we can gain a deeper understanding of how this system influences societal organization and political structures. The integration of theoretical analysis, historical examples, contextual insights, and personal engagement scaffolds a solid exploration of the intricate relationship between the saṅgha and the secular community in the form of the connection between religion and the public sphere, in Cambodia and beyond. This contribution should also add to the broader research stream of NWPA. But our discussion also extends to Buddhist Economics, challenging common Western assumptions and highlighting its focus on alleviating suffering through a middle path, enriching current narratives with a broader exploration of Buddhist principles in governance and economics.

Limits of this study are manifold and acknowledged: The inside, personal perspective, the single-country focus, and remaining in parts on the theory level may all be judged as expandable. However, it is to be hoped that, as limited as this contribution to the questions at hand is, it is still a helpful one, and we know now a little more about these important subject matters than we did before.

This also opens the path to further inquiry – outside perspectives, comparative studies, and empirical observations through surveys, interviews, or experiments are all possible and desirable. They can potentially provide a more concrete understanding of the phenomena being studied and validate or challenge the perspectives promulgated here. Furthermore, cross-cultural studies would be excellent venues for further research to investigate how these phenomena manifest themselves in different cultural contexts and to explore cultural variations in attitudes, behaviours, and outcomes.

Concretely, one of the avenues only touched upon in this thesis due to its specific nature and gestation process, but of great relevance and interest, is the explicit combination and discussion of the two areas mentioned in the title – Buddhist Governance and Buddhist Economics. One significantly depends on the other, and the necessarily holistic framework Buddhism suggests forces this combination to begin with. As this is of crucial relevance for administrative capacity and development, all the more in a world that is now emphasizing sustainability and has, so to say, caught up with Buddhist Economics, exploring these aspects would probably be the most interesting next step to take.

The questions asked earlier on, about the judgment of happiness, the Buddhist principles towards a better life, and the possibility of such an influence via a famously unworldly religion have, unsurprisingly given our approach and framework, to a considerable extent been answered in the figure and the teachings of the Buddha, 
as reflected and applied throughout the centuries by both saṅgha and laypeople in the best of times – and even the worst ones – not least, for the last millennium, in the Kingdom of Cambodia and its previous Khmer Empire.

Again unsurprisingly, these answers might not convince everyone, but they line out a trajectory, a matrix, within which there is a chance to live and prosper without forgetting one’s spiritual goals and their realization, and that indeed means, one’s dharma. Life in this world does, or at least can, get better when focusing more on reality, and that is what comes after it (and after it, and after it …), and while we need to achieve what we need, if we do not cling to what we have or want, the chance to be pulled down is greater, and the less-material truth might materialize.

In the end, as the Buddha says, ‘Those who fully cultivate the factors of Awakening, give up grasping, enjoy non-clinging, and have destroyed the toxins, are luminous, and completely liberated in this life’ (Dhp. Cha. VI, v. 89 – Fronsdal, 2006, capitalization edited).
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Buddhist Governance and Economics: Historical and Contemporary Perspective from Cambodia and Beyond

The relationship between religion, state, and society has always held profound interest and significance. Across history to the present day, the interplay between these spheres has shaped our ways of life, social norms, and power structures. One religious tradition that has recently recaptured considerable attention is Buddhism. With its specific uniqueness among world religions, Buddhism’s appeal extends beyond its spiritual and philosophical aspects. This doctoral thesis delves into the intersection of Buddhism with governance and economics. The study aims to address the path towards a better life through governance and economics perspectives, drawing from the principles of Buddhism.

To address this issue, this thesis employs Non-Western Public Administration (NWPA) as a theoretical framework to look at Public Administration and governance beyond conventional paradigms. By relying on the NWPA framework, the thesis tries to examine the theoretical foundations of Buddhist governance and economics, focusing on its dual role in spiritual and temporal spheres. It aims to contribute to answering questions such as who can determine what brings happiness if not individuals themselves. Additionally, the thesis seeks to explore how the principles embedded in Buddhist governance and economics can pave a path towards a better life. Furthermore, it aims to investigate how Buddhism, while traditionally emphasizing a spiritual trajectory towards a better afterlife, extends its core principles into the present, and how this aspect shapes the framework of Buddhist governance and economics.

To answer these complex questions, the thesis employs a methodological approach that integrates empirical studies, canonical textual perspectives, theoretical analysis, and the author’s personal engagement within the saṅgha community (Buddhist monastic order) in Cambodia for almost twenty years. The thesis addresses three main topics: what defines true happiness, the role of the saṅgha in guiding individuals to stay on the path towards a better life, and the role of the dhammarājā (the Buddhist king) in upholding the principle of dharma (the teachings of the Buddha) and making his subjects realize the true dharma.

