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What remains remarkable in 21st century Cambodia is the extent of continuity 

between the extractive economic and political institutions of the Khmer Empire and 

present-day Cambodia. As I learned through my research with socially engaged Theravāda 

Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC), the Kingdom of 

Cambodia continues to have an overwhelming atmosphere of exclusionism, where very 

few opportunities for personal development and fulfillment exists, and reaching one’s 

potential in all areas of life seems circumscribed. 

Despite many advances made in contemporary conflict analysis and resolution, the 

dominance of Western epistemology has generally undervalued and at times confined the 

understanding and thoughts of Buddhist monks. As the first and only participatory action 

research (PAR) conducted with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-



 

 

 

genocide Cambodia, rather than on or about them, this research explored the underpinning 

of Buddhist espistemology and how Buddhist monks think about their attempt to cultivate 

morality and a culture of peace, happiness, and social harmony.  

Acknowledging the ongoing connection and contention between structure and 

individual agency, Boutros-Ghali’s (1992) An Agenda for Peace singularly focused on 

structural change through free markets, the rule of law, and democratic institutions. This 

predominantly Western peacebuilding paradigm provided a liberal epistemology with a 

specific ontology and methodological approach to peace distinct from Buddhism. Under 

the guise of the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC), liberal 

peacebuilding in Cambodia was generally unable to consolidate peace or advance morality, 

a sense of interconnectedness, confidence, and well-being among most Cambodian people. 

Recognizing the limitations of contemporary conflict analysis and resolution as 

mostly framed by Western epistemology, I was inspired by the inclusiveness and emphasis 

on self-transformation being practiced by BEC monks through their peace education 

programs. The subjective, reflective practice, and empowering nature of participatory 

action research (PAR) paired with the Buddhist monks’ way of life, encouraged me to rely 

on a more collaborative and mindful form of inquiry to inform my doctoral studies. 

As is the case in all research, this PAR study was interested in knowing whether 

the knowledge co-generated with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks was valid 

and trustworthy. But because Buddhist monks are opposed to absolutism, judging and 

comparing, and tend to retreat to the middle path as embodied in the practice of the noble 

eightfold path and equanimity found in the four sublime states (compassion, loving-



 

 

 

kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity), two approaches were used to address how rigor 

was defined and what validity criteria best distinguished between a good and poor research 

study. The traditional approach used five validity criteria: process, democratic, dialogic, 

catalytic, and outcome conceptualized by Herr and Anderson (2015, p. 67), which were 

linked with the five research goals. In the unconventional approach, a series of semi-formal 

presentation of the most salient research findings was done with Ven. Hak Sienghia at the 

Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University in Battambamg, Cambodia. The live video 

recordings of these semi-formal presentations not only expanded participation to more than 

one thousand additional participants in BEC’s peace edication programs, but added an ideal 

venue to share the co-generated knowledge with a broader audience in addressing the 

relevancy of the research and its findings. It was during these semi-formal presentations 

where Ven. Hak Sienghai took ownership of the study as conveyed in his presentations, 

and the actual and virtual feedback from participants was uniformly positive which seemed 

to validate the research process and findings. 

Guided by three bodies of literature (socially engaged Buddhism, peace education, 

and participatory action research), this empirical study both informed and reflected on the 

research questions by generally following a spiral of action research cycles consisting of 

four major phases: develop a plan of action to improve what is already happening in BEC’s 

peace work, act to implement the plan, observe what is taking place during BEC’s peace 

education programs, and reflect on how BEC monks are cultivating morality and a culture 

of peace, happiness and social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. 



 

 

 

While the research identified many strengths, limitations, and areas for further 

inqury, the commonality in these findings was that the generation of knowledge has no 

end. That is to say, knowledge will always be infinitely far from complete and no culturally 

constructed knowledge is absolute. And similar to this PAR experience, BEC monks did 

not view the co-generation of knowledge as something fixed or permanent but rather a 

continuous process of transforming one’s mind or self. From a Buddhist epistemological 

perspective, clinging to prior knowledge can often cause cognitive fallicies which obstruct 

or confine understanding and thoughts about how to analyze and reconcile human suffering 

and social conflict.  

Because of my Western constructed knowledge and psychological typology, I had 

a tendency to priviledge judging, comparing, and binary thinking to frame my 

understanding and thoughts about reality. A noticeable epistemological feature in my 

Western Catholic upbringing was to absolutize and project fixed, permanent and 

unchanging charateristics upon reality. There is a natural tendency to look for past events 

that confirm our understanding and thoughts of the world, which are often easy to find and 

treated as absolute truth. The danger in these primarily exclusive views of reality or 

eagerness for absolute truth, emerges when by clinging to conceptual thoughts and 

understanding one reacts negatively to opposing views. As a result, anger, fear and even 

hatred may develop in one’s mind, causing human suffering and social conflict to manifest.  

It was mindfulness and the unifying influence found in the Buddhist notions of 

interconnectedness and middle path embodied in BEC’s peace education programs that 

seemed to trandscend the social condition of greed, hatred and delusion in society and have 



 

 

 

a self-transforming effect on participants. One of the gaps in contemporary conflict analysis 

and resolution literature is a limited awareness of how Buddhist monks understand, think 

and reconcile human suffering and social conflict. Because the primary purpose of this 

inquiry was to understand how BEC monks think about their peace education programs 

and attempt to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and social harmony in 

post-genocide Cambodia, the study uncovered socially engaged Buddhist monks at BEC 

and the epistemological foundations of their peace education programs. The relevancy of 

this research allowed me to examine Buddhist contributions to the post-liberal 

peacebuilding enterprise. Particularly noteworthy was how Buddhist epistemology can 

complement Western conflict analysis and resolution approaches to peacebuilding. 

Through this research experience with volunteer Theravāda Buddhist monks at 

Buddhism for Education of Cambodia, I learned how one of the more profound challenges 

facing the Western post-liberal peacebuilding enterprise is the underdevelopment of 

peacebuilding epistemological foundations. Western approaches to peacebuilding 

generally lack the capacity to interconnect with organic peacebuilding endeavors as 

experienced in post-genocide Cambodia. There is a proclivity to think about an object or 

event in isolation and apply abstract rules to it, which is to invite extreme and mistaken 

cnclusions. For Buddhist monks, it is interconnectedness and the middle path that guides 

the goal of reason and critical thinking. This is where a broader understanding of the 

epistemological foundation of BEC peace education programs could encourage flexibility 

in constructing new analytical frameworks with the potential to expand understanding and 



 

 

 

practical application for global peacebuilding endeavors that goes beyond the structure-

agency dichotomy in social science.  

For BEC monks and their core affiliates, it is the transcending nature of the 

Buddhist middle path or noble eightfold path and equanimity embodied in their peace 

education programs that allows self or individual agency to go beyond the divisiveness of 

individualism, separatism and exclusionism found in many 21st century societies. It is the 

balanced and mental calmness, along with insight (vipassanā) meditation found in BEC’s 

peace education praxis that goes against all extremes and absolutes, allowing one to 

acknowledge the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness and elevate the structure-agency 

discourse to a more complementary and unifying intellectual discussion.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Personal Motivation for Research. As the title of this dissertation suggests, this 

inquiry is a philosophical departure from more traditional methodological approaches in 

the social sciences. It also reflects the deviation from a livelihood in which I was 

professionally educated and experienced for nearly thirty-three years. As a retired U.S. 

Army Colonel, I enjoyed an exciting lifestyle viewed as one of the most highly respected, 

valued, and honored professions in American society. Given the corresponding power and 

privileges of a senior  commissioned officer, why anyone would casually forgo the 

comforts of a high-paying government position in the Department of Defense is both 

puzzling and in need of further self-reflection. After all, transitioning from the military to 

a civilian position as either a federal employee or contractor with one of the many military-

oriented businesses is a lucrative approach to a second career.  

In a society where militarism and the military industrial complex has become such 

a central component of America’s social fabric, the added value of employment and 

economic growth derived from violence has become normalized. Notwithstanding the 

perceived advantages of a military livelihood, I learned while interning with Theravāda 

Buddhist monks that an imbalance in our social system comes at a very high cost and with 

negative, often violent consequences. Put differently, clinging to social structures 
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conditioned by greed, hatred or anger, and delusion, allows very little space to discuss 

complementary or alternative approaches to peace, happiness, and social harmony. 

As a formally educated and trained Latin American Foreign Area Officer, I lived 

the majority of my professional life overseas managing some of the largest security and 

humanitarian assistance programs for the United States government. These extensive 

experiences taught me not only to be sensitive towards other cultures, but to intellectually 

challenge my knowledge and understanding of reality. Having moved eighteen times in 

thirty-three years to various foreign countries, I was afforded a unique opportunity to view 

the world from many different cultural perspectives.  

But as a U.S. diplomat working for multiple Ambassadors over many years, I also 

learned about exclusionism and extremism as it pertains to U.S. national interests and the 

importance of absolute adherence to a hegemonic narrative. It was because of these 

valuable experiences that I was able to learn how binary-thinking or dualistic 

understanding and thoughts causes us to perceive differences in humanity and create 

boundries between culturally conceptualized identity groups. In essence, fixed perspectives 

or opinions restrict mindfulness and limits the capacity to reason and self-reflect. 

From my experience, the notion of alternative approaches to peace and social 

harmony are routinely criticized in U.S. policy circles as being naïve, unrealistic, altruistic 

or completely ignored as being impractical. Indeed, looking at both sides of an issue and 

backing understanding and thoughts with reason and critical thinking is not easy when 

conditioned to view a particular culture or identity group as superior to others. As Pinker 

(2019) points out, “effective training in critical thinking and cognitive debiasing may not 
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be enough to cure identity-protective cognition” (p. 379). Yet during this research process, 

I recognized how the Buddhist practice of wisdom (paññā), virtue (sīla), and concentration 

(samādhi) are antithetical to the perceived righteousness often touted in U.S. national 

interests, patriotism, and a culturally-conceptualized notion of American exceptionalism. 

It was not until retiring from the military in the summer of 2015, that I became a 

scholar at George Mason University’s School for Conflict Analysis and Resolution 

(SCAR) in Arlington, Virginia. It was through a SCAR course offered in Cambodia about 

post-genocide Cambodia, community development and spirituality, when I was first 

introduced to socially engaged Buddhism and the Theravāda Buddhist monk-led 

organization known as Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC). Later in 2016, during 

an internship with BEC monks, I became inspired by the peace work being done by this 

new generation of socially engaged Buddhists monks.  

The sum of my experience came as a participant observer of nuanced aspects of 

BEC’s five peace education programs: Youth Education, Prisoner Education, Media 

Dhamma Talks, Children Sponsorship, and Caring for the Poor and Aging. While living 

with Buddhist monks on a 24/7 basis and learning about BEC’s peace work, I realized how 

the literature on engaged Buddhism was being told primarily by Western authors and 

influenced predominantly by Western epistemology. That is to say, the peace efforts being 

done by socially engaged Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia awaited greater 

scholarship by Buddhist monks.  

Acknowledging the irony that I too am a Western scholar, I was comforted by using 

a non-traditional approach to inquiry where the research was conducted with rather than on 
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or about socially engaged Buddhist monks. Recognizing a gap in the literature and seeking 

a more participatory approach to research encouraged me to do my doctoral dissertation 

using BEC as a case to explore how Buddhist monks think about their peace education 

programs, and how they attempt to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and 

social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. The characteristics of this research population 

in a post-genocidal setting was both compelling and unique - it appeared to be an ideal fit 

within a conflict analysis and resolution research context. As I listened to the monks reflect 

on their situation, the primacy they placed on self-transformation as a complementary path 

to peace and social harmony were refreshing ideas. The voluntary monks at BEC seemed 

to be referencing dimensions of peacebuilding that are rarely understood and valued, but 

greatly needed more than ever in the 21st century.  

Instead of depending on theoretical ideas derived from outside the research setting 

with a natural tendency to look only for corroboration, BEC’s approach to their peace work 

is contextualized mainly in rural Cambodia where Cambodians largely live in poverty and 

generally struggle to meet their basic human needs. And because of the philosophical 

underpinnings of participatory action research (PAR) and its congruency with Buddhist 

values and principles, I decided to use a non-traditional methodological approach to 

characterize this collaborative study. 

The Aim of this Dissertation. The question most frequently asked is why I chose 

to do research with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-genocide 

Cambodia, and to what end? Is it not the desired goal for every conflict analysis and 

resolution scholar to explore new ways to cultivate peace, happiness and social harmony? 
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Acknowledging that many contemporary social structures are constructed on the basis of 

greed, hatred (ill-will), and delusion (Fals-Borda and Rahman, 1991, p. 32), there is little 

wonder why people are challenged to find the right understanding and right path to a more 

just, equitable and peaceful world. I learned over the years that once the mind is inhabited 

with a certain view of the world, there is a tendency to only consider knowledge that proves 

you to be right. Although not easy, this research journey was an opportunity to look at the 

world without a desire to cling to prior knowledge and inflate my ego. 

Contrary to the epistemology of typical Western academia, I learned that Buddhist 

monks are more inclusive and conclusive about their meaning of peace, happiness and 

social harmony, and how their understanding and thoughts are conditioned by the Buddha, 

his teachings (dhamma) and the community of Buddhist monks and nuns (sangha). As a 

young scholar, I also discovered that one of the research gaps in the peace and conflict 

resolution field is a better understanding of Buddhist epistemology. In other words, how 

do Buddhist monks, through their peace education programs, think about cultivating 

morality and a culture of peace, happiness and social harmony in post-genocide 

Cambodia? It is the dimension of inner-peace that is largely undervalued and 

underdeveloped in peace theory (Brantmeier, 2007, p. 121). Yet, in the conflict analysis 

and resolution field, “the study of the human mind or psychology is still in its infancy” 

(Vaughan, 2000, p. 151).  

Given the long-standing connection and contention between structure and agency 

in the social sciences, there is a tendency under a liberal peace paradigm to view 

democracies, free market economies and judicial institutions as a peacebuilding panacea. 
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But incongruences between these theoretical claims and concrete practice make it difficult 

to achieve what Galtung (1969) coined as positive peace. That is to say, understanding the 

underlying root causes and conditions of human suffering and social conflict, and applying 

a more maximalist approach to address them. This is primarily because contemporary peace 

theory is mainly culturally conceptualized and structurally oriented, which tends to confine 

our understanding of complementary approaches to peace and social harmony. As Sandole 

(2010) points out, it has become too easy to settle for negative peace or the simple absence 

of hostility without addressing the underlying root cause of the problem. 

In the immediate aftermath of the Cold War era there was widespread optimism 

from post-conflict analysis based on a liberal peace paradigm. UN Secretary General 

Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s (1992) An Agenda for Peace appeared to offer a holistic approach 

to address the impact of structural dynamics on social conflicts. That is, liberal 

peacebuilding prescribed a particular kind of state as the ideal remedy for social conflict – 

a liberal democratic state organized around free market economies, the rule of law, and 

democratic institutions (Campbell, et al, 2001; Paris 2002). 

While Boutros-Ghali’s well-intentioned vision to promote social justice and 

encourage a liberation that would challenge and reform violent social systems, its seminal 

beginning during the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) was 

generally deficient in cultivating morality, mature relationships and spiritual growth – 

peacebuilding dimensions greatly needed in the 21st century (Lederach, 2013). Since its 

inception, there has been little progress made in achieving its desired goal of a more 

inclusive political and economic society, not to mention nurturing peace and happiness for 
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eighty-five percent of the Cambodian population still dependent on a subsistence style 

livelihood (Curtis, 1998, p. 3) with little guarantee to meet their basic human needs.  

Sadly, secular liberal democracies have normalized militarism and violent conflict 

in all of its negative forms (cultural, structural and direct). Materialism and the 

accumulation of individual wealth are now highly valued in most societies. As I observed, 

social structures and institutions as prescribed by a liberal peace paradigm are not working 

in post-genocide Cambodia. The myriad peace theories and praxis under this construct are 

not necessarily helping in the areas of conflict prevention, reconciliation and resolution. 

As it would be unrealistic to rely on a single conflict resolution model, this dissertation 

does not negate or suggest replacing the liberal peace paradigm grounded in Western 

epistemology with one founded on Buddhism. It’s time, however, to broaden the 

epistemological lens on human suffering and social conflict. One that uncovers 

complementary approaches that go beyond purely Western understanding and thoughts 

about human suffering and social conflict.  

This research study with Theravāda Buddhist monks is an important opportunity to 

expand our intellectual boundaries and better understand alternative ways to peace, 

happiness and social harmony. For socially engaged Buddhist monks, peace and social 

harmony in Cambodia rests squarely on individual agency and the human potential for 

transformational social change. But as the literature confirms, this non-violent and peaceful 

way of life still awaits greater understanding through scholarship by Buddhist monks. And 

while engaged Buddhism is slowly making a comeback in Cambodia after an existential 

setback during the Khmer Rouge’s reign of power from 1975 to 1979, it is still generally 
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unknown how grassroots organizations like BEC, led entirely by voluntary Theravāda 

Buddhist monks, think about cultivating peace and social harmony in a transitional society.  

While the outlook to transform Cambodia’s violent social system appears daunting, 

there is room for hope, depending on how the problem is framed and addressed. Although 

still undervalued and lacking verifiable empirical data, the unexplored potential of socially 

engaged Buddhist monks is modestly at work in Cambodia. As many Cambodians continue 

to struggle and bring meaning to their shattered lives, BEC is featuring peace work that 

aims to cultivate morality and peaceable values into everyday practice.  

In order to expand the range of participation and inform a wider community of 

disciplines about the actions and beliefs of peace practitioners on their own terms, I decided 

on a participatory action research (PAR) study with Theravāda Buddhist monks rather than 

on or about them to inform my doctoral dissertation. Because PAR’s approach to inquiry 

is grounded in subjectivity and self-reflection, its congruence with Buddhist values and 

principles offered a unique opportunity to explore how Buddhist monks think about their 

peace work and efforts to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness, and social 

harmony in post-genocide Cambodia.  

Structure of Dissertation. The dissertation is divided into ten chapters. In addition 

to the introduction, chapter one includes the significance of knowledge / action, research 

questions, and project feasibility.  

Chapter two is a review of the relevant literature. It provides the research with a 

general orientation, uncovers gaps and challenges assumptions in existing scholarship, 

provides direction for the original research questions, and adds complementary knowledge 



 

9 

 

to a research domain covering three main topics: socially engaged Buddhism, peace 

education and participatory action research (PAR). 

Chapter three covers the research design and methodology. The overall approach 

and rationale; positionality; ethical considerations; data collection, analysis, and evaluation 

methods; and procedures to address validity and trustworthiness are covered in this chapter. 

Chapter four is an autoethnography which narrates reflections of my life in 

relationship to this participatory action research (PAR) study with Theravāda Buddhist 

monks in post-genocide Cambodia. The chapter is generally divided thematically into the 

corresponding research sections, where I seek legitimate space for my voice to be heard. It 

is within this space where I aim to explore the notion of getting to know my own mind 

through self-reflection. It is here where I offer anecdotal and personal experiences relevant 

to research with socially engaged Buddhist monks. The intention of this autoethnography 

was to analyze who I am through my experiences and connect my story to tangible 

expressions of cultural meaning that are relevant to research participants and their setting. 

Chapter five presents an introduction to Buddhism for Education of Cambodia 

(BEC) with an explanation and overview of its organizational structure. Given the unique 

insight of this research journey with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks, the 

purpose of Chapter five is to understand how monks bring meaning to what is BEC’s 

organizational structure through its vision and mission, goals and objectives, and strategy 

in terms of marketing, funding, teaching, sustaining and improving the efficacy of BEC’s 

five peace education programs. 
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The purpose of chapter six is to explain the various features and interpretations of 

the terms socially engaged Buddhism, engaged Buddhists or more specifically, socially 

engaged Buddhist monks as it pertains to BEC’s five peace education programs: Youth 

Education, Prisoner Education, Media Dhamma Talks, Children Sponsorship, and Caring 

for the Poor and Aging. The salience of chapter six is to address: how Buddhist monks think 

about their peace education programs, and attempt to cultivate morality and a culture of 

peace, happiness, and social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia? 

Chapter seven engages in the basic features of education about and for peace as 

reflected in Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s (BEC) peace education programs. 

While the literature suggests that education is inextricably linked to peacebuilding, peace 

education remains undervalued and rarely practiced. According to the literature, this is 

particularly true in Cambodia, where peace education did not feature strongly on the United 

Nations Transitional Authority for Cambodia’s (UNTAC) agenda. By most accounts, the 

international community represented by a plethora of non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) failed to recognize the mobilization potential of Buddhist monks and their 

transcendent peace education paradigm. Notwithstanding contemporary peacebuilding and 

peace education theory and practice being informed by a very large body of literature, there 

has been very little input from Cambodian Buddhist monks.  

In other words, how do Buddhist monks think about peace education and their 

attempt to cultivate morality and a culture of peace and social harmony in post-genocide 

Cambodia? It is therefore the aim of chapter seven to enrich our knowledge about how 

socially engaged Buddhist monks conceptualize peace, its content and forms of 
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transmitting peace knowledge, and how they measure the efficacy of BEC’s peace 

education programs. 

In addition to capturing some of the inherent challenges of participatory action 

research (PAR), chapter eight intends to feature the real, endogenous and transformative 

experiences of conducting research with Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-genocide 

Cambodia, rather than on or about them as prescribed in the more traditional approaches 

to social science inquiry. According to the literature, and as further acknowledged during 

the recently formed action research working group at George Mason University’s School 

for Conflict Analysis and Resolution (SCAR), there are very few doctoral dissertations that 

adhere to PAR’s methodological approach to research.  

By following the philosophical approach of PAR, primacy was placed on individual 

agency and mindful inquiry. These are two characteristics uniquely compatible with the 

Buddhist monks’ way of life. In addition to highlighting the epistemological dichotomy 

between Western and Buddhist concepts, chapter eight underlines the dialogic, catalytic, 

and democratic utility of PAR as an authentic grassroots approach to research with a strong 

nexus between theory, practice and action. (Greenwood and Levin, 1998, p. 75)  

In chapter nine, I aim to uncover how Buddhist monks perceived and identified 

challenges, and how they intended to improve the efficacy of BEC’s peace education 

programs. As a scholar of conflict analysis and resolution who has been somewhat 

narrowly confined to follow Western philosophies and values, it was only while conducting 

research with voluntary Buddhist monks at BEC that I became aware of the diversity and 

profundity of the meanings associated with Western notions of challenge and efficacy. It 
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is in this chapter where BEC monks and some of their core affiliates identify perceived 

challenges and how the notion of efficacy pertains to BEC’s peace education programs. 

Finally, chapter ten is the conclusion which captures research strengths, limitations 

and those areas identified for further research. To a certain degree, this chapter aims to 

answer the question what is the significance of knowledge / action in this research 

conducted with Theravāda Buddhist monks in the 21st century? 

As was uncovered in the research, the alignment of PAR’s methodological 

approach to inquiry and the Buddhist way of life set up a spiritual framework that allowed 

one to become more aware or mindful of knowledge and its significance to research 

participants and their setting. It was through mindful inquiry that the necessary intellectual 

space was created to deepen insights into self, and act as an agent of change. 

Significance of Knowledge / Action. For any researcher, it is first important to raise 

fundamental questions about what knowledge is produced, by whom, for whose interests 

and towards what end (Fals-Borda and Rahman, 1991, p. 131). Yet, few doctoral 

dissertations have allowed ordinary people at the grassroots level with the opportunity to 

actively participate in the research process to address their own problems. They are 

routinely subordinated as subjects in the research process. Thus, this participatory action 

research (PAR) with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks, rather than on or about 

them, expanded the range of participation while advancing both public and local 

knowledge about how Buddhist monks think about their peace education programs.  