Essay I of the thesis seeks to examine the role of wealth and privilege from a Buddhist perspective, exploring what defines true happiness and how it contributes to improving our lives. In Essay II, as well as partially in Essays III and IV, the thesis attempts to address the role of the Khmer saṅgha in guiding and reminding lay society to remain on the spiritual path, drawing from both canonical and contemporary perspectives. In Essay III, the thesis makes an effort to examine the concept of just governance through the role of the dhammarājā or chakravartin (ideal universally accepted ruler) as a Buddhist king, whose primary duty is to uphold the principles of dharma to maintain social order and make his subjects realize the true dharma.

By analyzing and addressing these issues, the thesis hopefully deepens our understanding of Buddhist governance and economics, serving as a reminder of their significant relevance in contemporary society. It addresses the importance of applying moral and ethical values in contemporary governance and economics to create a path towards a better life. Through insights drawn from Buddhism, with a specific focus on the context of Cambodia, this research contributes to the fields of Buddhist governance, Buddhist economics, and the study of Non-Western Public Administration.
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Budistlik valitsemise ja majanduse käsitlus: kaasaegsed ja ajaloolised vaated Kambodžast ja kaugemalt

Suhe religiooni, riigi ja ühiskonna vahel on alati tekitanud sügavat huvi ja omanud 
suurt tähtsust. Läbi ajaloo kuni tänase päevani on nende kolme omavaheline suhe kujundanud meie eluviisi, sotsiaalseid norme ja võimustruktuure. Budism kui religioone traditsioon on viimasel ajal saanud märgataval hulgal tähelepanu. Oma spetsiifilise unikaalsusega teiste religioonide kõrval, ulatub budismi veetlus kaugemale vaimsetest 
ja filosoofilistest aspektidest. Antud doktoritöö süveneb sellesse, kuidas ristuvad 
budism, valitsemine ja majandus. Töö eesmärk on käsitleda teekonda parema elu 
poole läbi valitsemise ja majanduse perspektiivide, lähtudes samal ajal budismi põhimõtetest.

Selle probleemi lahendamiseks kasutab käesolev lõputöö teoreetilise raamistikuna mitte-läänelikku avalikku haldust, et vaadelda avalikku haldust ja valitsemist väljastpoolt tavapäraseid paradigmasid. Tuginedes mitte-lääneliku avaliku halduse raamistikule proovib antud töö uurida budistliku valitsemise ja majanduse teoreetilisi aluseid, keskendudes budismi kahetisele rollile nii vaimses kui ka ilmalikus sfääris. Töö eesmärk on aidata vastata küsimustele nagu näiteks kes saab määrata, mis toob õnne, 
kui mitte üksikisikud ise. Lisaks püüab lõputöö uurida, kuidas budistlikus valitsemises 
ja majanduses sisalduvad põhimõtted võivad sillutada teed parema elu poole. Täiendavalt on eesmärgiks uurida kuidas budism, mis muidu traditsiooniliselt rõhutab vaimset trajektoori paremaks surmajärgseks eluks, laiendab oma põhiprintsiipe tänapäeva ning kuidas see aspekt kujundab budistliku valitsemise ja majanduse raamistikku.

Nendele keerulistele küsimustele vastamiseks rakendab antud töö metodoloogilist lähenemist, mis toob kokku empiirilised uuringud, perspektiivid kanoonilistest tekstidest, teoreetilise analüüsi ja autori isikliku pea 20 aasta pikkuse kokkupuute saṅgha (budistlik kogudus või kogukond) kogukonnaga Kambodžas koos sellest lähtuva kogemusega. Antud doktoritöö adresseerib kolme peamist teemat: mis määratleb tõelise õnne, saṅgha roll indiviidide juhatamisel jäämaks parema eluni viivale rajale ja dhammarājā (budistlik kuningas) roll dharma (Buddha õpetus) printsiipide toetamisel ning tema järgijate aitamisel mõistmaks, mis on tõeline dharma.

Antud doktoritöö publikatsioon I vaatab  jõukuse ja priviligeerituse rolli budistlikust perspektiivist lähtuvalt uurides seda, mis määratleb tõelise õnne ja kuidas see panustab meie elu paremaks muutmisse. Antud doktoritöö Publikatsioon II ja osaliselt publikatsioonid III ja IV uurivad lähtudes kanoonilistest ja kaasaegsetest perspektiividest seda, mis rolli mängib khmeeri saṅgha ilmaliku ühiskonna juhatamises ja neile meelde tuletamises jääda vaimsele teele. Publikatsioon III uurib õiglase valitsemise konseptsiooni läbi dhammarājā või chakravartini (’rattakeerutaja kuningas’, kes on ideaalne ja üldtunnustatud) rolli budistliku kuningana, kelle peamiseks kohustuseks on toetada dharma printsiipe, et säilitada sotsiaalset korda ja aidata tema järgijatel mõista, mis on tõeline dharma.