Considered to be more a process than a product, PAR frames the study as 

subjective, which challenges positivism and the objective epistemological foundations of 
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contemporary conflict resolution. By actively involving Buddhist monks in co-generating 

knowledge about their own condition and how their peace education programs can improve 

the research design, gave them an equal voice as participants rather than as research 

subjects. In other words, knowledge and truth was not viewed as being neutral or objective, 

but rather constructed by the participants’ experience and their interaction with the world 

(Gray, 2004). In short, this methodological approach to inquiry brought into question the 

objectivist point of view that reality is believed to be existing externally to perceptions, 

beliefs and biases of human beings (Chia, 2002). 

Moreover, this study went beyond demonstrating a certain level of competence in 

doing research with monks to co-generate knowledge. It was an account of how Theravāda 

Buddhist monks think about their peace education programs, and in learning a research 

methodology aimed at reflection and reflexivity throughout the spiral of action research 

cycle of: planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988, p. 7). 

Because there are relatively few accounts of how the PAR process is done (Herr and 

Anderson, 2015), this research added to the literature and community of action research 

practitioners and scholars. 

The general assumption was that by cultivating Buddhist monks into scholar-

practitioners, they would develop the capacity to diminish incongruences between 

theoretical statements and concrete practice. The fact that local knowledge did not 

represent a static world view, it adapted itself continuously to new conditions and new 

situations, thus “insider accounts [generated] important knowledge to be shared among 

practitioners” (Herr and Anderson, 2015). Schon (1983) used the notion of the reflective 
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practitioner to describe those practitioners who learn to learn about their practice and 

therefore become better practitioners (p. 43). 

Furthermore, BEC monks saw a dialogue taking place between the researchers’ 

growing observations and data, and what others have written and understood about similar 

questions or contexts (Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. 105). This dialogic process was 

enhanced by BEC’s reliance on video recording their peace education programs live on 

Facebook and YouTube for the general publics viewing. The end result showed how the 

data analysis of this study was pushed by relevant literature, and the contribution of this 

PAR study expanded the depth of current literature. This is important to underscore, 

because action research is often seen as contributing solely to local knowledge and practice 

rather than generating knowledge for a wider community of disciplines. This study with 

Theravāda Buddhist monks informed a broader research community about the actions and 

beliefs of Buddhist monk practitioners – a knowledge base and local perspective few 

traditional research studies replicate. 

Finally, this doctoral dissertation with Theravāda Buddhist expanded the 

framework of contemporary conflict resolution by uncovering the potential of a 

complementary relationship between Western and Buddhist epistemologies. Not only did 

the study stimulate self-reflection and mindfulness to elevate the intellectual discourse to 

a more unifying level, it brought attention to the destructive nature of duality, separatism, 

extremism, and exclusionism often found in our contemporary world. As the Buddha said, 

most people are motivated by the eight worldly concerns: gain and loss, pleasure and pain, 

praise and blame, and fame and disgrace. While BEC monks were always careful not to 
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judge the laity for these preoccupations, they were mindful of their incongruence with the 

Buddhist notions of impermanence, non-self or selflessness and suffering. It was here 

where BEC monks, through their peace work, encouraged the laity to find the middle path 

as embodied in the daily practice of the noble eightfold path and also in the four sublime 

states: compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. 

Research Questions. The decision about how to conduct this study actually 

preceded the development of the research questions. While I imagined doing a more 

traditional dissertation study, my internship with socially engaged Buddhist monks in post-

genocide Cambodia, drove me towards improving practice by working the dialectic 

between research and practice. Therefore, this PAR study with Theravāda Buddhist monks 

was guided by the following research questions, which focused on understanding how 

socially engaged Buddhist monks think about their peace education programs: 

• What are the vision and mission, goals and objectives, organizational structure and 

strategies in terms of marketing, funding, teaching, sustaining, and improving 

Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s (BEC) pece education programs? 

• In what ways do Theravāda Buddhist monks measure the effectiveness of BEC’s 

five peace education programs? 

• How do Buddhist monks think about improving their peace actions?  

• How do Buddhist monks think about their peace education programs and attempt 

to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and social harmony in post-

genocide Cambodia? 
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These broad questions were developed collaboratively with BEC monks, as a guide 

for this empirical study. As PAR is an iterative process, it generally followed cycles of 

planning, acting, observing, and reflecting on BEC’s peace activities (Figure 1), and was 

open to the emergence of other research questions, frames, and lines of inquiry as new 

information came to light. Thus, had there been any substantially new research questions, 

they would have been cleared with the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and dissertation 

committee as they emerged. 

Project Feasibility. One of the main concerns regarding project feasibility was 

procuring Khmer language proficiency in order to conduct participant observations, semi-

structured interviews, reflective focus groups, and develop surveys in both English and 

Khmer languages. The desire to communicate effectively in the indigenous or first 

language of the research participants reflects the practical concerns of doing immersive 

data collection, analysis, and evaluation. Moreover, the theoretical and ethical concerns of 

being able to build relationships with the Buddhist monks would demonstrate my 

commitment to issues in which BEC monks are most concerned. Finally, having a research-

level capacity in Khmer language was important to more deeply understand how Theravāda 

Buddhist monks thought about BEC’s peace work and responded to the research questions. 

No doubt, to learn a difficult language like Khmer at a functional level is a lengthy 

process of more than one to two years of intensive language training. But having confered 

with my dissertation chair about alternative options, we recognized that the collaborative 

nature of PAR lends many advantages in this regard. Moreover, Buddhist monks with 
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whom I conducted the research, demonstrated a bi-lingual capacity in English and Khmer 

languages, which seemed to adequately address many of my communication concerns. 

As proof of concept, the four capacity building classes I presented to Buddhist 

monks while co-developing the dissertation proposal, along with the pilot study conducted 

on BEC’s Caring for the Poor and Aging peace education program, further demonstrated 

our collective capacity to communicate in English with a relatively high level of 

conversational fluidity, comprehension and understanding. Additionally, Ven. Vy 

Sovechea, President of Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University at the Battambang 

branch, and other venerable monks were integrated into the research design as BEC core 

affiliates to give alternative interpretation and help facilitate semi-structured interviews and 

reflective focus groups when necessary. 

Beyond language-related issues, the PAR study’s likelihood of success was greatly 

improved during the co-development of the dissertation proposal and pilot study. Because 

I served as an intern for over two months with Ven. Hak Sienghai and volunteer monks at 

BEC during the summer of 2016, which was sponsored by George Mason University 

School for Conflict Analysis and Resolution, I had the opportunity to actively participate 

in all but one of BEC’s peace education programs: Youth Education, Media Dhamma Talks, 

Children Sponsorship, and Caring for the Poor and Aging. But because of many security 

and bureaucratic challenges, we collectively decided not to request formal permission from 

the Cambodian government for me to participate in BEC’s Prisoner Education program at 

the Battambang Rehabilitation Center.  
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Notwithstanding this minor obstacle, I was integral in assisting Ven. Hak Sienghia 

and BEC as the host and sponsor of the first International Buddhist Conference in Phnom 

Penh, Cambodia. It was in this capacity where I edited documents written in English, 

prepared invitations, and in addition to my general participation in the conference, I was 

selected by the most senior monks in attendance to give the conference’s closing 

comments. As a follow up to the conference, I served as a ghost-writer for Ven. Hak 

Siengha, preparing abstracts and papers on socially engaged Buddhism in Cambodia and 

BEC’s peace work, which were presented during subsequent conferences sponsored by the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in Thailand and Myanmar.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction. This body of literature reviewed a domain covering three main 

topics: socially engaged Buddhism, peace education, and participatory action research 

(PAR). Having decided to do participatory action research (PAR) with Theravāda Buddhist 

monks regarding how they think about their peace education programs and their attempt to 

cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and social harmony in post-genocide 

Cambodia, the relevant literature intends to provide general orientation, uncover gaps, 

challenge assumptions, and give direction to original and subsequent research questions.  

As this PAR study generally followed cycles of planning, acting, observing, and 

reflecting (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988); the iterative process was done in relation to 

this larger body of literature which helped illuminate the findings, deepen the 

understanding, and suggested further direction for the next iteration (Herr and Anderson, 

2015, p. 105). As such, the expectation was that as the research cycles broaden 

understanding about the issues studied, new findings would be incorporated as part of the 

growing knowledge about socially engaged Buddhism, peace education, and participatory 

action research. That is, from the dissertation proposal phase to writing up the dissertation, 

the literature review gradually developed and evolved.  
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Socially Engaged Buddhism.  As the literature illustrates, there is a need to work 

towards a much more balanced view of 21st century socially engaged Buddhism. Due in 

part to cultural bias and misreading Buddhist text, but also failing to examine engaged 

Buddhism through the eyes of practicing monks. These shortcomings too frequently led to 

gross distortions and misunderstandings. As further demonstrated by occupying Western 

colonial powers, the religious-secular dichotomy imposed extensively from Western 

thought and practice was generally incongruent with the symbiotic relationship between 

the sangha and laity, specifically in Theravāda Southeast Asia: Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 

Sri Lanka, and Thailand. 

There is a widely held belief and support for the notion that there should be a hard 

separation of church and state, particularly in America as directed in the U.S. Constitution. 

This understanding has generally prohibited the values and principles espoused in religions 

from being directly shared or become part of public school curriculum. As most Western 

circles have mislabeled Buddhism and have generally confused socially engaged 

Buddhism with religious practice, the importance of wisdom, spirituality and social 

harmony found in Buddhist philosophy has also been restricted from being part of the 

public school curriculum.  

The cultural falcy that the goal of engaged Buddhist is not a stable social order or 

just society as the literature infers, “will continue to be so until it is culturally unwrapped 

and socially actualized” (Jones, 2003, p. 51). Yet as surveys administered by second year 

students at Preah Sihanouk Raja University in 2018 confirmed, given the challenges of 

greed, hatred and delusion largely brought on by the dynamics of Western social structures 
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and 21st century modernity, there is an urgency for socially engaged Buddhist monks to 

teach morality and the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) as part of the curriculum in 

Cambodia’s primary and secondary schools. 

Thus, the literature review on socially engaged Buddhism is summarized in four 

basic categories: What is Southeast Asian Buddhism, Defining Socially Engaged Buddhism, 

Defining Characteristics of Engaged Buddhism, Historical Examples of Socially Engaged 

Buddhism, and Cambodian Engaged Buddhist Monks. Chapter Six – Socially Engaged 

Buddhism: In Search of a Grand Strategy, adds value to this body of literature as a result 

of the research conducted with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-

genocide Cambodia. 

What is Southeast Asian Buddhism? Although the definition is part of a separate 

and larger body of literature, it is important to briefly summarize here what it is to gain a 

balanced view of contemporary Southeast Asian engaged Buddhists. Many prefer to 

associate the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) with a religion, some claim it is a philosophy, 

while still others think of it as both a religion and philosophy (Rahula, 1974). But “that 

does not mean Buddhism is nothing more than an ethical code – it is a way of moral, 

spiritual and intellectual training for self-transform” (Thera,1996, p. 31). For this study, 

Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s (BEC) voluntary Buddhist monks preferred to call 

it a Way of Life (Hak Sienghai, 2018). This is partially because Theravāda (Way of the 

Elders) Buddhist monks claim to adhere most closely to the original understanding, 

thoughts, and practices taught by the Buddha. 
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In the strictest sense of the word, Buddhism is not referred to as a religion because 

allowing a higher unseen power to command one’s destiny, obedience, reverence, and 

worship goes against the Buddhist’s approach to reconcile suffering and social conflict as 

an intrinsically personal and psychological endeavor (Phumchhon Tola, 2018). Moreover, 

referencing Buddhism in general terms as a religion, rather than as a way of life, inevitably 

applies certain Western Judeo-Christian stereotypes and cultural bias. Inasmuch as 

Western concepts of Church and State are not reified and applied to a Buddhist frame of 

reference, a narrow understanding of Buddhism fails to recognize not only that the 

“Theravāda Buddhist countries of Southeast Asia [Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Sri Lanka 

and Thailand] own a long-standing tradition of close association and cooperation between 

government and expressly Buddhist organizations and leadership but that government itself 

rightly viewed is a Buddhist institution” (Lester, 1973, p. 3).  

The literature further suggests, the Buddha was known as a practical teacher with 

the sole aim of explaining in all its details the problem of human suffering (dukkha) and 

how to reconcile suffering (Thera, 1996, p. 36). He was less concerned with the past and 

future – the central concept of his teachings called dhamma, only serves to guide followers 

to a more calm and peaceful existence. It is within this context that the Buddha is often 

compared to a physician, because of his understanding and compassionate attitude towards 

people...Similar to a doctor diagnosing an ailment and prescribing a remedy, the Buddha 

realized that it is left to the patient to test the prescription (Thera, 1996; Rahula, 1974). In 

other words, socially engaged Buddhists can point out the path to peace, happiness, and 
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social harmony, but this can only be fully achieved through individual transformation or 

by transforming self. 

As numerous scholars have claimed, engaged Buddhists’ peace education holds no 

intrinsic value in creating a good society (Deitrick, 2003, p. 263), and by vocation Buddhist 

monks are not social reformers. Weber (2004) goes as far as to characterize engaged 

Buddhist as irrelevant to contemporary social problems, and as essentially inimical to 

social development as he along wth others argue that Buddhism abandons society. As this 

research uncovered, these Western perspectives about engaged Buddhists are narrowly 

placed, and fail to include a broader Buddhist perspective from socially engaged Buddhist 

monks themselves. The potential in Buddhist values and institutions for permitting, 

supporting, and motivating certain kinds of social, economic, and political change was 

acknowledged by Lester (1973) and further uncovered in this research with socially 

engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia. 

Defining Socially Engaged Buddhism. What is the actual meaning of socially 

engaged Buddhism, and is there sufficient unity among its various examples and cultural 

differences to go by the single name, engaged Buddhism? Sallie King (2009), who has 

written extensively on and about the subject, believes there is. As she points out, engaged 

Buddhists are not restricted to one geographical location, but exist all over Asia as well as 

in America and Europe. She also claims that engaged Buddhists are not confined within a 

single Buddhist sect, but exist in all sectarian varieties of Buddhism. In other words, there 

are different faces of socially engaged Buddhism as I experienced doing my extensive 

research with Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia. 
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King’s definition preserves this diversity while also drawing together their 

commonalities: “engaged Buddhism is defined and united by the intention to apply the 

values and teachings of Buddhism to the problems of society in a nonviolent way, 

motivated by concern for the welfare of others, and as an expression of one's own practice 

of the Buddhist Way” (p. 5). The New Social Face of Buddhism expressed by Jones (2003) 

suggests a requirement for the “thoughtful, critical, and comprehensive engagement with 

modernity – the predominant global culture of our time” (p. xvi).  

Notwithstanding these mostly Western scholarly definitions, at the very core of 

Buddhism is a tradition of compassion and compassionate action for the benefit of others, 

which for BEC monks and their core affiliates is one of the many forms of generosity 

(dāna). King seemed to negotiate these important differences between divergent Buddhist 

traditions, without diluting them into sameness or categorizing them into radical 

opposition. Although when Theravāda Buddhists speak of compassion (karuṇā), they often 

combine this with loving-kindness (metta), as idioms for expressing beneficence or the 

moral obligation of doing right (Vy Sovechea, 2018). For Buddhist monks, right is a moral 

imperative that guides them in sharing and practicing the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). 

A little reflection made clear that, “when compassion (concern that others not suffer) and 

loving-kindness (wish for others to be well and happy) are translated into action, they 

translate into the same thing: benevolence, concern for the welfare of others, and action to 

enhance others' welfare” (King, 2008, p.6).  

Whether we call it benevolence, compassion, or loving- kindness, at a certain point 

we must set aside these Western labels that for all their utility, inevitably introduce 
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distinctions that often cloud our view of reality. In other words, we are merely defining and 

distinguishing different approaches arising from the same impetus: engagement with one's 

own suffering and with the suffering of others. In the final analysis, socially engaged 

Buddhism is measured by only one criterion: whether or not it draws its inspiration and 

practice from the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma), of which the four sublime states: 

compassion (karuṇā), loving-kindness (mettā), sympathetic joy (muditā) and equanimity 

(upekkhā) are part of a mindful dimension of the Buddha’s path to give up greed, hatred 

and delusion (Lester, 1973, p. 35). 

From a historical perspective, engaged Buddhism has roots in Vietnam during the 

1960’s. In light of the many wars taking place, Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh’s 

reaction was to engage monks in nonviolent social action (Chappell, 1999, p. 220). In fact, 

it was said to be Thich Nhat Hanh who coined the term in a letter to Martin Luther King in 

1963, to explain the self-immolation of Thich Quang Duc (Crosby, 2014, p. 277; Queen 

and King, 1996, p. 2; King, 2009, p. 78). As such, engaged Buddhism became embodied 

in his School of Youth for Social Service and the Order of Inter-being founded during the 

Vietnam War. The introduction of socially engaged Buddhism into Western culture was a 

response to strong protests against the Vietnam War. Once the movement entered North 

America, it was well-received among Americans, albeit with many cultural adaptations.  

And while this research confirmed that engaged Buddhism in post-genocide 

Cambodia is still guided by the Buddha, dhamma and sangha, American culture has 

gradually diluted the purity found in taking refuge in the Three Jewels or Triple Gem: The 

Buddha or the fully enlightened one (wisdom), the Dhamma or the teachings (virtues and 
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spirituality) as expounded by the Buddha, and the Sangha or the monastic order of 

Buddhism (social harmony) that practice the Dhamma. An example of this is best 

illustrated in the U.S Army’s first Buddhist chaplain, who proudly trains soldiers in insight 

(vipassanā) meditation to help them concentrate in doing their jobs better. An effort and 

livelihood that appeared to be antithetical to the Buddhist precept to abstain from killing 

or partaking in a violent livelihood. Always mindful of the middle path and to approach 

matters dialectically, the Buddhist monks often reminded me that there is truth and 

goodness on both sides of the issue. As I learned, BEC monks seemed less concerned with 

finding absolute truth than with finding the Buddha’s way of life, a path that guides them 

towards peace, happiness and social harmony. 

The extent to which engaged Buddhism is a new phenomenon, however, is strongly 

refuted among socially engaged Buddhist monks. One has only to follow the history of the 

Buddha to understand how it reflects a longer tradition of Buddhist social and political 

activism over the millennium (Havnevik, et. al., 2017, p. 191). For more than 2,560 years, 

it has been a wholesome path linked to peace, happiness, and social harmony. It is 

characteristic of Buddha’s life story; who first broke from his born tradition of having 

supreme power and privilege as a prince when he set out on a journey to find a kind of 

peace and happiness that went beyond the social conditioning of greed, ill-will (hatred), 

and delusion (ignorance) of the phenomenal world (Chappell, 1999, p. 41). Likewise, the 

literature on socially engaged Buddhism and how Buddhism can contribute to sustainable 

peace, King Asoka (304-232 BEC) is mentioned prominately regarding “Buddhist roles in 

peacemaking” (Green, 2009, p. 193). 
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Notwithstanding much consternation in presenting an imperialistic King like Asoka 

as a benevolent ruler because he became Buddhist, the Buddha as a former Prince, sought 

to cultivate the kind of peace and happiness that would be both applicable and attainable 

for everyone. Irrespective of social class, this reflects his clear revulsion for violence, 

ignorance, and oppression. And while the Buddha possessed a deep dissatisfaction with the 

status quo, simply renouncing violence and inequality was far from acting against social 

injustice. As Gunaratana (1999) said, “if we spend all our time teaching, preaching, writing, 

or memorizing numerous passages describing peace and happiness, we will not have any 

time to actualize this message” (p. 170). Buddhism is a practical approach to reconcile 

human suffering, and can therefore serve as a complementary path to conflict resolution. 

As ideas have to be expressed to become effective, the practicality of Buddhism is found 

in the Buddha’s noble eightfold path, which was something I observed while living and 

doing research with volunteer Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s 

(BEC) through their peace education programs. 

In this regard, the Buddha was explicit in recognizing that his vision of peace, 

happiness, and social harmony could not possibly be nurtured by accident, it would be the 

result of action expressed through community engagement. The Buddha’s vision was 

subsequently formalized when he created the sangha or monastic community of Buddhist 

monks and nuns, around whose corporate life the Buddhist philosophy or way of life was 

molded. As both a microcosm of a peaceful, happy, socially harmonious institution and as 

a means for social development and engagement, the existence and structure of the sangha 

eventually shaped the history of Buddhism and benefited humanity in many countries 
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(Crosby, 2014). Despite being portrayed in Western literature as being solely focused on 

individual development, there is in fact considerable emphasis on generosity (dāna) or 

giving to others both materially (āmiṣa) and spiritually (dhamma) according to Ven. Rat 

Kompheak (2018). 

Defining Characteristics of Engaged Buddhism. As the Venerable Rahula (1967) 

writes: “Buddhism is purely a personal religion,” and the sangha’s duty is to teach not to 

preserve the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). This was perhaps best illustrated throughout 

Theravāda Southeast Asia during the premodern period, where “one typically found a 

Buddhist temple in every village” (King, 2009, p. 9). Captured further by Ven. Khy 

Sovanratana (2016) in his doctoral dissertation, “as of 2014, Cambodia has 4,755 

monasteries or Buddhist temples” (p. 190). And although it is no longer the case in 21st 

century Cambodia, it was here where the village-based monastic system developed over 

the centuries into a doctrine of enlightenment bound deeply with community engagement. 

In this capacity, the sangha had always seen itself as a community – that is what the name 

means (Gombrich, 2006, p. 91; Crosby, 2014, p. 198).  

What Victoria (1990) says about the sangha adds to our general understanding and 

the salient characteristics of engaged Buddhism as envisioned by the Buddha: 

The sangha was organized to be a non-coercive, non-authoritarian, 
democratic society where leadership came only from good moral character 
and spiritual insight. It is an order of society which has no political 
ambitions within the nation, and in whose ranks there is no striving for 
leadership. It seeks to persuade men and women to follow its way, by 
example and exhortation, not by force. By completely eliminating the then 
prevalent caste system from its ranks, Buddha Shakyammuni may rightly 
be considered one of history’s first leaders not only to advocate but actually 
to practice his belief in the basic equality of all human beings. He clearly 
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hoped that the religious and social ideas of the sangha would one day 
permeate the whole of society (p. 369). 
 

Ven. Jaa Sam Saroun’s (2018) finds the use of meditation (bhāvanā) used in BEC’s 

peace education programs as a form of mental training to develop inner-calming and 

awareness – “it is an intense process of cleansing one’s understanding, thoughts, speech 

and action” (Thera, 1996, p. 80). More recently, meditation has been recognized for its 

therapeutic value (Stevenson, 2012). But as Chappell (1999) postulates, while calming 

(samatha) and insight (vipassanā) meditation are the foundation of Buddhist mindfulness 

training, it cannot stand without social engagement (p. 201). Just as “the wise ones know 

that the root causes and conditions of all conflicts are in the mind – develop[ing] inner-

peace and the outer skills [are] needed to make peace and happiness a reality” 

(Ghosananda, 1999, p. 153). 

In addition to achieving mindfulness through meditation, traditional Buddhist morality 

(sīla) codified in the vinaya scriptures, provides the ethical foundation for all Buddhists. 

While the Buddha’s teachings offer numerous examples for morality training, it is 

primarily the five precepts (abstain from killing, stealing, lying, improper sexual behavior, 

and intoxicates) embodied in the noble eightfold path that offer a practical and important 

contribution to socially engaged Buddhist peace work (Ibid; Loy, 2003, pp.130-131). 

Through centuries of social engagement, a mutually beneficial relationship developed 

between the sangha and ordinary people. As such, “the sangha performed many secular 

functions - they taught children the rudiments of literacy and math, they attended to the 

villagers’ medical needs, advised the village elders from a nonpartisan perspective, and 

counseled individuals - in addition to their more religious functions of teaching the 
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dhamma, they set a moral example, and provided villagers with the opportunity to give and 

earn merits” (King, 2009, p. 9).  

According to the Pāli canon (doctrinal foundation of Theravāda Buddhism), 

“Buddhism has always been engaged in teaching sentient beings out of compassion [loving 

kindness] to relieve their dukkha [suffering]” (Loy, 2003, p. 17). The Buddhist emphasis 

on non-duality further encouraged social relations and to identify with one another; 

“through com-passion or suffering with others we become inseparable from them” (Ibid). 

As Gombrich (2006) highlights, “unselfishness and carefulness are cardinal Buddhist 

values; so are the four divine or sublime states of mind: kindness (love), compassion, 

sympathetic joy and equanimity” (p. 66). The Metta Sutta, an ancient poem in the Canon, 

is perhaps the most widely used Pāli text in Theravāda practice; “it is meditation on 

kindness in which one attempts to suffuse the world with the thought: May all beings be 

happy” (Ibid). 

Two important and central teaching underlying Buddhist social activism is the 

notion of action or kamma, meaning nothing exits without cause (Ibid, p. 67) and 

interconnectedness or dependent origination. That is, “we are all interdependent and share 

an inescapable responsibility for the well-being of the entire world” (Chappell, 1999, p. 

203). This is perhaps best illustrated in addressing basic human needs. The sangha depends 

on community generosity (dāna) to satisfy their four basic needs: food twice a day, housing 

in the form of the temple, clothes in the form of a saffron colored robe, and medical 

attention when necessary (Yem Vanna, 2018). As conveyed by BEC monks, as a minimum 
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these same basic needs are equally expected for all Cambodian citizens in order to ensure 

peace, happiness, and social harmony in society (Rat Kompheak, 2018). 

Realizing our interdependence and mutual responsibility for each other implies 

something more than just intellectual awareness or simply building relationships as 

suggested in Lederach’s (1997) peacebuilding paradigm. It is mindfulness that makes 

possible the growth of generosity, compassion and wisdom to destroy all duality and a self-

centered worldview. In other words, “if ego-centeredness is emphasized in society, peace 

and happiness can in no way be constructed between oneself and others” (Mun, 2009, p. 

7). “Egotism is constricting, when we see things only from a selfish point of view, our 

vision is limited” (Armstrong, 2000, p. 104). In this sense, engaged Buddhism is perceived 

as an expression of non-self or selflessness, generosity, interconnectedness, and equality. 

A reliance on these same guiding principles is something I observed by socially enegaged 

Theravāda Buddhist monks in the conduct of BEC’s peace education praxis. By observing 

BEC monks and their core affiliates as though ego or self did not exist, I found them much 

happier and being in their presence was peaceful and harmonious. 

The roots of “Buddhism arose in India as a spiritual force against social injustices, 

against degrading hierarchical social structures, against superstitious rites, ceremonies and 

sacrifices; it denounced the tyranny of the caste system and advocated the equality of all 

men; it emancipated women and gave [them] complete spiritual freedom” (Gethin, 1998, 

p. 42). By focusing on the problem of overcoming individual suffering (dukkha), 

“Buddhism has always been considered a morally, ethically and socially engaging praxis” 

(Lester, 1973, p. 155). The Buddha appeared at a time when autocracy was prevalent in 
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India, and his teachings could easily be perceived as a threat to such hegemonic social 

systems. Therefore, “he did not interfere with the politics and government of the country, 

for he was never an interferer in things where interference was useless, but this did not 

deter him from giving voice to his democratic thoughts and views” (Thera, 1979, p. 26). 

While the Buddha may have wisely refrained from interfering with the then autocratic 

governments, he created the sangha on democratic principles (Ibid, p. 26). 

While the literature points out how the Buddha’s teachings encouraged democratic 

ideas and institutions, it is something the Cambodian Supreme Patriach and some members 

of the Cambodian sangha may have forgotten, given their recent actions during the 2018 

general elections. As claimed by former monks volunteering at BEC, politics have even 

entered Buddhist temples, where “politicians come to Wats [Buddhist temples] and give 

donations in the name of the CPP [Cambodian People’s Party]” (Nhory Saratt, 2018). 

King (2009) further writes how: 

Engaged Buddhism is a non-centralized movement that emerged in 
response to multiple crisis in modern Asia. The leaders and groups that 
make up the movement all draw upon traditional Buddhist concepts, values, 
and principles as they develop their various responses to the crises and 
challenges of their particular situation. It is this shared grounding in 
traditional Buddhism that ties together the various engaged Buddhist groups 
(p. 13).  
 
A further characteristic in engaged Buddhism is the method of teaching the 

dhamma. In respect for the truth, the Buddha is said to have taught the dhamma without 

making any distinction between exoteric and esoteric doctrine, and never wished to extract 

from his disciples blind and submissive faith in him and his teachings (Thera, 1996). 

Mindful of the birthright of every individual, the Buddha never interfered with another 
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man’s freedom of thought - he was not anxious to gain followers except through their own 

conviction. A remarkably passive approach compared to some religions that don’t seem to 

hold reason and critical thinking at the same level of importance. 

For many people in the West, the term Buddhism means a religion of introspective 

withdrawal soley focused on individual development (Queen and King, 1996, p. ix)), not 

for social involvement and giving to others in numerous forms (Crosby, 2014, p. 121). 

According to Gombrich (2006), the endless misunderstanding has been caused mainly by 

western writers’ false views on the no-soul doctrine, and thus mislabeling Buddhists as 

annihilationist (p. 64). According to Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018), “what we cannot 

experience is of little concern; what is important in BEC’s peace education programs is our 

experiencing suffering (dukkha) and what we can do to alleviate suffering.” And while 

developing wisdom, virtues and mindfulness are commonly cultivated in private by 

Buddhist monks, social checks and balances through socially engaged Buddhism has 

always been a Buddhist monk practice (Yem Vanna, 2018). As further pointed out by 

Chappell (1999), these social checks and balances “occurred twice a month on the new 

moon and full moon days when the sangha gathered to recite the social rules of practice 

(upsatha)” (p. 200). 

No doubt that over the past 2560 years, what to do about suffering and reaching 

enlightenment has taken different paths among its followers. As the literature on engaged 

Buddhists informs, there are Buddhists who have been more socially active, while others 

concentrated singularly on inner-peace and awareness. Perhaps it was this aspect that 

earned Buddhism a reputation in the West for being largely passive. But as Sivaraksa 
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(1992) argues, “to perceive Buddhism apart from its social dimension is fundamentally a 

mistake” (p. 66). Sivaraksa’s statement is something I experienced while living and 

researching with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education 

of Cambodia (BEC) in post-genocide Cambodia.  

One of many historical accounts that illuminates Sivaraksa’s (2005) argument, is 

when the Buddha intervened into a potential conflict between neighboring bands of farmers 

who were taking up arms over a water-rights issue. Balancing compassion and wisdom, 

the Buddha brought the would-be combatants to realize the potential damage of warfare 

and got them to negotiate a solution. It is here where the teachings of the Buddha, if 

properly understood and upheld, provide a different lens to see the world (p. 41). In my 

case while researching with BEC monks, Ven. Hak Sienghia appeared less eager to 

question or confront the aggressive inquiry by the Cambodian internal police into my 

frequent participation in BEC’s peace education programs. Ven. Hak Sienghai chose to 

have me lay low until he felt the pressure by government officials subsided. 

Historical Examples of Socially Engaged Buddhism. The literature shows how 

distinct interpretations and approaches to socially engaged Buddhism gained currency in 

Southeast Asian discourses, mainly because of the unique and positive impact nonviolent 

advance towards peace and social harmony came to fruition in several structurally and 

culturally violent contexts. Although there are historical accounts capturing Buddhists and 

even monks demonstrating violence in its myriad forms, it is here where a few of the more 

notable exemplars of engaged Buddhists are summoned: Buddhadasa Bhikku in Thailand, 

A. T. Ariyarante in Sri Lanka, Thich Nhat Hanh in Vietnam, Aung San Suu in Myanmar 
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and Mahā Ghosananda in Cambodia. Notwithstanding a considerable degree of Western 

influence on each of these Buddhist leaders, what remained consistent in their otherwise 

diverse approaches to achieve peace (sukha) and social harmony in their respective 

countries was the reliance on the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) in cultivating a peaceful 

way of life or inner-peace through education and action. Thus, socially engaged Buddhists 

see individual agency and self-transformation as key to a peaceful and harmonious society. 

Buddhadasa Bhikku – Dhammic Socialist. Buddhadasa Bhikku of Thailand is a 

well-known Buddhist monk who openly denounced western imposed social structures, 

claiming that foreign social systems were responsible for most of the ills of the modern age 

(Tarantino, 2012, p. 27). He lamented further how the global economy promotes individual 

strife, selfishness and egoism by making a virtue of greed and consumerism (Ibid). 

Vehemently opposing western social development paradigms, Buddhadasa used the 

Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha to conceive his own social development paradigm which he 

titled: Dhammic Socialism. Like many Buddhist monks of his time, the primary goal of 

engaged Buddhism for Buddhadasa was a just, stable, social order grounded in the values 

and principles of the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). 

In clear reaction to existing hegemonic social systems, Buddhadasa viewed these 

political and economic structures as flawed because they did not fully incorporate Buddhist 

values and principles grounded in the noble eightfold path and four sublime states: 

compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity. Buddhadasa defined 

dhamma socialism as “a fellowship or community grounded in the Buddha’s teachings in 

which all members restrain their own acquisitive self-interest to act on behalf of the 
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common good” (Ibid, p. 5). Often criticized for being overly idealistic and quasi-utopian, 

Buddhadasa attempted to promote virtuous behavior as embodied in the noble eightfold 

path: right understanding, right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right 

effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration (Thera, 1996). Essentially, he was trying 

to replicate through education and action, the same living conditions envisioned by the 

Buddha for the Sangha or community of Buddhist monks and nuns. 

The general idea behind the dhammic socialism concept was to create a model for 

an ideal society in which human suffering is alleviated through the application of key 

Buddhist principles such as interconnectedness, loving-kindness and generosity 

(Tarantino, 2012). According to Buddhadasa (1986), the lingering effects of colonialism 

on Thailand contributed to the romanticizing of Western culture, where today, most Thai 

people are following Western values and receiving college educations abroad or in private 

schools aimed exclusively for rich people at the expense of the poor.  

It was Buddhadasa’s view that the Western approach to social structures further 

eroded the country's traditional culture and values. As someone who has been traveling to 

Thailand off and on since 1987, I too found the smiling faces that once greeted me at 

Bangkok’s international airport and hotel lobbies, gradually being eroded by 

institutionalized greed, hatred and delusion. As almost every country in the world has a 

nickname, Thailand was known as the Land of a Thousand Smiles. Yet as portrayed in his 

book: Dhammic Socialism, Buddhadasa (1986) suggests that “the effects of Thailand's 

development over the past decades badly eroded the significance and meaning of 

traditional symbols, institutions, and cultural values.”  
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Traditional Thai Buddhism - its beliefs, practices and institutions - have lost 

centrality in many sectors of Thai life, especially among the educated elite living in major 

urban centers, like Bangkok. Critics of traditional Thai Buddhism point out that while 

monks were at one time the most respected social class in society, this is no longer the case. 

A growing perception in Thailand is that the role of Buddhist monks has been limited to 

that of “keepers of religious ritual and as providers of a magically inclined, transcendent 

Buddhism, whose foundational practice has little effect or prevalence within the lives of 

lay people” (Tarantino, 2012). Buddhadasa saw these influential factors as an extension of 

Western greed, selfishness, and individual consumerism, which he believed to have 

existential consequences for the Sangha and society as a whole.  

Despite strong opposition from the West, many monks revered Buddhadasa for his 

teachings against materialism and consumerism. The literature points to his popularity as 

a result of his liberal political and religious views to end human suffering and social 

conflict, and by analyzing its conditions and addressing the underlying root causes through 

Buddhism’s virtuous peacebuilding praxis. Despite being disparaged as a Buddhist 

socialist in mostly Western circles, Buddhadasa views on socialism as a natural state, 

meaning all things exist together in one system, his writings guided most socially engaged 

Buddhist monks of his era.  

In a slight departure from Buddhism’s strict emphasis on individual transformation 

of the mind, Buddhadasa surmised that because the context of social problems are 

structural and not just individual, attention must turn to the source of the problem. 

According to Buddhadasa, and irrespective of the designated social system in society, he 
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believed a society’s values and principles must benefit the entire society and not just the 

interests of a few powerful and privileged individuals. Although Buddhadasa’s message 

resonates with BEC monks and their core affiliates, their peace education programs places 

primacy on individual agency over structures as the path to peace and social harmony. 

Recognizing the ongoing connection and contension between agency and structure, 

the question of duality found in most social systems and what seems to be the collective 

and individual motivation behind dualism and exclusionism, remains a current social 

problem with which socially engaged Buddhist monks continue to struggle. This raised a 

series question about how effective socially engaged Buddhist monks have been in 

reversing the institutionalization of exclusionism, duality, and selfishness. Has there been 

progress in the transformation of personal consciousness to bring an end to human suffering 

and social conflict? Although Buddhadasa appears pessimistic about large-scale social 

change due to the forces of modernity on the social fabic of Thai society, this was an area 

explored during my research with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-

genocide Cambodia with remarkably a higher degree of optimism expressed by BEC 

monks and their core affiliates. 

I learned from BEC monks and their core affiliates that Buddhist epistemology does 

not deny objective and structural dimensions of conflict dynamics. As Tanabe (2016) 

highlights, “those dimensions are essentially manifestations of mind, since the character or 

attributes of objective reality are projected by the human mind, individually and/or 

collectively” (p. 317). But as Chappell (1999) posits, “while the two instruments affecting 

the well-being of society and the planet are governments and corporations, the major 
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collections of Buddhist precepts do not deal with political and economic institutions” (p. 

221). Moreover, while social action has been fundamental to Buddhism, by limiting 

Buddhist organizations to the village monastery, governments have effectively prevented 

Buddhism from developing strong social institutions that could challenge them politically 

(Ibid, p. 204). There are, however, historical exceptions that seem to challenge Chappell’s 

position on this issue. 

While reflecting on Buddhadasa’s strategic vision for Thailand’s social and 

economic system, I grew agitated and frustrated over the extreme position taken by many 

American political decision-makers who seem to blindly and faithfully uphold capitalism 

as a panacea for peace, happiness, and social harmony. There seems to be little intellectual 

room in their argument to view capitalism and communism as more than two absolutes or 

extreme positions on opposite ends of the political, economic and social spectrum. I 

attribute this to cognative dissonance and the institutionalization of greed, hatred and 

delusion found in most social systems. 

As Buddhadasa faced and I experienced later, understanding and thought about 

socialism are often confused with communism, and everything is generally conceptualized 

and internalized in terms of duality without acknowledging our interconnectedness and 

obligation towards humanity, the environment, and the universe. From an engaged 

Buddhist monks’ perspective, “the middle path takes the discussion to a higher and more 

intellectually unifying level” (Vy Sovechea, 2018). What Buddhist monks at BEC and their 

core affiliates taught me in relation to Buddhadasa’s stance on harmonious social structures 

is that, outside of basic human needs, wealth is not necessarily determined by material 
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possessions. For Buddhist monks, it is more about understanding self and being content 

with what you have.  

These views by Buddhadasa and generally by socially engaged Buddhist monks, 

are often misconstrued as encouraging universal poverty or denigrating wealth. The 

Buddhist notion of non-self or selflessness (anattā), which is central to the Buddha’s 

teachings and guided by the middle path, construes the accumulation of wealth in 

moderation in order to avoid extremism. The emphasis here is not to become obsessed with 

wealth and materialism as promoted in the 21st century. The wisdom developed from the 

Buddhist practice of nonattachment (alobha) aims to teach the laity how to be content with 

what they have beyond basic human needs. Similar to Buddhadasa’s definition of dhamma 

socialism, BEC monks and their core affiliates explained how the desire to acquire 

increasingly more riches is a cause for human suffering and social conflict (dhukka).  

Dr. A.T. Ariyarante – Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement. Although A.T. 

Ariyarante was not an ordained Theravāda Buddhist monk like Buddhadasa, this scholar-

practitioner and founder of the Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement in Sri Lanka (Ceylon), 

also expounds on liberal concepts to build a Buddhist society through what he perceived 

as the ideal form of socially engaged Buddhism. Similar to Buddhadasa, his views are 

grounded on the premise that before colonialism, Buddhists were much more engaged in 

secular matters, but colonial occupation eventually drove Buddhism away from being 

socially active (King, 2009, p. 9).  

Remarkably, a resurgence of Theravāda Buddhism under the guise of the 

Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement in post-colonial Sri Lanka, represented one of the 
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earliest expressions of what came to be more formally known as socially engaged 

Buddhism (Bond, 2004, p. 1). Instead of supporting many of the assumptions tied to 

secularization theory, the Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement embraced the values and 

principles of Theravāda Buddhism to respond to the forces of modernity.  

Insisting that Buddhist values were directly relevant to the lives and social problems 

of ordinary people, Sarvodaya saw Buddhism as offering the best hope for redressing the 

wrong caused by years of Western colonial policies and for responding to the modern age 

with its new social problems (Ibid). Ariyarante proclaimed that the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma), as a guide to wisdom and virtues, would be the best teacher of social 

engagement. Clearly inspired by the Buddhist way of life, the Sarvodaya Shramadana 

Movement articulated a vision for a new social order. One which modeled the Sangha as 

originally conceived by the Buddha, his peacebuilding paradigm was founded on social 

engagement, and grounded in Buddhist values (Ibid, p. 2). 

Similar to Buddhadasa’s views, Ariyarante expounds on the concept of socially 

engaged Buddhism by arguing that before colonialism, Buddhists were an important part 

of Sri Lanka’s social capital. But the negative effects of foreign intrusion and their desire 

for structural reform, this disrupted engaged Buddhism’s influence in society and 

weakened Sri Lanka’s social fabric. As expressed by both Buddhadasa in Thailand and 

Ariyarante in Sri Lanka, the degradation of engaged Buddhism as positive social capital 

also occurred in Cambodia. First during the French Protectorate era (1863-1954), then 

during the height of the Cold War which gave rise to the Khmer Rouge (1975-1979) and 

the genocidal period followed by the Vietnamese occupation (1979-1989), and finally 
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during the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTACT) from 1992 to 

1993, which under the guise of a liberal peace paradigm essentially marginalized engaged 

Buddhism and their peace education values and principles.  

Ariyarante makes reference to how socially engaged Buddhists in Sri Lanka began 

to steadily erode under British colonial rule. It was generally understood that Western 

influence in Southeast Asia and stereotypes led by Max Weber and Christian missionaries 

tried to show how Buddhism was no longer relevant to modern society; they claimed that 

the Buddha’s teaching (dhamma) focused more on disengaging, rather than engaging with 

society (Bond, 2004, p. 2).  

The legacy of the Enlightenment or Age of Reason had transformational 

consequences for the modern world, as the growth of secular humanism and political and 

economic liberalism saw a causal decline in socially engaged Buddhism. Modernity 

followed a general belief that Buddhism was incompatible with democracy and capitalism 

(Loy, p. 86; King, 2009), two major components of a liberal peace paradigm prescribed by 

the West as the remedy for human suffering and social conflict. As Crosby (2014) points 

out, Buddhism is often portrayed in Western literature as an obstacle to economic growth 

that is said to have perpetuated social inequality., “In the modern period, Theravāda 

Buddhism has received criticism from both  within and without that the amount of social 

work done by monks was insufficient” (Ibid, 121). But Dr. A.T. Ariyarante vehemently 

disagreed and challenged these Western assumptions as demonstrated in his version of 

engaged Buddhism under the guise of the Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement. 
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Thich Nhat Hanh – Vietnamese Peace Movement. Another prominent exemplar 

comes from Vietnamese and Mahayana Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh. It is sometimes 

argued that socially engaged Buddhism is a relatively new concept, a Western inspired 

phenomenon (Nelson, 2009, p. 209). From a historical perspective, however, the term 

engaged Buddhism is claimed to have its roots in the Vietnamese peace movement of the 

1960’s. Thich Nhat Hanh is said to have coined the term in a letter to Martin Luther King 

in 1963 to explain the self-immolation of Thich Quang Duc (Crosby, 2014, p. 277; Queen, 

and King, 1996, p. 2; King, 2009, p. 78). It is here where Engaged Buddhism became 

embodied in his School of Youth for Social Service and the Order of Inter-Being founded 

during the height of the Vietnam War designed as a manifestation of engaged Buddhism 

(Queen and King, 1996, p. 323) 

While showing tremendous courage and compassion for the Vietnamese people 

who suffered from American aerial bombings during the Vietnam War, it is said that Thich 

Nhat Hanh left the calm, silence of meditation to engage the human suffering of his fellow 

citizens (Crosby, 2014). He called this nonviolent movement engaged Buddhism. Similar 

to Buddhadasa’s awareness of everyday daily life, he emphasized how “we must be aware 

of the real problems in the world…then with mindfulness, we will know what to do and 

what not to do to be of help” (Ibid, p. 277). Educated at Princeton University in 1960, he 

is arguably one of the most prolific writers and influential spiritual leaders recognized 

today. His global influence became known in 1963, when he requested that Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr. denounce the Vietnam War publicly to his large following of Civil Rights 

activists, of which Dr. King was obliged to do. 
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The introduction of Buddhism and more specifically socially engaged Buddhism 

into Western culture was a response to the peace movement and strong protests against the 

Vietnam War. Once the movement entered North America, it was generally well-received 

and practiced. Despite various cultural adaptations in the practice of Buddhism to satisfy 

America’s social context, engaged Buddhism envisioned by Thich Nhat Hanh claimed to 

hold the fundamental values of non-violence, equality, and social justice at its core. Depite 

his prominent position in the West as one of the pioneers of engaged Buddhism, Thich 

Nahat Hanh’s importance was never elevated among Cambodia’s socially engaged 

Buddhist monks. 

In what seemed to be a slight departure from Buddhist thinking, I was surprised to 

learn that some BEC monks and their core affiliates viewed King Ashoka (304-232 B.E.C) 

as the ideal exemplar of a socially engaged Buddhist and not Buddhadasa, A.T. Ariyarante, 

Thich Nhat Hanh or even fellow Cambodian Mahā Ghosananda for that matter. This 

seemed consistent with the literature, as King Ashoka is frequently cited by Theravāda 

Buddhists as the ideal ruler (Green, 2009, p.193), notwithstanding his initial reliance on 

violence to achieve peace. As highlighted by Bit (1991), the concept of power in Cambodia 

places primacy on supreme authority and unquestioning obedience towards absolute 

leaders and authoritarian models of governance (p. xv). A characteristic trait exemplified 

in Prime Minister Hun Sen and initially King Ashoka until his self-transformation, rather 

than choosing a path of nonviolence and Buddhist values to inspire and rally support for 

social change, they both chose a similar path of fear, violence, and manipulation.  
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It was Hun Sen who came to power by repeatedly manipulating the national election 

process and using fear and violence to maintain the status quo, whereas King Ashoka 

ascended to power by leading armies in the most brutal violence ever perpetrated on the 

Indian subcontinent until his time. It was only after uniting India, did Ashoka proclaim 

Buddhism as a national way of life, and the Buddhist precept of non-killing to be the law 

throughout India. Ironically for BEC monks and their core affiliates, it was King Ashoka’s 

vision of a welfare state that has been most influential for engaged Buddhist monks.  