Analüüsides ja adresseerides neid küsimusi, loodab antud doktoritöö süvendada meie teadmisi seoses budistliku valitsemise ja majandusega ning tuletada meelde nende olulisust kaasaegses ühiskonnas. Samuti adresseerib antud doktoritöö moraalsete ja eetiliste väärtuste rakendamise olulisust kaasaegses valitsemises ja majanduses, et luua tee parema elu poole. Läbi budismist pärit arusaamade, keskendudes just spetsiifiliselt Kambodža kontekstile, panustab antud doktoritöö valdkondadesse ja uuringutesse, mis on seotud budistliku valitsemise, budistliku majanduse ja mitte-lääneliku avaliku haldusega.





18

[bookmark: _Toc160710274]Publications







































Publication I

San, P., Drechsler, W., & Shakya, S. (2023). Buddhism, Wealth, and Privilege: Ambedkar and Habermas. Religions, 14(8), 1057. ETIS 1.1



24







































Publication II

San, P. (2018). Cambodian Buddhists’ Response to the French Protectorate. eJournal of Buddhist Research Studies, 4, 64–85. ETIS 1.2





24







































Publication III

San, P. (2024). Buddhist Governance: Navigating Today’s Role of Saṅgha and Dhammarājā, with Special Reference to Cambodia. Halduskultuur: The Estonian Journal of Administrative Culture and Digital Governance, 22(2), 26-49. ETIS 1.1





24







































Publication IV

San, P., & Kouvara, M. (2024). A Look at the Commons through the Lens of Buddhist Ethics. In S. Partelow (Ed.), Ethics and the Commons: Navigating the Normative and Applied Issues of Governance. Center for Life Ethics at the University of Bonn Series. Springer, accepted. ETIS 3.1





24

[bookmark: _Toc460831061][bookmark: _Toc160710275]Curriculum vitae

Personal data

Name: 		Pisith SAN

Date of birth: 	04.04.1991

Place of birth: 	Battambang, Kingdom of Cambodia

Citizenship: 		Cambodian



Contact data

E-mail: 		sanpisith04@gmail.comc; pisith.san@taltech.ee 



Education

2019–2024		Tallinn University of Technology, PhD

2016–2018		International Buddhist College, MA, Buddhist Philosophy

2012–2016	International Theravada Buddhist Missionary University, BA, Buddhist Studies

2012–2013	International Theravada Buddhist Missionary University, Higher Diploma

Language competence

Khmer		Native Speaker

English 		Fluent

Sanskrit 		Intermediary 

Pali			Intermediary

Thai			Basic

Burmese		Basic



Professional employment

2023–present		Tallinn University of Technology, Project Assistant

2019–2023		Tallinn University of Technology, Early-Stage Researcher

2018–2019		Buddhism for Development (NGO), Staff Member

2018–2019		Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University, Lecturer

2015–2016	Khmer Student Monks Association in Myanmar, President 

2014–2015	Khmer Student Monks Association in Myanmar, Vice President




[bookmark: _Toc159198452][bookmark: _Toc160710276]Elulookirjeldus

Isikuandmed

Nimi: 			Pisith San

Sünniaeg: 		04.04.1991

Sünnikoht: 		Battambang, Kambodža Kuningriik

Kodakondsus: 	Kambodža



Kontaktandmed

E-post: 		sanpisith04@gmail.com, pisith.san@taltech.ee



Hariduskäik

2019–2024		Tallinna Tehnikaülikool, avalik haldus, PhD

2016–2018 		Rahvusvaheline Budistlik Kolledž, budistlik filosoofia, MA

2012–2016 	Rahvusvaheline Theravada Budistlik Misjoniülikool, budistlikud uuringud, BA

2012–2013	Rahvusvaheline Theravada Budistlik Misjoniülikool, kõrgem diplom

Keelteoskus

Khmeeri keel		Emakeel

Inglise keel		Kõrgtase

Sanskriti keel		Kesktase

Paali keel		Kesktase

Tai keel		Algtase

Birma keel		Algtase



Teenistuskäik

2023–		Tallinna Tehnikaülikool, projekti assistent

2019–2023		Tallinna Tehnikaülikool, nooremteadur

2018–2019		MTÜ Buddhism for Development, töötaja

2018–2019		Preah Sihanouk Raja Budistlik Ülikool, lektor

2015–2016	Khmeeri Üliõpilasmunkade Ühendus Myanmaris, president 

2014–2015	Khmeeri Üliõpilasmunkade Ühendus Myanmaris, asepresident









24

image2.jpeg



image3.png



image4.png



image5.png



image1.png