Cambodian society is inherently conservative and the Buddhist concept of political 

authority assumed that given the imperfections of man, a king was needed if social order 

was to prevail (Bit, 1991, p. 20). Little has changed in post-genocide Cambodia, as I learned 

from living and research with Theravāda Buddhist monks. The need for a King-like 

authority figure is what gave rise to Hun Sen and his legitimizing all forms of violence to 

preserve the status quo. This absolute approach to maintain power includes controlling the 

Sangha through the manipulation of Cambodia’s Supreme Patriarch. As the de facto leader 

of Buddhism, the Supreme Patriarch’s control extends to over four thousand Buddhist 

temples scattered throughout Cambodia and an estimated 59,500 monks. 

The view by Buddhist monks is based on the assumption that an enlightened ruling 

class would serve humanity peacefully and as an instrument of social and political change 

(Vy Sovechea, 2018). That the leaders who govern society would be compassionate and 

morally responsible to address the direct, structural, and cultural violence found in many 

social systems. Notwithstaning these assumptions associated with powerful and bellicose 

leaders, what the Cambodian people and the world learned from Mahā Ghosananda 
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message during the first Dhammayietra peace walk in 1992, was often cited by BEC 

monks. It was Mahā Ghosananda’s powerful message of reconciling and healing a morally 

corrupt society that seemed to transcend even the most intractable warring factions: 

The suffering of Cambodia has been deep. From this suffering comes great 
compassion. Great compassion makes a peaceful heart. A peaceful heart 
makes a peaceful person…A person makes a peaceful family. A peaceful 
family makes a peaceful community. A peaceful community makes a 
peaceful nation. A peaceful nation makes a peaceful world. May all beings 
live in happiness and peace. 
 
While Mahā Ghosananda’s efforts during the Dhammayietra peace walk were 

powerful, and helped begin reconciliation and the healing process, there are many 

inconsistencies in this approach as I learned while living and researching with Theravāda 

Buddhist monks. As I observed on several occasions, the Cambodian laity and even 

Buddhist monks strayed from upholding the values and principles of Buddhism in their 

day-to-day practice. My observations were acknowledged by BEC’s core affiliates. But to 

maintain the strict integrity of the dhamma in practice, presupposes individual perfection 

and advanced scholarship and reflection by the laity and Buddhist monks. Unfortunately, 

these are two elements that were completely destroyed during the Khmer Rouge period 

(1975-1979), and Cambodia still lack the necessary resources and perhaps volition to fully 

inspire transformational change in both individuals and social structures (Heng 

Monychenda, 2018). 

Aung San Suu Kyi – Popular Pro-Democracy Movement. While the main 

principle of socially engaged Buddhism has always been grounded in nonviolence, there 

have been occasions when Buddhist activism became entangled in violence. One such 

event took place in Yangoon (Rangoon) on 8 August 1988, thus becoming popularly 
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known as the 8-8-88 Uprising or the People’s Power Uprising. It was during this 

tumultuous period in Myanmar’s (Burma) history were a series of nationwide protests, 

marches, and civil unrest took place against the Burma Socialist Program Party, which 

ruled the country as a totalitarian one-party state headed by General Ne Win since 1962. 

What began largely as a student-led pro-democratic movement in Yangon, would soon be 

joined by thousands of Buddhist monks, civil servants, and ordinary citizens, triggering 

nation-wide protests in cities and towns across Burma.  

The protesters were calling for nonviolent transformational social change in a 

largely extractive political and economic social system (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2013, p. 

436). They wanted an end to the violent military rule and called for a smooth, peaceful 

transition to democracy based on more inclusive institutions. But the size and scale of these 

protests surprised the government, which ordered troops to suppress the protests with 

violence. Ignoring the Buddhist notion that violence begets violence, the soldiers 

indiscriminately fired on peaceful protesters, killing and wounding hundreds. The uprising 

would eventually end on 18 September 1988, after a bloody military coup where thousands 

of deaths were attributed to the violent response by the Burmese military. During this social 

conflict, Aung San Suu Kyi emerged as a national icon. When the military junta eventually 

arranged for national elections in 1990, her National League for Democracy party won an 

overwhelming majority of seats in the government (392 out of 492). However, the military 

junta refused to recognize the results and continued ruling the country. Aung San Suu Kyi 

was placed under house arrest until lifted in 2010. 
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Aung San Suu Kyi, however, has more recently come under increased scrutiny, 

given the ongoing violence initiated and spearheaded by Theravāda Buddhist monks 

against the Muslim Rohingyas. Since the start of the political liberalization in 2011, 

Myanmar has been troubled by an upsurge in extreme Buddhist nationalism, anti-Muslim 

hate speech and deadly communal violence, not only in Rakhine state but across the 

country. The most prominent nationalist organization, made up of monks, nuns and 

laypeople, is the Association for the Protection of Race and Religion, commonly referred 

to by its Burmese-language acronym (MaBaTha). Although the Myanmar government has 

focused considerable effort on curtailing this group and pushing the Sangha (top Buddhist 

authority) to ban MaBaTha, their efforts have been largely ineffective. The appeal of 

religious nationalism is a global phenomenon, not unique to Myanmar (International Crisis 

Group, 2017). 

Adding to the ongoing backlash of Buddhist nationalism, Myanmar shares the same 

colonial social symptoms found in Sri Lanka and Vietnam, the people of Burma have 

suffered from this vicious cycle for decades. And now their civil rights were being violated 

by their own government. Leslie Reilly (2012) posits how after the brutal killing of over 

3,000 demonstrators in 1988, few civilians were brave enough to voice their dissatisfaction 

with the oppressive authorities, because speaking ill of the government could result in 

imprisonment, torture, or even death (p. 40). Despite these fears, and echoing Thich Nhat 

Hanh’s experiences of peaceful resistance during the Vietnam War, tens of thousands of 

Buddhist monks and nuns mobilized the Burmese population in protest against military 

violence. Similar to other regional contexts, peaceful action illustrated the mobilization 
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power of Buddhist monks. It further showed how engaged Buddhists can be a powerful 

means in which to confront social injustices and ultimately serve as a unifying and peaceful 

platform for transformational social change. 

As the literature on engaged Buddhism marginally highlights, there are numerous 

historical examples where Buddhist monks have been socially active in directly and 

indirectly criticizing what they perceive as degrading, foreign-imposed, extractive social 

systems. Although less well documented than the 8-8-88 Uprisings against a violent 

military dictatorship in Burma, one of the first accounts of a Buddhist monk-led social 

movement actually took place in Cambodia on July 20, 1942. It was during this period in 

Cambodian history when a more aggressive Sangha energized by Son Ngoc Thanh and 

Pach Chhoeun, was joined by around five hundred monks from virtually every Buddhist 

temple in Phnom Penh to protest the imposition of French policies. Locally known as the 

Umbrella War because of the umbrellas monks carried during this social protest, it was 

estimated that approximately three thousand monks and lay people took to the streets in 

peaceful protest (Harris, 2005, pp. 137-142). 

What these examples share about socially engaged Buddhism is its enduring 

communal aspect and the mobilization potential of Buddhist monks. At least in Southeast 

Asia, where there continues to be a great sense of interconnectedness between Buddhist 

monks and lay people. This is particularly evident in the countryside or in underdeveloped 

rural areas. In addition to enduring communal aspects and the tremendous mobilization 

potential of Buddhist monks, these examples also illustrate how violence never achieves 

peace, and happiness, or as framed by Johan Galtung (1969), positive peace. As such, from 
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a Buddhist monks’ perspective, peace, happiness and social harmony is best achieved 

through the practical application of the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) as embodied in the 

noble eightfold path. 

Cambodian Engaged Buddhist Monks. There is very little scholarship produced 

in Cambodia by Buddhist monks, and there is less about Cambodia’s socially engaged 

Buddhist monks. Nevertheless, two profiles of socially engaged Buddhist monks appear to 

have guided the next generation of socially engaged Buddhist monks. Mahā Ghosananda 

and the Dhammayietra peace walks, and Heng Monychenda and his efforts to address the 

scourge of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Most recently, Ven. Hak Sienghai’s Buddhist monk-

led organization, but there is yet to be any scholarly inquiry about Buddhism for Education 

of Cambodia (BEC) to date as I’m the first only one to do so. 

With the exception of a few cursory studies written about Mahā Ghosananda and 

Heng Monychenda, there is very little comprehensive research documenting socially 

engaged Buddhism in Cambodia. The tremendous gap in literature, particularly scholarship 

done by Buddhist monks, comes with good reason. Mostly because of the extinction of 

Buddhism in Cambodia during the genocide period (1975-1979), but also because of the 

slow process of intellectual development of Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia.  

Despite their love of wisdom, most monks come from extreme poverty with very 

little opportunity for education outside of the Buddhist primary and secondary schools. 

And because the Sangha in post-genocide Cambodia began intellectually from ground zero 

with few examples and role models in which to help guide aspiring young monks, it has 

taken many generations to slowly develop and reconstitute much-needed scholarship in the 
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Sangha. While each year increasingly more Buddhist monks in Cambodia earn Bachelor 

and Master Degrees, there are still only a hand-full of monks with doctoral degrees to offer 

the strategic vision necessary for socially engaged Buddhist monks to have 

transformational impact on government leaders and society.  

Mahā Ghosananda - Dhammayietra. Often referred to as the Ghandi of 

Cambodia, Mahā Ghasananda is said to have followed in the footsteps of the Buddha 

himself, who also walked into areas of social conflict over 2,500 years ago to offer an 

alternative, nonviolent approach to peace and social harmony. Not only did Mahā 

Ghosananda help with the restoration of the Sangha and Buddhism, he re-introduced the 

concept of socially engaged Buddhist monks. Replicating a Buddhist practice of walking 

among the people of everyday life to gain a face-to-face encounter with common people, 

it was Mahā Ghosananda’s dhammayietra or peace walk which served to reteach the 

meaning of socially engaged Buddhism to the next generation of monks and organizations 

like Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC).  

His wholesome thoughts, understandings, and peace actions served as a powerful 

lesson in humanity during a time in Cambodian history when a nation of Buddhists lost 

their morality to the conditions of greed, hatred and delusion (ignorance). In an effort to 

rekindle morality, spiritual growth, and a sense of interconnectedness, Mahā Ghosananda 

(1992) encouraged monks to “demonstrate the courage to leave their temples of meditation 

and enter the temples of human experience, temples that were filled with human suffering 

and social conflict.” His approach to peace education and peace action were best captured 

on April 12, 1992, when he mobilized hundreds of Cambodians to participate in the 
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repatriation of hundreds of thousands of Cambodians who were forced to live for years in 

refugee camps along the Cambodian-Thai border. 

Known locally as dhammayietra, this was the first peace walk just prior to the full 

implementation of a liberal peace paradigm under the mandate of the United Nations 

Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC). As pointed out by the Ven. Santidhammo 

Bhikkhu (not dated), dhammayietra was not a political demonstration or some new 

innovation into Cambodian Buddhism; it was simply following the example of the Buddha 

who had long ago walked onto the battlefield in an effort to end the fighting between two 

factions trying to divert water from the Rohni River for their own selfish use (p. 45).  

As these profiles of Buddhist leaders illustrated, socially engaged Buddhism has 

always emphasized that the spiritual path is experienced or walked, not talked about. Thus, 

the lessons from dhammayietra similarly reflected the engaged Buddhist vision of 

practicing the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) through social activism. Unlike my military 

experience dominated by all forms of violence, I learned from Buddhist monks that there 

are alternative, nonviolent ways in which to cultivate peace, happiness and social harmony. 

Often undervalued in American culture, this complimentary path not only includes 

following certain moral precepts as espoused in the dhamma, but also working on various 

self-reflective meditation techniques that are conducive to a calming, positive, and 

wholesome state of mind as embodied in the four sublime states: compassion (karuṇā), 

loving-kindness (mettā), sympathetic joy (muditā), and equanimity (upekkhā).  

Personal accounts of dhammayietra were shared by former American Jesuit Brother 

Robert Bob Maat (2018), who was one of a few people who inspired and later encouraged 
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Mahā Ghosananda to lead the Cambodian people on a spiritual journey across Cambodia’s 

mine-laden countryside. Maat (2017) recalled how dhammayietra was really the spiritual 

beginning of a long process to reconcile and heal a nation from its darkest hours. As 

experienced by Maat and captured by King (2009), “before starting the dhammayietra, the 

walkers took vows of nonviolence and received several days of training in meditation, 

loving-kindness [metta] practice, and peaceful engagement” (p. 93). As mentioned, 

dhamma in Pāli language means the Buddha’s teachings and yietra means pilgrimage or 

spiritual walk. While most reference dhammayietra as a peace walk, for Buddhist monks 

like Phumchhon Tola (2018), its meaning is much more nuanced, incorporating the 

salience of morality and spirituality embodied in the dhamma and practiced in the noble 

eightfold path. 

Heng Monychenda. Ordained a Theravāda Buddhist monk in 1980, after leaving 

the Sangha, Heng Monychenda became the founder and director of Buddhism for 

Development for over twenty years now. A Cambodian non-governmental organization led 

by Buddhist lay people and funded through foreign interests. While Heng Monychenda is 

considered a pioneer of post-genocide engaged Buddhist monks, he now spends much of 

his time contemplating how to close the gap between the practical applications of the 

Buddha’s teachings, as expressed through engaged Buddhism, and the best social 

development model for Cambodian society. 

As pointed out by Heng Monychenda (2018), “some people believe that Buddhist 

monks should spend their time in the temples studying the dhamma, they are against the 

idea of monks becoming socially involved in the daily lives of the Cambodian lay people.” 
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According to Monychenda, one of the first examples of socially engaged Buddhist monks 

in post-genocide Cambodia was in 1995, when he began to talk about the growing HIV 

(Human Immunodeficiency Virus) / AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome) 

epidemic presumed to be brought on by UNTAC forces. It was estimated that 2.6 percent 

of the adult population in Cambodia was HIV infected – considered at the time to be the 

highest HIV prevalence in Asia (UNAIDS 2002, NCHADS 2003). 

While the international community struggled to reverse the scourge of this growing 

epidemic, it desperately looked towards the newly formed Cambodian government to 

assume a more critical role. It became clear that during this early stage of rebuilding 

Cambodia’s institutions and bureaucracies, the government lacked the capacity to handle 

the enormity of the HIV/AIDS crisis. Unfortunately, what was completely undervalued and 

overlooked was the influence and mobilization capacity of Buddhist monks. As 

Monychenda explained, “as a Buddhist monk, I was admonished for trying to get involve 

in these sensitive social issues…the international community completely ignored me.” 

It was only through exceptional leadership, persistence, and the unique 

mobilization power of the Sangha that eventually persuaded the Cambodian people to 

accept the idea posed by Buddhist monks to incorporate HIV/AIDS education into their 

daily dhamma talks. As I would observe decades later, Buddhist monks across Cambodia 

continue to educate the lay people about HIV/AIDS and remain hard at work caring for 

those who are infected and otherwise abandoned. 

Conclusion. The history of Theravāda Buddhism - the school of Buddhism that 

prevails in Sri Lanka, Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos - expresses that 
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without a socially engaged sangha, there is no Buddhism (Lester, 1973). Its strength lies 

not only in the purity of sangha life but in the strength of the bonds which link the sangha 

and the wider community. Hence, where these bonds or social engagement are weak, there 

is always a danger of the sangha becoming isolated and its effectiveness diminished. 

Where these bonds are strong, Buddhism's influence on a community becomes stronger 

(Kent and Chandler, 2008). It is understood that these social links enable the people and 

the sangha with the indispensable social instrument to cultivate morality and a culture of 

peace, happiness, and social harmony.  

As Theravāda Buddhism reconstitutes itself generally in Southeast Asia and more 

specifically in Cambodia, it remains to be seen whether the erosion of Cambodia’s social 

fabric will so weaken the sangha’s links with the Buddhist community. As the literature 

seems to hint at; will Buddhism as a morally, ethically, and socially engaging philosophy 

disappear as we know it from its historical context? Will modernity and violent Western 

culture continue to erode the purity of the Buddha’s teachings, or will the sangha become 

the self-conscious instrument for the expansion of a new form of engaged Buddhists as 

seen in Sri Lanka with the Sarvodaya movement? Does Buddhism for Education of 

Cambodia reflect a paradigm shift in socially engaged Buddhist monks? In either case, the 

future of Theravāda Buddhism will remain intimately synched with the future of the sangha 

and its capacity to exist not merely for its own members, but for the peace and happiness 

of all Cambodians through the many faces of social engagement. 

From a Buddhist monks’ perspective, the central datum for peace, happiness, and 

social harmony is self or the mind, and the definitive statement about the centrality of the 
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mind is found in the first two verses of the Buddha’s teaching (dhamma). These verses 

have been viewed as answers to the important questions: What is the source of violence 

and peace, and what is the source of suffering and happiness? For Theravāda Buddhism, 

self is the forerunner of all realities. It is within this context in which the vision of grassroots 

movements like Savodaya and BEC reflect a rich resource in the classical Buddhist 

teachings; there can be no true happiness without inner peace, and there can be no social 

harmony without individuals who teach and exemplify the qualities of peace through social 

engagement (Bond, p. 28). That is, socially engaged Buddhists may be the ideal carriers of 

peace, happiness, and social harmony, and “hold the promise of making a new kind of 

human history” (Jones, 2003, p. 69) through their myriad peace education programs. 

Peace Education. His Holiness Dalai Lama (Tenzin Gyatso) (1998) postulates how 

peace and happiness have been the universal desire for human civilization since the 

beginning of time (p. 14). There are few who would disagree that peace education is the 

most important tool for human development and to eradicate the underlying root-causes 

and conditions of human suffering and social conflict. Yet the centrality of war and 

violence in its various forms to ostensibly achieve peace and social harmony seems to hold 

primacy in most cultures. In fact, militarism and a bellicose mindset is valued more than 

nonviolence and pacifism in some societies, giving credence to the notion of might makes 

right and therefore reliance on a military-industrial complex to achieve national interests. 

This seems to bring into serious question whether the vicious patterns of direct, structural 

and cultural violence or the triangle of violence as conceptualized by Galtung (2000, pp. 
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17-18), can be reversed using the myriad approaches to peace education as a component 

to peacebuilding.  

Relying mostly on Western perceptions and conceptual underpinnings of peace 

education, this literature review on peace education aims to provide: A Brief History of the 

Peace Education Dilemma, Western Epistemological Foundations of Peace Education, 

Buddhism and the Epistemological Foundations of Peace, and a summarization of a few 

of the gaps and assumption. Chapter Seven – Peace Education: Learning a New Paradigm, 

intends to expand our knowledge about peace education from the perspective of voluntary 

Theravāda Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC). 

A Brief History of the Peace Education Dilemma. As Harris (2008) points out, 

perhaps the earliest written records to guide and educate humanity about how to achieve 

peace came through the world’s great religions and their prophets such as Buddha, 

Baha’u’llah, Jesus Christ, Mohammed, Moses, and Lao Tse (p. 16). Similar to the 

perceptions and conceptual underpinnings of contemporary peace education, each of these 

individuals promoted their own vision of peace. In a few cases, the original meaning of 

these peace scriptures were conveniently adapted to legitimize the world as it appeared to 

them, which eventually contributed to war (Ibid).  

Despite the horrific violence exhibited by many religions, most of the work on 

peace education continues to take place in religious institutions (Noddings, 2012) and not 

within the public school system. As a retired military professional trained in warefare and 

living the warrior ethos, war and violence has a central place in most cultures. This is 

particularly true in America. That’s partially because the psychological mechanisms that 
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support war are found in our high schools and universities in the form of Junior Reserve 

Officer Training Corps (JROTC) and Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC). As part of 

a larger military industrial complex, this paradigm supports a lucrative livelihood for 

millions of civilians as military budgets consume most society’s national resources. It is 

therefore understandable why militarism holds higher value for the majority of American 

citizens over pacifism and a nonviolent approach to conflict resolution. “Dewey believed 

that militarism in all its forms must be opposed by educators who desire to create free-

thinking individuals” (Cited in Harris and Morrison, 2013, p. 59) 

Notwithstanding the volumes of contemporary literature on peace education as 

briefly summarized below, Noddings (2012) claims that not much of it appears in the 

standard school curriculum” (p. 141). It’s no wonder humanity still struggles with the idea 

of how to live in peace and social harmony, when the curriculum in public schools are wide 

open to militarism but remain challenged on where to fit peace education. Might this be an 

indication that self or individual agency, rather than social structures, contributes to the 

global peace dilemma as suggested by Buddhist monks? The dilemma going into the 21st 

century is: Why can’t human beings who know about peace figure out how to live in peace?  

Reardon (1988) seems to find the answer in “changing social structures and patterns 

of thought.” The efforts by John Dewey (1923) during both World War I and World War 

II, and the anti-war and civil rights movements of the sixties appeared to solidify peace 

education as a valid means by which to help people get along in the world. Notwithstanding 

the urgency reflected in Dewey's statement in the midst of two World Wars and anti-war 
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protests resonating across the globe, peace education as a concept and practice remains 

difficult to accurately define and holistically apply in many cultures.  

Since both peace and education are abstractions without concrete and absolute 

meaning, not capturing a universal meaning is not surprising (Haavelsrud, 2008, p. 59). 

According to Galtung (2008), because there is something explicit in the idea of peace and 

the world as one would envision, the relevance of peace education is highly dependent on 

contextual specificity. Galtung’s position is complemented in United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) written work, which states that peace 

education is more effective and meaningful when adopted according to the social and 

cultural context and the needs of a country. Yet there are few societies where these ideas 

move humanity in a positive direction. For example, the American curriculum continues 

to emphasize nationalistic patriotism, exceptionalism, and a positive role of American 

military power in the world. This is perhaps where Reardon’s (2000) notion of education 

for and about peace seems to be missing? 

Adding to these universal challenges, Galtung (2008) posits how “peace education 

has not developed as significantly during the last several decades, particularly in contrast 

to considerable advances made in the fields of peace research and peace action” (p. 49). 

He offers multiple reasons for this: “generally universities did not embrace peace education 

until very recent, hegemonic control by established educational institutions proved 

incapable to reflect new ideas into curricula, a lack of funding, staffing, ideological 

barriers, and an overly emphasized concern with peace research and action, all contributed 

to the existential consequences we continue to face today” (p. 50).  
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It is important that the form of peace education be compatible with the idea of 

peace. That is, peace education should attempt to do away with the inherently perverse 

triangle of violence (direct, structural, and cultural) prevalent in most educational 

institutions in one form or another (Ibid, p. 51). The Western approach to use education as 

a sorting devise is always problematic for peace educators, since “the idea of peace itself 

is antithetical to vertical social relations and hierarchies in any form” (Ibid, p. 52). 

According to Buddhist monks, peace education would be better understood and thought of 

as a way of achieving both individually and collectively - a higher level of consciousness 

and solidarity in a unifying learning community like the sangha - not as a mechanism for 

individualism, exceptionalism, and social stratification. 

As Galtung (2003) recommends, “any educational form should be evaluated in 

terms of its structure and the following questions asked to test validity: Does it permit 

feedback? Does it bring people together in a joint endeavor rather than keeping them apart? 

Does it permit general participation, and is the total form of education capable of self-

generated change?” (p. 51). Galtung (1996) states further how “studies alone do not halt 

direct violence, dismantle violence, nor do they build structures or cultural peace” (p. 35).  

Western epistemological foundations of peace education. Bajaj and Hantzopoulos 

(2016) write how “peace education is a field of scholarship and practice that utilizes 

teaching and learning not only to dismantle all forms of violence, but also to create 

structures that build and sustain a just and equitable peace and world” (p. 1). One of the 

critical thinkers in the education field, Dewey defined peace education as a 

curriculum…“which will make it more difficult for the flames of hatred and suspicion to 
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sweep over this country in the future, which indeed will make this impossible, because 

when children’s minds are in the formative period we shall have fixed in them through the 

medium of the schools, feelings of respect and friendliness for the other nations and peoples 

of the world” (as cited in Harris and Morrison, 2013). 

There are those who believe schools are an appropriate place to teach moral 

education and spirituality as embodied in the Buddhist five precepts: no killing, stealing, 

lying, improper sexual behavior, and consuming intoxicants (Hak Sienghai, 2018). Where 

the fundamental goal of these precepts is to help transcend greed, hatred (ill-will) and 

delusion (ignorance), the three unwholesome conditions that afflict everyone who is not 

enlightened (Loy, 2003, p. 131). Given the growing youth population in post-genocide 

Cambodia coupled with many of the negative forces of 21st century modernity, Ven. Hak 

Sienghai (2018) recognized the importance of a nonviolent pedagogy and Cambodian 

public schools as the setting for his peace education programs. 

Page (2008) cites how UNESCO’s preamble deals expressly with either building 

peace or preventing war, adding that “as war begins in the minds of individuals, so too 

should the defenses against war be constructed in the minds of individuals” (p. 76). This 

suggests that one of the prime goals of education should be focused on individual agency 

and the liberation of internal and spiritual freedom. In other words, liberation through 

knowledge and wisdom, good will, and love. This seems to bear the same spiritual aspects 

taught by the Buddha and later Gandhi, who both preached similar messages based on self-

transformation through moral education. 
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The Peace Education Working Group at the United Nations International Children's 

Emergency Fund (UNICEF) (1999), provided a concise and comprehensive definition of 

peace education, describing it as the process of “promoting the knowledge, skills, attitudes, 

and values needed to bring about behavioral changes that enable children, youth, and adults 

to prevent conflict and violence, to resolve conflicts peacefully, and to create the conditions 

conducive to peace” (p. 1).  

Similar to Page’s notion that war and peace begins in the minds of individuals, 

UNESCO’s stance on peace education is reflected on its web site: “Building peace in the 

minds of men and women,” which is further defined in its four pillars of education: know, 

do, living together and be, as briefly summarized: 

Learning to know implies learning how to learn by developing one’s 
concentration, memory skills and ability to think. It involves the 
development of knowledge and skills that are needed to function in the 
world. These skills include literacy, numeracy and critical thinking. As a 
result of learning, the person is transformed - they are more enlightened, 
more empowered, more enriched. It helps individuals to develop values and 
skills for respecting and searching for knowledge and wisdom, to acquire a 
taste for learning throughout life, to develop critical thinking, to acquire 
tools for understanding the world, to create a curious mind, and understand 
sustainability concepts and issues.  
 
Learning to do describes putting knowledge and learning into practice 
innovatively through: skill development, practical know-how, development 
of competence, life skills, personal qualities, aptitudes, and attitudes. 
Learning to do is anchored on life-long learning. 
 
Learning to live together in peace and harmony is a dynamic, holistic and 
lifelong process through which, shared values, are internalized and 
practiced. The process begins with inner peace in the minds and hearts of 
individuals engaged in the search for truth, knowledge and understanding.  
 
Learning to be involves activities that foster personal development (body, 
mind, and spirit) and contribute to creativity and an appreciation of inherent 
values provided by these pursuits. Education must not disregard any aspect 
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of a person’s potential: memory, reasoning, aesthetic sense, physical 
capacities, and communication skills. 
 

Notwithstanding the multiplicity of interests, expectations, understandings, 

thoughts and meanings of peace education, Harris and Morrison (2013) write how five 

different types of peace education are being carried out in the twenty-first century: human 

rights education, development education, environmental education, disarmament 

education, and conflict resolution education. As peace education is an integral component 

of peacebuilding and practiced in many different settings, peace curricula covers an even 

wider-range of topics, including the history and philosophy of peace education (Reardon, 

2000; Harris and Morrison, 2013), the dialectic between negative peace and positive peace 

(Galtung, 1969; 1996), identity, memory and reconciliation in peace education (Bekerman 

and Zembylas, 2013), gender and militarism (Reardon, 2000), conflict resolution education 

(Johnson, 2006), and the formation of peaceful values in education (Boulding, 1988; Toh 

and Cawagas, 1997). 

Expanding the diversity of peace education scholarship, Magnus Haavelsrud (2008) 

references three major components of the peace education problematic: “content, method 

of communication (form) and organizational structure of the educational program” (p. 59). 

According to Haavelsrud, “because some peace educators judge only one or two of the 

three components as reported, it is not unusual to find peace education projects that are 

limited in their effectiveness to change the content of education without questioning 

existing pedagogic methods or the organization of the activities” (p. 59). While some peace 

educators define the right content in terms of international or global problems (macro), 
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others define the right content in relation to the everyday life and context of the individual 

(micro). There is, however, no definitive or absolute answer derived from the literature that 

would suggest a right content to be learned from the myriad peace education programs. 

Given the unique objectives of peace education programs, Daniel Bar-Tal (2002) 

points out the elusive side of peace education in achieving peace, happiness and social 

harmony. His world-wide review of a broad range of peace education programs indicates 

that “these programs differ considerably in terms of ideology, objectives, emphasis, 

curricula, content, and practice” (p. 28). While, peace education programs all aim to foster 

peace and happiness by diminishing, or even eradicating, a variety of human ills ranging 

from injustice, inequality, prejudice, abuse of human rights, environmental destruction, 

violent conflict, and war; the different outlines of objectives reflect the degree of 

dissatisfaction with the present content.  

Bar-Tal further posits how peace education is more about attempting to develop a 

frame of mind, rather than simply transmitting a body of knowledge, as is the case in the 

traditional subjects of education in schools” (p. 34). In other words, “change the attitudinal 

and behavioral repertoire of the pupils” (Ibid). These objectives dictate a variety of 

pedagogical practices, which require an innovative and creative approach. Suggesting 

further that educators need to develop new curricula, programs, and modes of instruction 

to implement peace education in schools. Building this imagined desire for peace and 

happiness in children’s minds is often referred to as positive peace, as opposed to negative 

peace which simply tries to stop some form of violence (Galtung, 2000). 
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Paulo Freire (1970) talked about a similar type of “education that developed what 

he called conscientization, a mental process that brings to light the assumptions and 

contradictions underlying conflict” (p. 23). As summarized by Soloman and Nevo (2002), 

“conscientization helps bring conflict to the surface, which is necessary but not a sufficient 

condition for conflict transformation” (p. 23). In other words, “peace education can help 

people understand the causes of conflict and generate potential solutions, but conflicts must 

be transformed through a complicated process of agreement, reconciliation, compromise, 

and forgiveness if they are to be resolved and overcome” (Ibid). 

According to Bar-Tal (2002), because peace education aims to form a state of mind, 

experiential learning is viewed by many as the key method to acquire values, attitudes, 

perceptions, skills, and behavioral tendencies. However, a process of internalization cannot 

be achieved by merely preaching in a classroom – its main comprehension mechanisms is 

practice by doing.  Thich Naht Hanh (1996) suggest that “if we are not happy, if we are 

not peaceful, we cannot share peace and happiness with others, even those we love, those 

we live under the same roof” (p. 3). For Thich Naht Hanh and voluntary Theravāda 

Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC) – it’s a question of Being 

Peace by taking refuge in the Three Gems: Buddha he awakened one; Dhamma, the way 

of understanding and loving; and Sangha, the community that lives in harmony and 

awareness. Therefore, those who carry out peace education responsibilities have to embody 

those same values, hold comparable attitudes, and exhibit similar behavioral tendencies. 

As Bar-Tal (2002) points out, this can become problematic because most teachers do not 
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enter their profession because they hold peace education objectives; there are those who 

may even have opinions that contradict peace education values (p. 33). 

Despite the pedagogical implications outlined by Bar-Tal and other scholars, 

including: open mindedness, relevance, experiential learning, and teacher dependent, 

Salomon and Nevo (2002) claim that a “pedagogy for peace [education] does not in itself 

produce peace and [happiness]” (p. 71), but it does encourage what Herbert Marcuse (1964) 

called immanent critique; “a deeper appreciation of the contradiction between this world 

of so much unnecessary suffering and the ageless dream of a mutually caring and just 

human community” (as cited in Saloman and Nevo, 2002, p.71). Immanent critique as a 

core of critical theory, is a method of discussing culture which aims to locate contradictions 

in society's rules and systems and may be contrasted with transcendental Kantian critical 

philosophy (Antonio, 1981). 

No doubt, a peaceful pedagogy must be integral to any attempt to teach about peace 

and social harmony (Harris, 2008, p. 19), but “peace education in schools without a wider 

social campaign is fruitless and disconnected from social reality” (Bar-Tal, 2002, p. 31). 

Societal peace education is related to society’s peace culture, which ideally reaches 

members of society through myriad channels of the mass media, literature, television 

programs, films, and the like. But because each society has its own ways and means to 

propagate peace values, this adds yet another elusive dimension to peace education. 

As reflected in the literature and practiced by generations of humans seeking to live 

in peace and social harmony, there has to be something concrete and explicit in the idea of 

peace, and it must be a viable option that takes us from the current world to the preferred 
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or ideal world. Scholarly work by Eckhardt (1984) and Feltman (1986) have shown how 

peace education can change attitudes, but to make the world more peaceful and happy, 

behavioral change is necessary. This is where my experience living and researching with 

socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks at BEC helped explore how these people of 

virtue think about their attempt to cultivate morality and a culture of peace and social 

harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. 

Buddhism and the Epistemological Foundations of Peace. Despite the evolution 

and development of a liberal peace paradigm and its emphasis on structural change, the 

Western literature cited above seems to give marginal attention to individual psychology 

and how individual agency can contribute to resolving conflict or transforming violent and 

antagonistic inter-group relationships (Tanabe, 2016, p. 325). Dominate Western 

understanding and thoughts about peace education appears to have undervalued and 

confined the broad and complementary potential of peace education approaches being 

practiced by socially engaged Theravāda Buddhists. It is here where understanding the 

potential of the mind as both a source of peace and underlying root cause of human 

suffering and social conflict that remains largely underdeveloped within the conflict 

resolution community.  

As Muller (1998) notes, the ultimate state of mind in Buddhist epistemology refers 

to the condition of not being trapped in thoughts and not adhering to a certain conceptual 

habit or disposition as absolute (as cited in Tanabe, 2016, p. 315). Thus, the merit of this 

non-abiding condition of mind within a peace education context is the act of being liberated 

from attachment to any particular view while still being able to perceive its practical value 
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in certain situations. As Tanabe (2016) further posits, although Buddhism and the 

epistemological foundations of peace education does not deny objective or material and 

structural dimensions of conflict dynamics, what it emphasizes is that those dimensions are 

essentially subjective or manifestations of the human mind. 

Historically, with a relatively brief exception during the Khmer Rouge period, 

valuable work in peace education by Theravāda Buddhist monks has been a central feature 

in Cambodian society. Strongly influenced by Mahā Ghosananda’s training in meditation, 

loving-kindness (metta) practice, and peaceful engagement during the dhammayietra peace 

walks, this powerful form of peacebuilding “can change habitually negative thought 

patterns and reinforce them with positive ones” (Gunaratana, 2015, p. 182).  When 

practicing loving-kindness meditation, the mind becomes filled with peace and happiness, 

according to Ven. Jaa Som Saroun (2018). In other words, when the mind becomes calm 

and peaceful, destructive elements like hatred, anger, and resentment begins to fade away 

and transform into peace and happiness.  

The positive relationship between mindfulness and inner-peace is also well-

demonstrated through Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s (BEC) five peace education 

activities: Youth Education, Prisoner Education, Media Dhamma Talks, Children 

Sponsorship, and Caring for the Poor and Aging. Founded on July 4, 2012 by Ven. Hak 

Singhai, BEC’s approach to being peaceful is built on the three pillars of Buddhist 

discipline – wisdom, virtue, and concentration – in which to promote amiable and peaceful 

relations between people, build social harmony, mindful of the environment. Referred to 

as the four noble truths and noble eightfold path, it is supposed that through teaching of 
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the three essentials: ethical conduct, mental discipline, and wisdom; individuals can be 

empowered to understand the nature of suffering, the cause of suffering, the end of 

suffering, and the solution to address suffering (Tanabe, 2016, p. 11; Loy, 2003, p. 18; 

Gethin, 1998; Rahula, 1974; Thera, 1979).  

The calming and insightful praxis of BEC’s peace education work, such as mind 

calming (samatha) and insight (vipassanā) meditation, is considered essential in 

cultivating inner-peace (Jaa Som Saroun, 2018). It is here where the right understanding 

of how afflictions such as anger, ignorance, arrogance, and wrong views can cause pain 

and suffering. And when discovered through mindfulness, one can transcend these negative 

afflictions or transform them into their positive opposites (Loy, 2003). As exemplified in 

BEC’s Prisoner Education program, insight (vipassanā) meditation intends to purify the 

mind of psychic irritants like greed, ill-will (hatred), and delusion, which keep the prisoners 

snarled up in negative emotional bondage. And because the human mind has a tendency to 

ascribe some fixed, permanent and unchanging feature to reality to satisfy desires, cravings 

or pleasures (Tanabe, 2016, p. 272), meditation creates mindfulness for personal 

transformation (Gunaratana, 2015) and in cultivating inner-peace.  

What is further stressed at the core of Buddhist peace education is that human 

suffering and social conflict are not beyond human solution. Individuals possess the power 

to emancipate themselves from all burdens by their own personal effort and intelligence 

(Rahula, 1974). Underlying this is the Buddhist idea that to achieve social peace or outer-

peace, one must begin with self or inner-peace. That is to say, for Buddhist monks, “long-
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lasting peace derives from the ability of each person to calm his or her own mind and to 

temper actions controlled by the mind” (Sheng-Yen, 1999, p. 176). 

The Buddhist approach to fostering peace grows out of wisdom cultivated in 

meditation and further shared with others in a wide-range of activities. This is where BEC’s 

Prisoner Education program, creates the necessary space for prisoners to learn compassion 

for themselves, which makes compassion towards others much easier. Because one of the 

purposes of meditation is personal transformation, the process of sensitization changes 

your character, making one mindful of one’s own thoughts, words and deeds (Gunaratana, 

2015, p. 10). Hence, properly exercised, meditation not only carries the potential to reduce 

tension, fear, and anxiety; the precision of thought increases, and gradually one comes to a 

direct knowledge of things as they really are without prejudice and delusion (Ibid). Thus, 

meditation helps form a general nexus between mindfulness and inner-peace. 

According to the Ven. Hak Singhai (2018), the majority of BEC’s peace education 

activities teach the five precepts embodied in the noble eightfold path. As noted by 

Gunaratana (2015), “the Buddha provided us with five very basic [peace education] tools 

for dealing with others in a kindhearted way” (p. 184). As often shared with the laity 

through BEC’s peace education programs, these precepts are considered vows to abstain 

from killing, from stealing, from sexual misconduct, from speaking falsely or harshly, and 

from using intoxicants that cause us to act in an unmindful way. In the context of peace 

education, “if only civilization would adhere to these simple precepts, the world would be 

a much more peaceful and harmonious place to live” (Hak Sienghai, 2018). 
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Beyond the obvious, Loy (2003) states how the first precept against killing clearly 

implicates the militarization of contemporary societies where a large percentage of 

resources are devoted to the development, sale, and use of increasingly horrific weapons 

of destruction. His claim also includes those influential people who benefit from the 

widespread belief that peace through violence is an acceptable means of conflict resolution 

(Loy, 2003, p. 37). It is not only the death and injury inflicted on humans that violates the 

Buddhist precept against killing; the precept also applies to all sentient beings, the 

environment and universe. The imminent collapse of the ecosystems and the accelerating 

extinction of plant and animal species are often overlooked, but are included in this precept.  

The second precept not to steal has traditionally been defined as “not taking what 

is not given.” According to Loy (2003), hegemonic social systems are included here 

because they are based on stealing, where all the power and wealth tends to concentrate in 

the hands of a few global elites (p. 37).  In the third precept, not to lie seems simple enough 

to understand, if not to practice, as Buddhist monks draw a nexus between poverty, 

criminality, and morality (Vy Sovechea, 2018). Yet systemic lying through the media or 

by other means to manipulate the system for the sake of increased power and privilege also 

falls within this precept.  

While the fourth precept of not engaging in harmful sexual behavior is most often 

defined as avoiding sex that causes pain to others, it also includes the liberation and 

empowerment of women, and all gender-based discrimination, including gay, lesbian, and 

transsexual rights. Sexual imagery in advertising and the international sex trade are also 

considered violations of this precept.  
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Finally, although the fifth percept of not using harmful intoxicants that cloud the 

mind traditionally referred to alcohol in the time of the Buddha, it also applies to many 

other legal and illegal drugs. Thich Nhat Hanh understands this precept as “no abuse of 

delusion-producing substances,” which can include televisions, cellular phones, the 

internet, and many other technological devises in which many people seem to be addicted. 

As often clarified by BEC monks and their core affiliates, it resorts back to the middle path 

or moderation. The excessive use of alcohol in Cambodia and prevalence of advertisement 

was of grave and noticeable concern to Ven. Hak Sienghai and other Buddhist monks I 

spoke with during semi-structured interviews and focus groups. 

Since the deployment of the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia 

(UNTAC), peace education has been generally related to peacebuilding through the 

centrality of its core values of nonviolence and social justice. Nonviolence manifests 

through values, such as respect for human rights, freedom, and trust. Whereas social justice 

is realized by principles of equality, responsibility, and solidarity. In order to achieve these 

peacebuilding ideals under the UN mandate, peace education programs in post-conflict 

Cambodia aimed to address a wide range of themes: democracy, disarmament, human 

rights, environmental responsibility, history, communication skills, coexistence, and 

international understanding and tolerance of diversity. 

For peacebuilding initiatives to remain sustainable, however, it was vital that 

attitudes towards war and violence be transformed and translated into long-term behavioral 

change, which seek nonviolent alternatives to conflict. With the influence of the 

international community through various non-governmental organizations, peace 
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education in Cambodia has been more specifically related to peacebuilding through the 

cultivation of peacebuilding skills such as dialogue, negotiation, mediation, alternative 

dispute resolution, artistic conflict resolution, and active listening.  

Notwithstanding the nexus between peace education and peacebuilding as 

perceived from a purely Western perspective, Buddhists peace education work in 

Cambodia appears more generally related to the conceptual framework used in 

contemporary peacebuilding as identified in four broad categories. At the personal level, 

peacebuilding is about transforming attitudes and behaviors when confronting human 

suffering and social conflict. Concerning the interpersonal level, peacebuilding aims to 

transform relationships through increased understanding of the Buddhist notion of 

interconnectedness. Regarding the cultural level, peacebuilding is about nonviolent 

resolutions to conflict through increased understanding, tolerance, and acceptance between 

groups, and changing the pattern of community relationships. Also, peacebuilding is about 

understanding the role of structures and the influence they have on peace and conflict and 

seeking ways to transform institutions so that they are more inclusive and meet basic 

human needs (Lederach, 2005; Schirch, 2013).  

As framed above, Buddhist peace education praxis is related both generally and 

specifically to contemporary peacebuilding, because according to Buddhist epistemology, 

inner and outer worlds are not mutually exclusive, rather they mirror and reinforce one 

another. Therefore, while Buddhist peace education seeks transformational change in self 

or individual agency, it further builds peace indirectly by influencing personal 

relationships, cultural patterns, and social structures.  
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Because Buddhism’s peace education praxis is embodied in the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma), the path to peace, happiness, and social harmony follows a similar 

understanding as voiced by Page (2008), and as illustrated in UNESCO’s four pillars of 

education. Drawing on Buddhism’s assumed nexus between wisdom, virtue, mindfulness 

and peace, Buddhist monks advocate the beneficial effects of practicing the noble eightfold 

path and its potential impact on peace education programs. As noted by Davis and Hayes 

(2012), among its theorized benefits are self-control, objectivity, affect tolerance, enhanced 

flexibility, equanimity, improved concentration and mental clarity, emotional intelligence 

and the ability to relate to others and one's self with kindness, acceptance and compassion. 

Harris’s (2013) summation of peace education also seems consistent with 

Buddhism’s emphasis on mindfulness and UNESCO’s four pillars of education: “it is 

considered a philosophy and a process involving skills, including listening, reflection, 

problem-solving, cooperation and conflict resolution. It is viewed as a philosophy that 

teaches nonviolence, love, compassion and reverence for all life” (p. 14). Bekerman and 

Zembylas (2013) maintain that peace-building focuses on cultivating harmonious 

relationships based on mutual respect and social justice, and therefore suggest that long-

term peace education should focus on building mutuality among all citizens and teaching 

them the competencies, attitudes, and values needed to build and maintain peace in society.  

Seemly aligned with Buddhism and the epistemological foundations of peace as 

being practiced by socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-genocide 

Cambodia, as a pioneer in the peace education field, Reardon (2000) highlighted the need 

to teach about peace as well as teach for peace. That is, “teaching about peace to obtain 
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knowledge of what contributes to peace, understand the obstacles to peace, and learn the 

various possibilities to achieve and maintain peace…Whereas, teaching for peace intends 

to nurture the skills, attitudes, behaviors and values to confront social conflict peacefully 

or non-violently” (p. 399). 

Advancing our understanding and thoughts about peace education, there are those 

who have suggested that the emphasis of peace education should be to develop an 

appreciation for the global connection of all humanity and our interdependence on the finite 

natural resources of the earth (Baker, Martin and Pence, 2008). As I experienced living and 

research with voluntary Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC), 

this Western understanding is closely aligned with the Buddhist notion of 

interconnectedness (paṭiccasamuppāda), where there is a natural connection and 

dependency between humanity, the environment, and universe.  

Conclusion. As the literature review on peace education makes clear, there is little 

uniformity in its meaning, content, form, conceptual mapping and evaluation. Moreover, 

there is very little appreciable literature on Buddhist epistemological perspective of peace 

education and praxis from a Buddhist monks’perspective. This is reflected further in the 

volumes of documents on peace education produced over decades by scholars, 

practitioners, international institutions, and organizations like UNESCO.  

Despite sincere efforts by many societies to educate new generations in light of 

their desire for peace and happiness, we should not be surprised by the literature review 

which states why peace education in schools and in the majority of societies continues to 

lag behind in content, form, ways of transmitting knowledge, and criteria to measure 
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success or effectiveness. As Nodding (2012) points out, “not much of it appears in the 

standard school curriculum. This is something I also identified in the Cambodian public 

school system, which is an ongoing obstacle to BEC’s peace education programs. 

Participatory Action Research. If by perceiving knowledge and reality as the 

dialectic relationship between subject and object, then it is important to use a 

methodological approach to inquiry which involves the people of the area being studied as 

researchers - they too should be allowed to participate in the study themselves and not serve 

as passive, human subjects of outsider investigation (Fals-Borda and Rahman, 1991). This 

seemingly radical approach to inquiry has gone beyond traditional academic boundries, as 

Freire also had a great preoccupation with methods as a means to knowledge – insisting 

that no genuine learning or transformational social change can occur unless students or 

research subjects are actively involved in the process (as cited in Mclaren and Leonard, 

1993, p. 9 and p. 130). 

Yet within the conflict resolution field, few research studies expand participation 

to include the target population or that challenge the research claim of neutrality and 

objectivity assumed in the more traditional methodological approaches to research. There 

are even fewer doctoral dissertations in the social sciences that adhere to the goals of action 

research to co-generate knowledge, educate both the researcher and participants, achieve 

action-oriented outcomes, produce results that are relevant to the local setting, and apply a 

contextually sound and appropriate research methodology (Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. 

67). The creation of the Action Research Working Group at George Mason University 
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School of Conflict Analysis and Resolution (SCAR) by Professor Susan Allen is gradually 

uncovering the importance of this non-traditional approach to mindful inquiry.  

As illustrated in the literature, Buddhist peace work is a subject that still awaits 

greater scholarship by Buddhist monks (Ramsbotham, et al, 2015). Traditionally, outsiders 

are prone to an objective third-person approach when conducting research, and then 

presumably offer solutions regardless of consultation with those directly concerned. The 

outsider’s strategy and rationale is generally to preserve the integrity of the research, and 

the validity and trustworthiness of knowledge generated from the study’s data. 

Unfortunately, this does not necessarily close the theory-practice gap and can often lead to 

apathy and indifference on the part of human subjects. In a worst case scenario, the study 

may produce existential effects on the area studied. Therefore, fundamental to the research 

design is to raise questions about what knowledge is being produced, by whom, for whose 

interests, and towards what end.  

As such, this participatory action research literature review briefly covers five 

general areas: Principles and Characteristics, The Challenges of PAR, Methods Employed 

in PAR, Positionality, and Ethical Considerations. Chapter Eight – Participatory Action 

Research with Theravāda Buddhist Monks: Reflecting on the Experience, intends to 

explain the salience and more transformative experiences of conducting PAR with socially 

engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks rather than on or about them. 

Principles and Characteristics. For novice researchers intending to conduct an 

empirical research project, the development and definitions of participatory action research 

(PAR) may seem varied and ambiguous (Greenwood & Levin, 1998; Gibson & MacAulay, 
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2001). But according to Stringer (2014), common principles and characteristics of PAR 

resound: it is democratic, thus enabling the participation of all people; equitable, as it 

acknowledges equity of people’s worth; liberating, in that it provides freedom from 

oppressive, debilitating conditions; and life-enhancing, which enables the expression of 

people’s full human potential.  

Selenger (1997) further identified seven components to the PAR process, which 

helps the researcher determine its potential utility as a research methodology. Accordingly, 

the first component acknowledges that the problem originates in the research setting or 

community itself and should be defined, analyzed, and solved by the community. Second, 

the ultimate goal of PAR research is the transformation of social reality and improvement 

in the lives of the individuals involved. That is, community members are the primary 

beneficiaries of the research. Third, PAR involves the full and active participation of the 

community at all levels of the entire research process. The fourth component of PAR 

encompasses a broad range of powerless groups of individuals: the exploited, the poor, the 

oppressed, and the marginalized. Fifth, PAR is cited as the ability to create a greater 

awareness in individuals’ own resources that can mobilize them for self-reliant 

development. PAR is more than a scientific method, in that community participation in the 

research process facilitates a more accurate and authentic analysis of social reality. Lastly, 

PAR allows the researcher to be a committed participant, facilitator, and learner in the 

research process. And as this research illustrated, the commitment by socially engaged 

Theravāda Buddhist monks to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and 
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social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia through their peace education programs does 

not conclude with a dissertation defense. 

With its roots deep in rural settings (Freire, 1970), PAR has been the method of 

choice for local people in defining and analyzing their own problems, and then taking 

action to change them (Park and Kinsey, 1991). Emphasizing community involvement, 

grassroots empowerment and a strong nexus between theory, practice and action (Levin 

and Greenwood, 1998, p. 75), PAR is further grounded in both Marxist theory (conflict 

theory) and a Freirian approach to empower and partner with the marginalized and 

disenfranchised (Khan and Chovanec, 2010). “We understand PAR as a social and 

educational process” (Kemmis, et al, 2014, p. 19), which “concerns human coexistence” 

(Schatzki, 2002), and that “is directed towards studying, reframing, and transforming social 

practices” (Kemmis, et al, 2014, p. 20). 

PAR is described further as “a disciplined way of making change because many of 

the kinds of changes occur in our lives are imposed, apparently random, or ill-considered” 

(Ibid, p. 18). This is something I experienced, and perhaps many others had experienced 

while growing up in a hierarchical, structurally divided and violent society. When this 

happens, they turn to PAR to change the arrangements they find themselves in, and to take 

an active and thoughtful approach to changing themselves, their practices, and the 

conditions under which they find themselves. They do so with the aim of making their own 

individual and collective practices more rational and reasonable, more productive and 

sustainable, and more just and inclusive (Ibid).  
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Similar to Buddhism, PAR involves the study of actual practices – particular 

practices of people in particular places – not practices in the abstract. According to 

Kemmis, et al (2014), to avoid the delusion often caused by the conventional view that it 

is possible to find knowledge (reality) in abstract propositions, which tend to construe but 

do not themselves constitute practice, PAR is considered a learning process whose benefits 

are real as reflected in “what participants think and say, what participants do, and how 

participants relate to others and the world” (p. 20-21). 

Sometimes referred to as the father of action research, Kurt Lewin (1946), 

described the process in terms of a cycle of steps consisting of planning a change, acting 

and observing the process and consequences of the change, reflecting on these processes 

and consequences, and then re-planning, acting, observing, reflecting in an iterative 

process. Considered to be more a process rather than a product (Herr and Anderson, 2015), 

PAR frames the study as collaborative with a “real and endogenous experience of and for 

the common people” (Fals-Borda and Rahman, 1991, p. 5), which challenges uniformity, 

institutional boundaries and the assumed superiority of conventional processes to generate 

knowledge (Ibid, p. 162). The gap identified in the iterative process as practiced by 

Buddhist monks was the Western notion of deriving at or calculating a desired result or 

outcome by means of this repeated cycle of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. For 

Buddhist monks, there is no attachment to a desired outcome as they they place primacy 

of being in the present moment and not some abstract outcome imagined in the future. 

The Challenges of PAR. While PAR has a number of strengths, it also has the 

potential to present challenges for researchers and participants. Albeit less significant, the 
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first challenge relates to the diversity in meanings of PAR, and the interchangeable use of 

terms such as action research, PAR, and participatory research. This may be confusing for 

novice researchers and others who are first learning about this seemingly unique approach 

to inquiry. Greenwood & Levin (1998), stated that “there is generally a lack of access to a 

sufficiently comprehensive and balanced way to learn about the diverse origins, theories, 

methods, motives, and problems associated with this complex field” (p.5). From my 

experience living and researching with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks in 

post-genocide Cambodia, I found PAR similar to the Buddhist monks’ way of life. There 

was a reliance on subjectivity, self-reflection, democratic and equitable values, and all 

inclusive rather than exclusive in purpose. 

PAR may appear challenging due to its broad inclusion of community members on 

the research team, who may struggle to maintain their commitment to the research project 

over time (Gillis and Jackson, 2002). As I experienced, PAR requires time, knowledge of 

the community, and sensitivity on the part of the researcher to participants’ agendas (Gillis 

and Jackson, 2002; Young, 2006). Notwithstanding the importance of informing 

participants that PAR is time-consuming and requires the commitment of the research 

team, expanding the participation to include BEC’s core affiliates and students at Preah 

Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University, more than compensated for minor challenges 

concerning research commitment and availability.  

Furthermore, there may be a divergence of perspectives, values, and abilities among 

community members; consensus for determining what social issues require attention and 

the timeframe anticipated for a desired or imagined change to occur might be difficult and 
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require more research time (Gillis and Jackson, 2002; McNiff and Whitehead, 2006). 

Despite the epistemological dichotomy between Buddhist monks and me as a Westerner, 

the congruence between PAR and the Buddhist monks’ way of life naturally weakened any 

initial divergence of perpsectives, values, and abilities. While from my Western 

understanding and thoughts, change sometimes equates to loss, the Buddhist notions of 

interconnectedness (paṭiccasamuppāda), impermanence (anicca), and equanimity 

(upekkhā) made it easier overtime to let go of my excessive clinging to prior knowledge 

and attachment to research expectations. 

Similarly, issues of power imbalances and the establishment of egalitarian 

relationships must be addressed prior to initiating PAR research (Gillis and Jackson, 2002; 

Maguire, 1987). There may be misunderstandings regarding the participants’ perceptions 

and the social issue to be addressed, as well as conflict about the interpretations and 

analysis of the research (Wadsworth, 1998). Wadsworth noted further how there can be 

uncertainty or a lack of agreement regarding the direction and overall purpose of the 

inquiry, which can lead to the wrong questions being asked, or the wrong direction taken, 

resulting in irrelevant data. Because the dissertation proposal was co-developed with 

Buddhist monks and the emphasis they placed on equanimity and the middle path, the 

challenges identified by Wadsworth and other scholars never disrupted the research in 

terms of overall purpose, researcher-participant relations, and direction of data collection, 

analysis and evalution. 

According to Gillis and Jackson (2002), all members of the research team must be 

sensitive and responsive to the different forms of leadership required at different times in 
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the research project. For instance, it may be necessary for the student researcher to lead in 

the area of data analysis, whereas community members may be required to lead in 

implementing strategies for improving the identified social issue. Notwithstanding the 

venerable position of Buddhist monks in Cambodian society, my position in the research 

process was not made less meaningful or diminisioned in an otherwise culturally 

hierarchical research setting. 

As I experienced, education is required for all to participate, and time must be 

allotted to enable full community participation, for the cyclical process to proceed as 

intended. That is to say, the student researcher must gain access into the community of 

interest which may present a challenge, especially if the researcher is not familiar with the 

community or comes from a different cultural background. For example, a researcher 

conducting PAR for the first time with people of virtue such as Theravāda Buddhist monks 

in post-genocide Cambodia, being mindful of time, relationship building, and knowledge 

is important before PAR can be fully implemented. Having interned with BEC monks 

allowed me to close many of these research gaps identified by Gillis and Jackson. 

Moreover, having access to BEC core affiliates and students at Preah Sihanouk Raja 

Buddhist University allowed me to expand research participation beyond BEC monks. 

Researchers employing PAR as a methodological approach to inquiry may have to 

prove legitimacy to more conventional researchers or Institutional Review Boards (IRB), 

who may not be comfortable working with ambiguity and a seemingly open-ended research 

design. As Young (2006) points out, one of the most frequent criticisms of PAR is that, 

“from a scientific perspective, it is a ‘soft’ method of research” (p. 501). Researchers using 
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PAR may be challenged by those subscribing to a more conventional research tradition, as 

they are often unfamilar with PAR’s “focus on voice and everyday experiences” (p.501), 

and not necessarily hard data in the traditional sense. This is where my participation in the 

Action Research Working Group, and having Professor Susan Allen as my doctoral 

dissertation chair, alleviated many of these concerns. 

Given the numerous challenges researchers using PAR may face, it is important for 

doctoral students to determine carefully which research tradition is congruent with their 

own character, beliefs, values, commitment to social change, and tolerance for ambiguity 

(Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. xi). But what seems to have been overlooked or undervalued 

in the literature, is the alignment of PAR’s values and principles with research participants 

and their setting. Because I have developed a passion for my topics (conflict resolution, 

peacebuilding, peace education and socially engaged Buddhists), research setting (post-

genocide Cambodia), and co-participants (socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks), 

utilizing PAR to inform my doctoral studies proved uniquely congruent and in harmony 

with the Buddhist way of life.  

Despite a variety of conditions inimical to the practice of PAR in universities (Levin 

and Greenwood, 2001, p. 103), it has more recently gained popularity among scholars and 

practitioners in a number of disciplines, particularly in education, community 

development, and social work (Gillis & Jackson, 2002; Koch, Selim, and Kralik, 2002; 

Maguire, 1987; Selenger, 1997). The Action Research Working group led by Professor 

Susan Allen at George Mason University School of Conflict Analysis and Resolution is a 

tribute to this growing change in Western research understanding and thoughts. 
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Methods Employed in PAR. As in all qualitative dissertations, various data 

collection methods have been used in PAR: focus groups, participant observation and field 

notes, interviews, journals, diary and personal logs, questionnaires, and surveys are all 

effective methods of data generation (Robson, 2011; Marshall and Rossman, 2016; Yin, 

2011; Luker, 2008). As this research recognized during the co-development of the 

dissertation proposal, the research team must collectively design an appropriate data 

collection strategy commensurate with research participants and their setting. During this 

process, it is recommended that at least three selected methods be used to transcend the 

limitations of each individual method, to triangulate data generation and strengthen validity 

(Yin, 2011).  

As Herr and Anderson (2015) point out, and unlike traditional research approaches, 

“data analysis is not something that begins after data are gathered; it begins at the start of 

the study and is key to the [PAR] process” (p. 128). Also considered imperative, 

participants are called upon to make meaning of data during all phases of the cycle of action 

(planning, acting, observing, and reflecting), and then contemplate actions that test the 

research questions being explored (Ibid, p. 90). In other words, the data analysis and 

evaluation phase are implicit throughout the entire PAR process – it begins immediately, 

it is continuous, and guides further data gathering, decision making, and action.  

While data collection methods usually entail systematic recording of events, 

behaviors, and objects in the social setting through the use of detailed and comprehensive 

field notes (Marshall and Rossman, 2016), unique to this research with Theravāda Buddhist 

monks rather than on or about them, allowed me the priviledge of having unrestricted 
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access to review all of BEC's video recordings of their ongoing peace education work. 

Something not mentioned in the literature, video recordings are an integral part of BEC’s 

larger marketing, resourcing, and education strategy, and thus a valuable source of research 

knowledge in which I was given unrestricted access to these archives, and assisted by BEC 

monks with interpretation when necessary. Chapter Five – Buddhism for Education of 

Cambodia: An Organizational Overview, covers this in more detail. 

Positionality. As Herr and Anderson (2015) note; “PAR depends on a careful initial 

building of relationships and the negotiation of roles, often referred to as the entry process” 

(p. 114). As further pointed out, if entry into the setting has not been effectively negotiated, 

“a doctoral student will find it difficult to gather authentic data” (Ibid, p. 115). Chapter 

Eight – Participatory Action Research with Theravāda Buddhist Monks: Reflecting on the 

Experience, has an entry section on The Epistemological Dichotomy of Insider-Outsider 

Positionality. 

Ethical Considerations. If PAR dissertations aim to liberate, democratize and 

achieve action-oriented insights/outcomes, there are a number of ethical principles to 

consider. Winter (2003) points out how the researcher must first ensure that all relevant 

persons have been consulted, and that the principles guiding the inquiry are accepted prior 

to commencing the research. Participants must be allowed to influence the work, while 

respecting the wishes of all participates. Equally important, the development of inquiry 

must remain visible and open to suggestions throughout the research process.  

As mandated by Institutional Review Boards (IRB), given the academic nature and 

shared ownership of inquiry, the researcher must ensure that permission is obtained prior 
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to making observations, conducting interviews or administering surveys. Descriptions of 

others’ work and points of view must be negotiated with all those who participated in PAR 

before publishing any of the work. And finally, the researcher must accept responsibility 

for maintaining confidentiality throughout the research process. 

A Western interpretation of ethics in social science research is thought of as an 

avoidance of doing harm to human subjects and maintaining research integrity (Yin, 2011; 

Robson, 2011, Ch. 9; Marshall and Rossman, 2016). Not mentioned in the literature is a 

Buddhist monks’ view of ethics. As uncovered in this PAR study, ethics or sīla comprises 

three stages in the practice of the noble eightfold path—right speech, right action, and right 

livelihood. Also as a main category in the noble eightfold path, right mindfulness (sammā-

sati) places the researcher in a state of care and acceptance that seemed to go beyond the 

Western understanding of research ethics.  

Because the monks spoke of right action as an important virtue, it was understood 

by BEC monks that kamma (action) was a central idea of Buddhist ethics. In other words, 

actions performed based on negative volition, such as greed, ill-will (hatred and anger) and 

delusion, will at some point have a negative effect on the research participants and setting. 

Conversely, actions performed on the basis of positive mental states, such as generosity, 

compassion (loving-kindness), and sympathetic joy, will have a beneficial or positive effect 

on the research process. Again, Chapter Eight – Participatory Action Research with 

Theravāda Buddhist Monks: Reflecting on the Experience, has an entry section on Defining 

Ethics When Researching with People of Virtue. 
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Conclusion. As Fals-Borda and Rahman, (1991) posit, “while emphasizing a 

rigorous search for knowledge, [PAR] is an open-ended process of life and work – or 

vivencia – a progressive evolution toward an overall, structural transformation of society 

and culture, a process that requires ever renewed commitment, an ethical stand, self-

critique and persistence at all levels” (p. 29). With similar attributes to Buddhist 

epistemology, I found PAR to be a philosophy of life and self-transformation as much as a 

methodological approach to mindful inquiry. 

Kemmis, et al (2014), point out how action research is interested not so much in 

closing the alleged gap between theory and practice, but rather “identifying whose theories 

and whose practices is the alleged gap between” (p. 25). Convinced that an understanding 

of theory is not a foolproof guide to participation in practice, these views are closer to that 

of Paulo Freire (1982), who argued that “in the case of action research we should be 

learning to do it by doing it” (as cited in Kemmis, 2014, p. 2). As such, this PAR study 

with Theravāda Buddhist monks rather than on or about them was interested in closing the 

gap between the roles of scholars or researchers and practitioners – it aimed to secure 

research processes in which practitioners are scholars and scholars are practitioners. In 

other words, socially engaged Buddhist monks become scholar-practitioners. 

While Kemmis, et al (2014) reaffirms the strength of PAR to change social 

practices, including research practice itself, they suggest “elevating the significance of 

action research beyond the self-reflective spiral of cycles of planning, acting and observing, 

reflecting and then re-planning in successive cycles of improvement” (p. 2). Further 

suggesting that interrogating practice through the PAR process does not always follow neat 
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progression steps. Koshy et al. (2011), observe that “the research process is likely to be 

more fluid, open, and responsive than the notion of action research spirals or stages 

implies” (as cited in Her and Anderson, p. 90). Because of the Buddhist notion of 

impermanence, Koshy et al are more in line with what I experienced while researching 

with BEC monks.  

Closely along these ideas, it is McTaggert (1997) who posits how the aim of action 

research is the empowerment of oppressed individuals to partner in social change, which 

encourages further capacity development of all who participate in the research. It is here 

where the collaboration of individuals with diverse knowledge, skills, and expertise 

facilitate the sharing of knowledge development. Individuals also learn by doing, which 

strengthens belief in their abilities and resources, as well as enhance their skills in 

collecting, analyzing, and utilizing information (Maguire, 1987).  

Contrary to more traditional methodological approaches to inquiry, the PAR 

process is emancipating and consciousness-raising for individuals, as it promotes critical 

understanding, thinking and reflection of social issues (Greenwood, Whyte, & Harkavy, 

1993; Greenwood & Levin, 1998; McTaggart, 1997). Ideally, it is the community group, 

in collaboration with the researcher, which determines what the existing social issues are, 

and which one(s) they want to improve, change or eliminate (Maguire, 1987). 

While one of the purposes of action research is to close the gap between theory and 

practice, the salience here is to both close the gap between scholar and practitioner and 

combine action and research in the dissertation process. This is said to avoid any delusion 

that it is possible to find a haven in abstract propositions which construe, but do not 
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themselves constitute practice (Kemmis, et al, 2014, p. 20). In other words, a major goal 

of inquiry – among others – is to “co-generate local knowledge that is fed back into the 

setting” (Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. xiii), and to interrogate the status quo.  

Because this research expanded the range of participants beyond BEC monks, by 

educating both the researcher and participants, the research findings uncovered helped 

explain strengths, limitations and areas for further research as it pertains to BEC’s peace 

education programs. It further identified ways to improve their organizational praxis for 

the benefit of a larger body of marginalized Cambodians living in rural Cambodia. This all 

come to fruition during the semi-formal co-presentations of the research finding, which 

was tape recorded live for the benefit of a broad range of participants. 

Another important distinction between PAR and traditional qualitative research 

methodologies concerns positionality. As Herr and Anderson (2015) posit, PAR addresses 

the dualistic approach to the insider-outsider conundrum, suggesting that “when research 

is done collaboratively, it brings both perspectives into the research” (p. 65). “PAR 

recognizes the need for those being studied to participate in the design and conduct of all 

phases of any research that affects them” (Vollman, et. al., p.129).  

Interestingly, when drawing on approaches to research methodology and socially 

engaged Buddhism, there are considerable parallels between the basic principles of PAR 

and Buddhist philosophy. The argument made by Winter (2003) is that action research’s 

methodological focus on values, collaboration, dialectics, change and creativity is 

reinforced and clarified by the Buddhist emphasis on practices such as meditation, kamma 

(action driven by intention which leads to future consequences) the Buddha’s Four Noble 
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Truths and Middle Path doctrines, and the impermanence of all phenomena, including 

individual agency.  

For Buddhist monks, the issue of validity in social inquiry is addressed in the 

Buddhist notion of wisdom (paññā), which is grounded in subjectivity and the human 

capacity of self-transformation. Similarly, in PAR, action becomes possible as participants 

are enlightened and emancipated through their collaboration in a cycle of activities 

(planning, acting, observing, and reflecting) in which each cycle increases the researcher’s 

knowledge of the original question or problem, which leads to improvement and change 

(Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. 5; Kemmis et. al., 2014).  

Because the practical worth of inquiry is not simply a matter of generating 

knowledge and implementing the findings; rather, each research phase is also intended to 

enhance values in terms of justice, compassion, equality, etc. This means that the 

relationship during the research process must enact and model the values of Theravāda 

Buddhist monks and BEC as embodied in their peace work. Thus, unlike traditional 

research methods, a key characteristic in PAR is the process of co-learning through 

participation, where the research is never done on or about Theravāda Buddhist monks and 

Cambodian community members with whom BEC’s peace education programs are 

focused, but instead with them (Herr and Anderson, 2015). 

By using PAR, participant’s feelings, views, and patterns are expressed without 

being controlled or manipulated, which gives the dissertation a local perspective few 

traditional research projects are able to replicate. In other words, Theravāda Buddhist 

monks are active in making informed decisions during all aspects of the research process 
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for the primary purpose of building local capacity and improving BEC’s peace education 

programs. Ideally, it is Theravāda Buddhist monks and the local community, through active 

learning in collaboration with the researcher, which determines what the existing issues 

are, and which programs are emphasized or ultimately changed (Herr and Anderson, 2015; 

Maguire, 1987).  

Notwithstanding PAR’s strength as a research methodology, some in the research 

literature think that being an insider involves a penalty – not being able to see things in a 

disinterested or objective way” (Kemmis, et al, 2014, p.5). In contrast, Kemmis, et al (2014) 

believe “insiders have special advantages when it comes to doing research in their own 

setting and to investigate practices that hold their work and lives together in those sites” 

(p. 5). In this particular study, Theravāda Buddhists hold an advantage as insiders because 

their socially engaged practices are historically enmeshed in Cambodian society. 

Moreover, Buddhist philosophy and values are closely aligned with the principles and 

values embodied in PAR.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Overall approach and rationale. Inherent in this research design are the following 

key features, of which the procedures and criteria to address the validity and 

trustworthiness of the research process and findings are illustrated in Table 1 (Research 

Goals and Validity Criteria) and discussed further at the end of this chapter and again 

briefly in Chapter Ten:  

• Use a sound and appropriate research methodology that is democratic and 

egalitarian, flexible, ideally suited to interrogate and revise the original 

research questions, and congruent with Buddhist values and principles.  

• Expand participation beyond BEC monks, but maintain relevance to 

socially engaged Buddhist monks.  

• Co-generate knowledge that brings meaning to BEC monks and those who 

participant in their peace education programs.  

• Educate both the researcher and participants in Buddhist values, principles, 

and as scholar-practitioners.  

• Aspire to achieve action-oriented insights on how BEC monks intend to 

improve the efficacy of their peace education programs, and in cultivating 
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morality and a culture of peace, happiness, and social harmony in post-

genocide Cambodia. 

While some scholars vehemently argue how the only thing that counts in social 

science research is knowledge and truth, I found participatory action research (PAR) allows 

the researcher to go beyond the varying conceptions and models of what knowledge is, 

how it is created, what it looks like, and for whose purpose (Fals-Borda and Rahman, 1991, 

p. 31). As this research confirmed and according to Bentz and Shapiro (1998), “good 

research should contribute to your development as a mindful person, and your development 

as an aware and reflective individual should be embodied in your research” (p. 5). Thus, 

Buddhist values and principles helped shape the conceptual framework in answering the 

vital question: why do this research in the first place, and which research methodology is 

uniquely suited for a flexible and empirical study with Theravāda Buddhist monks rather 

than on or about them? 

Unlike traditional approaches to inquiry, I was interested in finding answers to the 

original research questions by expanding the range of participation beyond BEC monks. I 

was also more attentive to research constructs that were both relevant to BEC monks and 

that would help emancipate their capacity to improve the efficacy of their peace education 

programs. I aimed to link the research question to a research methodology where action-

oriented insights were validated by participants from the research setting, not necessarily 

from some outside peer evaluation. Similar to Buddhism’s democratic and egalitarian 

principles, the PAR process was grounded in subjectivity and self-reflection. That is to say, 
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personal experiences, interpretations, and biases added perspectives to the research process 

and findings that few traditional approaches to inquiry can replicate. 

It was here where I embraced Greene’s (1992) notion that “the real issue for action 

research [PAR] is less about getting it right than making it meaningful” (p. 39). Ideally, the 

research with Theravāda Buddhist monks, rather than on or about them, had to be in BEC’s 

best interest if the research was going to be both meaningful and sustainable. Moreover, 

the research questions could not be disconnected from BEC monks’ values and principles. 

The PAR process enabled BEC monks to live the research questions and redefine them on 

their terms and as they deemed appropriate to their theory of knowledge.  

To inform and reflect on the original research questions, this dissertation generally 

followed a spiral of action research cycle consisting of four major phases: develop a plan 

of action to improve what was already happening in BEC’s peace work, act to implement 

the plan, observe the effects of action in the context in which it occured, and reflect on 

these effects as illustrated in Figure 1 (Spiral of Action Researcg Cycles). It was my 

promotion of this Western model that initially characterized the research process. But 

because Buddhist monks strive to be in the present moment, BEC monks approached the 

research process with a sense of balance and equanimity as to not excessively drift into the 

future or become overly attached to problems and challeneges. Moreover, because the 

Buddhist way of life is not fixated on systematic or linear processes, the spiral of action 

research cycles (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988) was not rigidly followed as originally 

discussed and designed during the dissertation proposal.  
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In addition to participant observations, primacy was placed on the value of 

experiences derived from realities lived and reflecting on those experiences as they related 

to the research. This study was not observed from a neutral or disconnected objective 

position - it was lived, felt, and experienced. It was here where the PAR process allowed 

feelings and views of all participants to be expressed and valued without being controlled 

or manipulated by an outside researcher concerned with personal interests or supporting 

some research hypothesis. In other words, BEC monks were active participants who made 

informed decisions during all aspects of the research process with the general purpose of 

expanding their epistemological dimensions of understanding (epistemic cognition) and 

enhancing their thoughts about BEC’s peace education programs. 

I found that the PAR process allowed for and complemented Buddhist 

epistemology in that it provided space for self-reflection and self-transformation. In this 

regard, PAR offered a methodological perspective that was finely attuned to a recursive, 

iterative, and reflective process, where mindfulness and the interaction between self and 

reality generally guided the research. Similarly, the integration of multiple participants 

added invaluable perspectives to the research process.  

But as action research literature illustrated, the research process was more fluid, 

open, and responsive than the notion of a spiral of action research cycles or fixed stages 

implied. In other words, there was an expectation that the actual research would continue 

to evolve and be shaped by the unsystematic realities of the research setting or context. 

Understanding that the research design process is recursive (Yin, 2011, p. 77), meaning 

that portions of the original design could be followed or adjusted as the study with BEC 
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monks proceeded. Although the research design featured in the dissertation proposal, 

including the original research questions, could have been revisited to make any mid-

stream adjustments when determined necessary, this never happened. 

Although BEC monks never adjusted the orginal research questions, the iterative 

process inherent in PAR gave them the flexibility to do so as long as they deemed it 

necessary for new questions and knowledge to emerge. In principle, the spiral of action 

research cycles (planning, acting, observing, and reflecting) is a never ending process, 

where the methodological strength of PAR became as much about a process of constantly 

reflecting and asking questions about BEC’s peace education practice as it was about how 

to address solutions. Mindful of the Buddhist notion of impermanence, it is important to 

understand that the research setting in which BEC’s peace education programs occured, 

was also in continuous change. In essence, the PAR study was as much about the process 

of self-reflection and self-liberation, and to recognize alternative ways of understanding 

ourselves and thinking about the setting in which the study took place. 

Finally, to properly capture the research experience with Theravāda Buddhist 

monks, as well as its findings, I relied on a narrative writing style to feature priori and 

posteriori knowledge uncovered in both Western and Buddhist epistemologies.  
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Figure 1: Spiral of Action Research Cycles 

 

Positionality. As Herr and Anderson (2015) note; “PAR depends on a careful initial 

building of relationships and the negotiation of roles, often referred to as the entry process” 

(p. 114). As further pointed out, if entry into the setting has not been effectively negotiated, 

“a doctoral student will find it difficult to gather authentic data” (Ibid, p. 115). 

Mindful of my unique positionality as a non-Buddhist lay person researching within 

Buddhist monk-led organization, I recognized that no matter how acculturated I became 
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during my nearly three month internship and over two months co-developing the 

dissertation proposal with Theravāda Buddhist monks, I was clearly not born into this 

setting and therefore would be somewhat tone deaf to its nuances. But as Luker (2008) 

writes, this has its advantages as there is a certain price in taking for granted social 

phenomenon and “becoming inured to what once seemed to be very strange patterns and 

practices” (p. 156). 

Moreover, because Buddhist monks are revered as people of virtue and assume a 

venerable status in Cambodian society, as a lay person I naturally assumed an inferior 

position during the research process. As a retired military professional, I learned to be 

comfortable in a fixed cultural hierarchy. Despite the disproportionate power and 

priviledges of this strict hierarchical military culture, as an officer you were expected to 

protect, care, mentor, and coach your subordinates – behave as a kind mother and father 

would to his children.  

Notwithstanding my understanding of research positionality based on Western 

literature and my personal experiences, the symbiotic relationship between Buddhist 

monks and lay people widely accepted by Cambodians, seemed natural to me. As a 

customary practice, lay people provide monks with four basic needs: food twice a day, a 

saffron colored robe once a year, lodging in the form of the temple (wat), and medical 

support when necessary. In the monasteries, lay people generally cater to the monks’ basic 

needs, and in return, the monks educate lay people on the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). 

Recognizing and respecting this system of reciprocal obligation was important as a 

researcher with Theravāda Buddhist monks in a hierarchical Buddhist society. 
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Given my unique position living with venerable monks on a daily basis, and 

mindful of the symbiotic relationship between monks and lay people, there were moments 

during the data collection process when I felt like an insider, while other times I was clearly 

an outsider. Yet, these self-imposed feelings were never taken to one extreme or the other, 

nor did my straddling of multiple positions have a negative impact on the research process. 

Because BEC monks are guided by the Buddhist notion of equanimity and the practice of 

the noble eightfold path or middle path, they were never affected by the Western concept 

of positionality. Nevertheless, because of my lengthy military background, I was always 

cognizant of the delicate balancing act I felt obligated to perform, given the supremacy and 

often objectification of Buddhist monks in Cambodia society. 

With the advice from Ven. Hak Sienghai during the co-development of the 

dissertation proposal, I found it constructive to reflect on the Buddhist practice of the 

middle path, which aims to go beyond all duality, opposites and extremes. It is sometimes 

referred to as equanimity, which for for Buddhist monks means harmonizing all extremes. 

It was my understanding of the Buddhist notion of equanimity and middle path led me to 

interrogate the duality and exclusionism inherent in the Western concept of insider-

outsider positionality. Based on my newfound understanding and thoughts, I explained to 

these socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks that I saw myself as someone who 

harmonizes and bridges the division between Western and Buddhist epistemologies. Thus, 

trying to avoid the dualism and exclusionism found in traditional research, I viewed my 

harmonizing approach to these extreme concepts as being more unifying, eagalitarian and 

complementary as envisioned for the sangha or community of Buddhist monks and nuns. 
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Influenced by the Buddhist way of life, I concluded that because this study was 

being done in collaboration with Theravāda Buddhist monks rather than on or about them, 

my positionality always fell somewhere in the middle of the insider-outsider construct, 

which was also more in line with PAR. At the end, we followed a middle path to 

positionality. Mainly because of the uniqueness of participants and their research setting, 

but also because it was more closely aligned with the Buddhist notion of 

interconnectedness or dependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda). Relying on the Buddhist 

notion that humanity, the environment, and universe are all interconnected, not only 

influenced how we eventually viewed research positionality, but conceptually framed and 

designed ethical considerations, data collection methods and analysis procedures, and 

addressed the issue of validity and trustworthiness. 

Ethical Considerations. On the wall outside the entrance to the Preah Sihanouk 

Raja Buddhist University at Temple (Wat) Damreysor in Battambang, Cambodia, where 

the co-development of the dissertation proposal took place, the following quote seems to 

capture the ethical considerations of this collaborative study: “Not to do evil, to cultivate 

good, to purify one’s mind; this is the Teaching of the Buddha.”  

A Western interpretation of ethics in social science research is thought of as an 

avoidance of doing harm to human subjects and maintaining research integrity (Yin, 2011; 

Robson, 2011, Ch. 9; Marshall & Rossman, 2016). But Buddhist monks view ethics as the 

beginning of spiritual development. It was the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness or a 

sense of mutual obligation that served as the starting point for mindful inquiry and as a 

guide to ethical conduct. As a main category in the noble eightfold path, right mindfulness 
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(sammā-sati) places the researcher in a state of care and acceptance that seemed to go 

beyond my Western understanding of research ethics. As inferred by BEC monks, a 

mindful person is conscious of his or her understanding, thoughts, words and actions, thus 

protecting oneself and others from harm and malevolence.  

Because the monks spoke of right action as an important virtue, it was understood 

by BEC monks that kamma (action) was a central idea of Buddhist ethics. In other words, 

actions performed on the basis of negative volition, such as greed, ill-will (hatred and 

anger) and delusion, will at some point have a negative effect on the person committing 

them – and other people with whom that person comes into contact – causing suffering to 

all concerned. Conversely, actions performed because of positive mental states, such as 

generosity, compassion (loving-kindness), and sympathetic joy, will have a beneficial or 

positive effect.  

The underlying ethical basis of Buddhism is reflected further in the notion that 

conduct, speech and thoughts are deemed to have power, value and significance and also 

to generate wholesome or unwholesome attributes, which are carried forward from life-to-

life. Hence, being mindful of the Buddhist ethical framework complemented my Western 

understanding of myriad ethical ramifications in social science research and guided this 

PAR study – that is uniquely rooted in non-violence or not harming.  

In summary, this PAR study was generally guided by both codified Western ethics, 

and those embodied in the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) and the noble eightfold path. It 

was through the PAR process of self-reflection and mindful inquiry, where both ethical and 

unethical practice and the potential consequences of both were observed. Not only did this 
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flexible approach to research ethics address the notion of duality, it also served as a 

practical guide for this PAR study to protect participants, preserve research integrity, and 

bring ethics into trustworthiness.  

Data Collection, Analysis and Evaluation Methods. As this study is participatory 

in every phase of the research process, it followed a collaborative data collection, analysis 

and evaluation process. The research was conducted in Battambang, Cambodia with 

primarily eleven Theravāda Buddhist monks and five lay people from Buddhism for 

Education of Cambodia (BEC). Guided by the original research questions and relevant 

literature, the ongoing cycle of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting on BEC’s five 

peace education programs served as the primary means for continuous data collection, 

analysis, self-reflection and evaluation about how BEC monks think about their peace 

education programs and their insights on cultivating morality and a culture of peace and 

happiness and social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. 

Unlike traditional research approaches, Herr and Anderson (2015) point out how 

“data analysis is not something that begins after data are gathered; it begins at the start of 

the study and is key to the [PAR] process” (p. 128). Also considered imperative, 

participants in the study and BEC’s core afilliates were called upon to make meaning of 

data during all phases of the cycle of action (planning, acting, observing, and reflecting), 

and then contemplate actions that tested the research questions being explored (Ibid, p. 90). 

In other words, the data analysis and evaluation phase was implicit throughout the entire 

PAR process – it began immediately, it was continuous, and guided further data gathering, 

decision making, and action.  
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As further explained below, the principle methods of data collection, analysis, and 

evaluation for this empirical study relied on: 

• Participant Observation.  

• Semi-Structure Interviews.  

• Reflective Focus Groups. 

• Review of BEC materials produced by Buddhist monks e.g., video and audio 

recordings of their peace education programs.  

• Field Journaling and Blog. 

• Surveys. 

• Semi-Formal Presentations of Research Findings and Process. 

Participant Observation. Considered a rich source of data collection, this method is 

commonly used in action research studies (Luker, 2008; Marshall & Robson, 2014; 

Stringer, 2014). Among other data collection methods, it allowed me (researcher) to enjoy 

already privileged access to Buddhist monks (participants) in the social setting in which 

they conduct their peace education programs. Thus, through primarily participant 

observation, I further immersed myself into the local setting – by hearing, seeing, and 

experiencing the reality of socially engaged Buddhist monks and Cambodian lay peolpe. 

As both participants and the target population for this collaborative study, I mostly 

observed the eleven Theravāda Buddhist monks and five lay people from BEC while they 

conducted their peace work in each of the following areas: Youth Education, Media 

Dhamma Talks, Children Sponsorship, and Caring for the Poor and Aging. All of these 
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sessions were audio and video tape recorded by BEC monks in accordance with their day-

to-day peace work praxis.  

To further inform and reflect on the original research questions, the PAR process 

generally followed a modified version of Kemmis and McTaggart’s (1988, p. 7) spiral of 

action research cycles consisting of four major phases: develop a plan of action to improve 

what is already happening in BEC’s peace work, act to implement the plan, observe the 

effects of action in the context in which it occured, and reflect on these effects (Figure 1). 

These participant observation sessions typically lasted from two to three hours each, with 

the aim of gaining better insight into how BEC volunteer monks thought about their peace 

education programs and how they thought about cultivating morality and a culture of peace, 

happiness, and social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. 

But because of the Buddhist notion of impermanence and non-attachment, the research 

process was more fluid, open, and spontaneous than rigidly following a spiral of action 

research cycle. In other words, there was no expectation of reaching some final conclusion 

or solving a specific problem. It was universally understood by the monks that the salience 

of their peace education programs was grounded in good action in the present moment. 

That is to say, the actual research would continue to evolve and be shaped by the realities 

of the research setting.  

Recognizing the Buddhist notion of impermanace and PAR’s iterative process as 

observed in the four phases of action research cycle, this implied that inquiry, analysis, and 

evaluation were also not singular or linear events, but rather ongoing, unsystematic 

processes that would continue as long as BEC monks’s reflections deemed it necessary. In 
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principle, the spiral of action research cycles (planning, acting, observing, and reflecting) 

was never followed exclusively. But the seemingly never ending process, became as much 

about self-reflection and self-transformation as it was about how to address solutions to 

BEC’s perceived problems or challenges.  

Semi-Structured Interviews.  Although time consuming, these semi-structured 

interviews were a flexible and adaptable way of finding out how volunteer socially engaged 

Theravāda monks and lay people thought about BEC’s peace education programs, and their 

ability to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness, and social harmony in post-

genocide Cambodia. Carrying narratives and accounts about the world in which they found 

themselves, each interview was guided by questions (Appendix B) which helped generate 

unique and valuable insights into the four original research questions co-developed during 

the dissertation proposal.  

As such, twenty semi-structured interviews were scheduled and eighteen were 

conducted: Although the two interviews with BEC board members (Buddhist monks) were 

not conducted due to scheduling dificulties, multiple interviews were conducted with Ven. 

Hak Sienghai (BEC’s Founder and Chief Executive Officer), eleven BEC volunteer monks 

(One interview with each of five peace education program managers, the operations, 

administrative, and financial section heads; and four Buddhist monk volunteers), and six 

with BEC core affiliates (four Buddhist monks and two former monks) who were less 

involved with BEC’s day-to-day peace activities.  

The semi-structured interviews gained perceptions and insights particularly on what 

socially engaged Buddhist monks and lay people think, feel and / or believe about their 
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peace work and their ability to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness, and 

social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. These semi-structured interviews also served 

to determine understanding and thinking about measurements of effectiveness and 

organizational limitations, and gaps and barriers to success. In keeping with BEC's standard 

operating procedures, all but six of the eighteen semi-structured interviews conducted were 

video tape recorded by a member of BEC. On six occasions, I video tape recorded the 

interviews. Each of the semi-structured interviews were conducted in the vicinity of BEC 

headquarters, or at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University in Battambang, Cambodia. 

On average, each interview lasted no more than two hours, and on five occasions, I did 

follow up interviews. 

Reflective Focus Groups. The advantages of this approach to collect, analyze, and 

evaluation data was that it cost nothing and was relatively easy to set up. Considered a 

highly efficient and flexible technique, participants were empowered to make comments 

in their own words while being stimulated by thoughts and comments of others in the 

group. As this method was tested during the co-development of the dissertation proposal 

through a pilot study on one of BEC’s peace activities, the Buddhist monks enjoyed the 

experience, and group dynamics seemed to help them analyze and evaluate the data. 

Reflective focus groups become implicit throughout the entire research process – it 

began immediately, it was continuous, and guided further data gathering, decision making, 

and action. To formalize this process, I conduct ten reflective focus groups generally 

guided by predetermined (Apprndix B). Five corresponding with Buddhist monk and lay 

people who were members of each of BEC’s five peace education programs, and five with 
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second year students (mixed of Buddhist monks and lay people) at Preah Sihanouk Raja 

University in Battambang. Each reflective focus group session lasted one hour and they 

were all video recorded. 

Additionally, and keeping with standard BEC practice when conducting their peace 

education programs, four reflective focus groups were led by BEC monks, but were not 

quided by the predetermined questions (Appendix C). BEC monks informally selected four 

distinct groups of four to six lay people to participate in reflective focus group sessions. 

The four reflective focus group sessions consisted of lay people who participated in BEC's 

peace education programs. 

As with the participant observation and semi-structured interviews, all reflective focus 

groups were audio and video tape recorded by a BEC volunteer. As the student researcher, 

I was an active participant in these four Buddhist-led reflective focus groups, which were 

all conducted in the Khmer language at various locations in the vicinity of Battambang, 

Cambodia. 

Review of BEC materials produced by the Buddhist monks e.g., audio recordings 

of their peace work. While data collection methods usually entail systematic recording of 

events, behaviors, and objects in the social setting through the use of detailed and 

comprehensive field notes (Marshall and Rossman, 2014), I was priviledged to have 

unrestricted access to review all of BEC's video recordings of their ongoing peace work. 

As this has become an integral part of BEC’s larger marketing, resourcing, and education 

strategy, by leveraging social media, mainly through Facebook and YouTube, the Buddhist 

monks were able to capture and address many of their strategic needs by down-loading 
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video recordings of selected peace education activities and by posting them on their 

Facebook page. I was given unrestricted access to these archives and assisted by BEC 

monks with interpretation when needed. 

Field Journaling and Blog. Journaling was imperative in documenting ongoing 

thinking, decisions, and actions. It also served as another source of data for mindful inquiry 

and to facilitate self-reflection. Keeping a journal helped maintain a more comprehensive 

account of my observations and stories heard, and to document my own reflections and 

thoughts. Journaling also became complementary and key in capturing the essence of the 

multiple data collection methods. The process of journaling was expanded to include the 

creation and weekly input to my blog: Participatory Action Research with Theravāda 

Buddhist Monks in Post-Genocide Cambodia: A Case Study of Buddhism for Education of 

Cambodia’s (BEC) Peace Work. Although there was little public feedback from my weekly 

blogs, the fieldwork journaling process represented an additional source of data as I 

connected my reflections from observations, semi-structured interviews, and reflective 

focus groups with broader theory that situated the experiences of BEC monks within the 

discourses and narratives concerning contemporary conflict analysis and resolution. 

Questions. APPENDIX B is an outline of the questions used during the eighteen semi-

structured interviews and ten reflective focus groups in which I led. Each of these sessions 

were conducted in the English language, video tape recorded, and later transcribed by me. 

There were three occasions were a bilingual volunteer was used as an interpreter. 

The slightly modified questions in APPENDIX C served as a general guide during the 

four reflective focus groups led by BEC monks. These were conducted in Khmer language, 
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using selected lay people who routinely participated in one of BEC’s five peace education 

programs. Each reflective focus group was video tape recorded by a BEC volunteer monk 

or lay person. Although BEC monks did not entirely rely on these questions, similar to 

Appendix B, they were divided into five broad categories: Vision and Mission, Goals and 

Objectives, Structure and Organization, Operation, and Problems, Issues, and Concerns. 

With the assistance of one bilingual volunteer, the video recordings were reviewed and 

transcribed by me. 

Surveys. Recognizing my limitations in the Khmer language and the busy schedule 

of BEC’s volunteer monks, I decided to incorporate second year students from my English 

Communications class at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University to help me develop 

surveys in both English and Khmer languages and administer them at five different 

locations. As such, I divided the class into five groups consisting of five to six students 

consisting of both Buddhist monks and lay students. Each group was assigned a survey 

population that corresponded with BEC’s Youth Education program. As part of their class 

requirement, the surveys were administered by the students, the data was consolidated, 

discussed, analyzed, and evaluated in the context of answering the four research questions, 

and then the results were briefed to a select group of BEC monks.  

The following categorizes the three general survey populations, of which the survey 

developed for the male and female prisoners at the Battambang Rehabilitation Center was 

never administered due to national elections: 

• APPENDIX D. Survey Population - Buddhist Monks: Wat Slaket Primary 

School in Slaket Monastery, Battambang, Cambodia; Ung Thung Secondary 
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School in Porvel Monastery, Battambang, Cambodia; Preah Sihanouk Raja 

Buddhist University, Battambang, Cambodia. 

• APPENDIX E. Survey Population – Lay Students: Wat Kampheng Public 

Primary School, Battambang, Cambodia; Wat Kor Public Secondary School, 

Battambang, Cambodia. 

• APPENDIX F. Survey Population - Prisoners: Males and females incarcerated 

at the Battambang Rehabilitation Center. 

Semi-Formal Presentations of Research Process and Findings. Mindful that I 

wrote the dissertation without any assistance from BEC monks, I attempted to maintain the 

purity of the PAR process by returning to Cambodia to conduct a series of semi-formal 

presentations for the benefit of BEC monks, faculty members and students at Preah Raja 

Buddhist University, and BEC core affilaites. Hosted and coordinated by Ven. Vy 

Sovechea, Ven. Hak Sienghai and I gave eight semi-formal presentations mostly from 

Chapter One, Introduction; Chapter Nine, How Buddhist Monks Preceive Challenges and 

Efficacy; and Chapter Ten, Conclusion which focused on research strengths, limitations, 

and areas for further research.  

During the first two presentations, I alone summarized the findings from the research 

conducted with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks from Buddhism for Education 

of Cambodia (BEC). These were all done in English with translation assistance by Ven. 

Pin Phyrun and Ven. Hak Sienghai. All subsequent presentations were conducted with Ven. 

Hak Sienghai, who did his presentations in the Khmer language and generally expounded 

on several of the more salient topics I mentioned in the first two presentations. This allowed 
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him to better contextualize the information for the benefit of the Khmer audience. Each 

presentation had an estimated 45 participants and lasted approximately three hours, 

including a question and answer period. Live video recordings of these semi-formal 

presentations not only expanded participation to over one thousand additional viewers, but 

added a dialogical venue to share co-generated knowledge with a broader audience and in 

addressing the validity and trustworthiness of the research process and findings. 

Procedures to Address Validity and Trustworthiness. As is the case in all research, 

this PAR study was also interested in knowing whether the knowledge generated with 

Theravāda Buddhist monks was valid and trustworthy. According to Lincoln and Guba, “a 

study’s trustworthiness demonstrates that the researcher’s interpretation of the data are 

credible, or ring-true to those who provided the data” (as cited in Herr and Anderson, 2014, 

p. 62). In other words, the general notion of validity or trustworthiness concerns the 

believability of a statement or knowledge claim – it is not inherent in a claim but is a 

characteristic given to a claim by the ones to whom the claim is addressed (Polkinghorne, 

2007).  

The degree of validity is given to a claim that is proportionate to the strength of the 

argument used by a researcher to solicit readers’ commitments to it. That is to say, a 

statement or knowledge claim is not intrinsically valid; rather, its validity is a function of 

intersubjective judgment. However, in the actual performance of validity judgments, the 

background beliefs and assumptions of different research communities affect what they 

accept as legitimating evidence and sound reasoning. For example, a community that 

believes that only directly observable facts, as may be the case in audio and video recording 
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of participant observations, semi-structured interviews, and reflective focus group sessions 

are adequate to support the validity of a knowledge claim. Yet, there is adherence to the 

general notion that judgments about the validity of a knowledge claim depend on the 

soundness of the argument in support of the claim - judgement differences are about what 

counts as acceptable evidence and reasoned argument.  

In the case of action researchers, however, what counts as evidence and what is 

acceptable as reasoned argument needs to be expanded so that knowledge claims about the 

understandings of human experiences can be included in social science. As Polkinghorne 

(2007) points out, it is not that conventional and non-conventional approaches to inquiry 

necessarily hold different general ideas of what validation is; rather, they are seeking to 

give justification of validation to two different types of claims. 

And because PAR is also interested in outcomes that go beyond knowledge 

generation, these terms are not entirely adequate - neither validity nor trustworthiness 

acknowledge PAR’s action-oriented outcomes (Herr and Anderson, 2015). Ultimately, this 

dissertation was about how Buddhist monks think about their peace education programs, 

and in cultivating morality and a culture of peace, happiness, and social harmony in post-

genocide Cambodia. But because Buddhist monks are opposed to judging and comparing, 

and tend to retreat to the middle path as embodied in the practice of the noble eightfold 

path, how was rigor defined and what validity criteria was used to distinguish between a 

good and poor research study?  

To address this difficult question, I decided on two approaches, which I categorized 

as a traditional and unconventional. The traditional approach used five validity criteria: 
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process, democratic, dialogic, catalytic, and outcome as conceptualized by Herr and 

Anderson (2015, p. 67). I relied on this paradigm to link the five validity criteria with the 

five inherent goals of this dissertation study (Table 1). On the other hand, the 

unconventional approach to address the question of valididty relied on a series of semi-

formal presentation of the research process and most salient research findings. This 

unconventional approach was done with Ven. Hak Sienghia at the Preah Sihanouk Raja 

Buddhist University in Battambamg, Cambodia. 

Traditional Approach to Address Validity and Trustworthiness. Process validity 

relates to a sound and appropriate research methodology that asks to what extent problems 

are framed and solved in a manner that permits ongoing learning by Theravāda Buddhist 

monks about BEC’s peace education programs. Process validity must also deal with the 

much-debated problem of what counts as evidence to sustained assertions, as well as the 

quality of the relationships that are developed with participants. 

The notion of triangulation, or the inclusion of multiple perspectives guarded 

against viewing events in a simplistic or self-serving way. The notion of triangulation was 

satisfied by using a variety of data collection methods – for example, participant 

observation, semi-structured interviews, reflective focus groups, and surveys – so that the 

research was not limited to one kind of data source. The Buddhist monk’s reliance on video 

tape recording their peace work further enhanced the validity and trustworthiness of data 

collection process. 

Democratic validity refers to the extent in which the research was done with 

Theravāda Buddhist monks and those who participant in BEC’s peace education programs. 
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Because of the busy schedulesmaintained by BEC monks, I expanded the research 

participation beyond BEC monks. Not only did this include BEC’s core affiliates, but also 

faculty, staff, and students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University in Battambang, 

Cambodia. Because this Buddhist University is supported by BEC, it was a convenient and 

natural fit consisting of both Buddhist monks, lay people, and participants in BEC’s Youth 

Education program.  

Dialogic validity is similar to democratic validity, but differs in that the focus is 

less on broad inclusion than on the validation of knowledge – both during and after the 

study – and that methods, evidence, and findings resonated with BEC monks. In other 

words, the degree to which the constructs and products of the research were relevant to 

BEC monks, core affiliates, and the participants in BEC’s peace education programs. As 

Greene (1992) points out, “the real issue for action research [PAR] is less about “getting it 

right” than “making it meaningful” (p. 39).  

Co-generating meaningful knowledge was important, because Buddhist monks 

pursue peace and happiness by using knowledge, practicing meditation, and achieving 

equanimity. For Buddhist monks, knowledge, meditation, and equanimity help Buddhist 

monks to lessen their desires and clinging to the forces of craving that for them produces 

suffering and social conflict (dukkha).  

Catalytic validity is “the degree to which the research process reorients, focuses, 

and energizes participants towards knowing reality in order to transform it” (Lather, 1986: 

p. 272). While I believe BEC monks and their core affiliates deepened their understanding 

and thoughts about BEC’s approach to socially engaged Buddhism as a result of this 
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research process, I’m less certain that at this particular junction of the research we can say 

definitively whether BEC monks were moved to take immediate action on each of the 

challenges identified in Chapter Nine or begin to explore the areas recommended for 

further research as uncovered in Chapter Ten.  

Yet, one challenge that seemed to resonate especially with Ven. Hak Sienghai was 

Meditation as a routine practice. As a result of this research and by acknowledging the 

importance Buddhism places on meditation as a complementary approach to learning, 

practicing, and internalizing the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma), BEC now offers insight 

(vipassanā) meditation classes at their new Peace Education Center. I also noticed that 

most recently, Ven. Hak Sienghai now begins and ends his peace education programs with 

a brief moment of calming by using vipassanā meditation.  

While this criteria overlaps with process validity and democratic validity, the 

research experience with Theravāda Buddhist monks highlighted the transformative 

potential of PAR, as outlined further in Chapter Four. It is here were I can claim that 

experiencing the PAR process with Theravāda Buddhist monks enhanced my education in 

Buddhist values and principles and further educated BEC monks as scholar-practitioners. 

Finally, outcome validity is the extent in which action-oriented insights were 

achieved by BEC monks as a result of the research process. While outcome validity 

acknowledges the fact that rigorous action research, rather than simple problem solving in 

a more complex way, often leads to a new set of questions or problems (Herr and Anderson, 

2015, pp.67-68), this was not necessarily the case during this research process. There was 

a plethora of questions during the research proces, but no substitive adjustments were made 
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to the original research questions. This is partially because BEC monks were generally 

satisfied with the co-development of the original research questions, but more importantly, 

action (kamma) in the present moment determines outcomes for Buddhist monks. 

Aspiring to achieve a particular outcome would be for the monks to drift into the 

future and elevate desires and clinging to expectations. As often explained by BEC monks, 

“it is the input through good action [right action] that counts most when it come to 

challenges and efficacy. Notwithstanding the uniqueness of Buddhist epistemology, the 

significance of outcome validity is highlighted in Chapter Nine where BEC monks 

captured how they understood and thought about the eight challenges facing BEC: The 

Danger of BEC Being Perceived as a Business, The Lost Practice of Almsgiving, Budget 

and Salaries, Volunteerism and the Mobilization of Lay People, Objectification of the 

Buddha, Capacity Building, Meditation as a Routine Practice, and The Lack of a Grand 

Strategy. It is also in Chapter Nine where BEC monks summarized the efficacy of each of 

their five peace education programs. 

Additionally, BEC monks along with their core affiliates, identified three areas for 

further research, ostensibly to be done by Theravāda Buddhist monks at one of the Buddhist 

Universities. As the President of Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University in Battambang, 

Cambodia, this was an area in which Ven. Vy Sovechea and others expressed a keen 

interest. By including academia as an extension of this research, has the potential to bridge 

the gap between Western and Buddhist epistemology and could significantly inform the 

literature in the areas of socially engaged Buddhism, peace education, participatory action 

research (PAR), and conflict analysis and resolution. The three areas that seemed to 



 

118 

 

generate the most discussion among research participants are summarized further in 

Chapter Ten:  

• Cambodia’s socially engaged Buddhist monks: In search of a grand 

strategy.  

• Maintaining relevancy in the age of modernity: A call to transform Buddhist 

primary and secondary education? 

• Post-genocide Cambodia: How can a politicized sangha transcend violent 

social structures? 

Unconventional Approach to Address Validity and Trustworthiness. I used the 

word unconventional because it is uncommon for researchers in the social science fields to 

share the salience of their research findings directly with participants, in their own setting, 

and prior to the oral defense. By not becoming simply subjects to the forces of objectivity 

and neutrality, the validity and trustworthiness of the research was generally satisfied 

during a series of semi-formal presentations I gave with Ven. Hak Sienghia. Hosted by 

Ven. Vy Sovechea, formally sharing the co-generated knowledge took place at Preah 

Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University, which generally covered Chapters One, Nine and Ten.  

Instead of excluding participants during the validation and trustworthiness process, 

this unconventional approach expanded participation for the benefit of BEC monks, their 

core affiliates, and students. And because the presentations were video recorded live 

through BEC’s Facebook page, it served as a semi-formal peer review, allowing 

instantaneous feedback by a borad range of participants regarding research content and 

construct. It was during these multiple forums where Ven. Hak Sienghai took ownership 



 

119 

 

of the research and its findings, and for thousands of viewers to ask questions and learn 

first-hand about participatory action research with Theravāda Buddhist monks and the 

study of Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s (BEC) peace work as a unique model of 

socially engaged Buddhism.  

Albeit with subjectivity, the sense of ownership, happy demeanor and plethora of 

questions being asked by participants during the semi-formal presentations lends credence 

to a general consensus made by BEC monks, their core affiliates and participants that the 

unconventional approach was a reliable approach to test the validity of the research process 

and findings. 
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Table 1: Research Goals and Validity Criteria 

  

Goals of this PAR study Quality/Validity Criteria 

Use a sound and appropriate research methodology 
that is democratic and egalitarian, flexible, ideally 
suited to interrogate and revise the original research 
questions, and congruent with Buddhist values and 
principles.  

Process Validity 

Expand participation beyond BEC monks, but 
maintain research relevancy for socially engaged 
Buddhist monks.  
 

Democratic Validity 

Co-generate knowledge that brings meaning to BEC 
monks and those who participate in their peace 
education programs.  
 

Dialogic Validity 

Educate both the researcher and participants in 

Buddhist values, principles, and as scholar-

practitioners. 

Catalytic Validity 

Aspire to achieve action-oriented insights on how 
BEC monks intend to improve the efficacy of their 
peace education programs. 

Outcome Validity 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY:  

UNDERSTANDING SELF? 

 

 

Introduction. Writing about self in relation to this participatory action research 

(PAR) study with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks seems to defy the principle 

of objectivity and neutrality found in traditional social science research. But failing to 

acknowledge how my personality and life experiences impacted this doctoral dissertation 

would confine a significant part of who I am, and it would ignore an important part of the 

research – the researcher’s subjectivity. In other words, it would undervalue the identity, 

culture, feelings, and values that shaped my understanding and thoughts about life.  

Because PAR places the researcher directly in the setting being studied, 

autoethnographic inquiry is important in that the author can use self-reflection to explore 

and connect stories of self with the findings uncovered during the research process. As 

Sparkes (2000) points out, “autoethnographies are highly personalized accounts that draw 

upon the experience of the author/researcher for the purposes of giving voice to personal 

experience and extending sociological understanding” (p. 21). This is particularly 

important given the epistemological dichotomy between my Western understanding of 

knowledge and that of socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks. 
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Therefore, instead of trying to maintain the façade of objectivity so that research 

findings depend only on the nature of what was studied rather than on the personality of 

the researcher, Chapter Four intends to expand these boundaries by drawing awareness to 

who I am, what I brought to this research process, and what I learned from this experience? 

Similar to the intrinsically subjective nature found in both PAR methodology and Buddhist 

philosophy, the process of writing this autoethnography involved careful reflection, the 

purpose of which not only disclosed the truth about myself, but also served to broaden 

understanding about my more transformative experiences.  

In organizing the substance of this unique research experience, I divided Chapter 

Four into three main sections. I define who I am in the first section, which derived while 

reflecting on four major dimensions of my personality typology. It was through this 

reflective process that I characterized myself as having a proclivity towards either 

introversion or extraversion, sensing or intuition, thinking or feeling, and perceiving or 

judging (Myers-Briggs, 2010). That is to say, how I manage my energy, relate to others, 

process thoughts and feelings, develop values and principles, and organize daily activities. 

In the second section, I reflected on what I brought to this research process. It was in this 

section where I briefly capture a few of my life’s more transcendent experiences as a 

teacher, counselor, and champion which may have influenced my understanding, thoughts, 

actions and mindfulness while conducting research with Theravāda Buddhist monks at 

Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC). Finally, the third section summarizes the 

salience of what I learned from this experience while researching with socially engaged 

Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia. It is in this final section that I share my 
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experiences and understanding of the Buddhist notions of: interconnectedness, judging and 

comparing, transforming violence within, the transcendent smile, and generosity. 

Who am I? As a retired colonel who served in the military for over three decades, 

it is not surprising that I am often associated with a military identity group. However, 

judging me on patriotism and a warrior ethos is a false dichotomy that does not accurately 

define my personality type. This social practice of categorizing is understandable, as our 

mind is often full of prior knowledge and our own version of the facts or what we perceive 

as absolute truth. From the beginning of my army career, I knew that the military culture 

was incompatible with my preferences for a balance between introversion and extraversion, 

how I process information in terms of sensing and intuition, my dominate value style 

defined as thinking and feeling, and my life management approach as described in 

perceiving and judging. 

While uncovering the secret of knowing who I am is not a perfect science, I found 

the psychological model conceptualized by Carl Jung (1921), and later commercialized by 

Isabel Briggs Myers in her popular Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), remarkably 

useful as a general guide. Notwithstanding concerns in commercializing psychological 

models to the extent we grasp or cling to false identities, the importance here is that the 

choices we make in life are influenced to some degree by our personality typology. Put 

differently, “conceptual thought is essential for us to make sense of reality and acquire 

ways to think, behave, and interact with other people” (Tanabe, 2016, p. 332). Just as 

Buddhist epistemology locates the cause of suffering and social conflict in the human mind, 
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understanding self is perceived by Buddhist monks as the source of conflict prevention, 

reconciliation, and resolution. In other words, it is something internal not external. 

What appeared most revealing about my personality was the balanced 

characterization of how I approach fundamental aspect of my life: how I manage my 

energy, relate to others, process thoughts and feelings, and organize my daily activities. 

Despite the extremes found in most personality typologies (Edwards, 2091), my results 

were uniquely moderate and seemed to resemble the middle way of Buddhism and 

equanimity (upekkhā). In short, I did not significantly favor a rigid dichotomy or contrast 

between two things as being entirely different. In the four dimensions of my personality, I 

had little preference towards absolutism or extremism. 

Introversion vs. Extraversion (Managing Energy). Although I have a slight 

preference for extraversion in terms of how I perceive the world and make decisions, I am 

similar to BEC monks in that I am neither a true introvert nor a true extravert. I tend to use 

both styles somewhat equally, or slightly prefer one style over the other depending on the 

situation. In other words, as an introvert I enjoy contemplating ideas and experiences, being 

in calm surroundings, and reflecting on thoughts and feelings. As an extravert, I like 

engaging with other people, approach the world enthusiastically, and want to experience 

the excitement of life.  

Reflecting on the unique blend of my personality type between introversion and 

extraversion, I found these characterizations consistent with the Buddhist principles of 

middle path and equanimity. The central idea behind these two principles is to understand 

the world not in terms of duality, absolutism, or extremism, but in a way that transcends 
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exclusionism in a unifying, moderate or democratic, and egalitarian perspective. The 

Buddha described a mind filled with equanimity (upekkhā) as “exalted, immeasurable, 

without hostility and without ill-will,” (Nhat Hanh, 1999, p. 169). BEC monks often told 

me that “upekkhā comes from seeing the big picture with calmness and patience…to see 

with right understanding, right thought and right mindfulness.” That is, the goal is not 

necessarily to be perfect, but rather mindful of ourselves despite our imperfections. 

While reflecting on how my balanced approach to introversion and extraversion 

helped shaped this research, I was drawn towards some of the similarity of how BEC monks 

managed their way of life. As socially engaged Buddhist monks, they too seemed to be 

managing their energy between introversion and extraversion. It was through BEC’s peace 

education programs where they openly interacted with the Cambodian laity and were being 

noticed through Facebook while sharing knowledge about the Buddhs’s teachings 

(dhamma). In the evening, the monks would retreat to the calm suroundings and solitude 

of their respective temples, whereas I would return to my hotel room - maintaining distance 

and privacy to reflect on our thoughts and feelings. In the end, I realized that this balanced 

approach to introversion and extraversion naturally influenced the research process, where 

peace and happiness was equally comforting whether socially engaging Cambodian society 

through BEC’s peace education programs or being alone with our own thoughts. 

Sensing vs. Intuition (Processing Information). As an intuitive person, I am 

interested in ideas and possibilities. I tend to be bored by mundane details, preferring 

instead to look at the big picture and understand how everything fits together. Being drawn 

to interesting ideas and concepts with an optimistic temperament, I enjoy imagining the 
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future in a positive way. I naturally see patterns and connections and often have a sixth 

sense about things. Although my cognitive style slightly favors intuitive, I also process 

knowledge from past experiences in a way that is consistent with a preference for sensing.  

Although my reliance on learning from the past was useful in many situations, 

clinging to prior knowledge can also be problematic in understanding and thinking clearly 

in the present moment. It was here where the Buddhist monks’ efforts to live in the present 

moment and insight (vipassanā) meditation served as a catalyst in educating me in 

Buddhist notions of concentration (samādhi) and virtues (sīla). Because of our 

unconditional dialogic relationship, I was able to share how I processed information by 

placing primacy on reflecting on past experiences, which I understood to be meaningful to 

BEC monks. It also liberated my mind from the past, which helped me pivot towards what 

matters to BEC monks - how they think and process information with respect to their peace 

education programs. Notwithstanding the uniqueness in how I processed information, 

openness was key to unlock the wisdom (paññā), virtues (sīla) and mindfulness (sati) of 

this research process. I recognized that a deeper understanding of my own temperamental 

strengths and weaknesses would become an essential part of this research. 

Thinking vs. Feeling (Values and Principles). With a slight preference towards 

feeling, I am driven by values of empathy, compassion, altruism, and cooperation. I tend 

to put the needs of others above my own and consider how to care for the people around 

me. I seek social harmony and look for ways to work together with other people and 

accommodate them, and I feel most comfortable in an environment of positive emotions. 

As a thinker, I value reasoning and critical thinking. Relying on the same pedagogical 
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principles the Buddha encouraged the Sangha to follow when teaching the dhamma, I too 

believe that the freedom to understand and think is the birthright of every individual and 

compulsion in every form is bad (Thera, 1996, p. 29). Unlike thinkers, who are generally 

more individualistic and believe everyone has a responsibility to care for him or herself, I 

tend to closely align with the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness, where everyone has 

an inherent responsibility to care for humanity, the environment, and universe. 

As it relates to the research methodology, I viewed my personal values and 

principles as being closely connected with those followed by Buddhist monks and 

embodied in the PAR process. And while using interconnectedness to shape research 

inquiry is relatively unknown in Western circles, thinking and feeling connected to BEC 

monks and their setting deepened the research process and widened my awareness of how 

monks view their peace education programs. By contrast, an individualistic approach to 

either life or research inquiry places more limitation on us where we tend to judge and 

compare as if we are separate entities and the source of absolute truth. I found that 

individuality in traditional research and life is restrictive and carries with it a sense of 

exclusionism, whereas interconnectedness offered greater possibility and is more closely 

aligned with inclusionism and the defining features of socialism principles. 

Perceiving vs. Judging (Managing Life). As a judger, I tend to approach my life 

with a sense of structure and order, preferring things planned and scheduled. I consider 

myself responsible, disciplined and reliable, and find it important to follow through on my 

promises. Although I have a slight preference for judging, I like the freedom and 

spontaneity found in how perceivers seem to manage their life. In short, I like the freedom 
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to be flexible and do things when inspired, not directed or prescribed. Although antithetical 

to the Buddhist unifying approach to intellectual discourse, I have a tendency to 

dichotomize when explaining ideas, concepts, and issues. As posited by Nisbett (2005), 

“Westerner have a strong interest in categorization, which helps them know what rules to 

apply to the object in question” (p. xvi), whereas I found BEC monks view objects in a 

broader, unifying context. I do, however, acknowledge the hidden danger of duality found 

in judging and comparing, and the harmful division it can potentially create in society. 

My guiding core values are compassion, cooperation, altruism, and responsibility. 

And while I have some tendencies towards realism, I consider myself an idealist driven to 

implement a vision of what is best for humanity, the environment, and universe. What 

seems to motivate me most is helping people reach their potential, making ideals into 

reality, working as a team, the promise of resilience, and accomplishing meaningful goals. 

According to my personality type, I am similar to Buddhist monks in that I make a very 

good match as a teacher, counselor and champion. While the validity and trustworthiness 

of these three categorizations were also expressed by BEC monks through their peace 

education programs, the significance of my own characterization and how they connected 

to the larger context of this research is illustrated in the following three examples: 

The Teacher. Having taken a two-year sabbatical from the military, I followed my 

inspiration to be a teacher, where I taught Spanish and German language at Oxon Hill High 

School in Maryland. In my first academic year, I was selected by the best students as Who’s 

Who Among America’s Teachers (Education Communications, 1996). While I was happy 

to be recognized by these students, accumulating accolades was not what attracted me to 
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this important profession. As often conveyed by BEC monks, it was my love of knowledge 

and learning that guided me in this direction. It was later while teaching a course to second 

year students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University that I reflected, where else would 

I be able to share decades of knowledge and experience to help develop the growing youth 

population in post-genocide Cambodian? I expanded my love of teaching by giving English 

classes to marginalized children at various Buddhist monasteries in rural Cambodia. 

The Counselor. While managing one of the largest Humanitarian Assistance 

Program (HAP) in the Department of Defense, I was given the opportunity to counsel 

others about potential solutions to their personal challenges. It was in this capacity as the 

Army Section Chief in the Republic of Honduras that I was selected by the Honduran press 

and other professionals as one of the most influential people in Honduras (El Heraldo, 

1997). Having coordinated U.S. military doctors to participate in numerous Medical 

Readiness Training Exercises (MEDRETE), medical and dental assistance became 

available for tens of thousands of poor peasants living in the most remote locations along 

the Honduran-Nicaraguan border. For these actions and similar work in the Republic of 

Ecuador, I was recognized and made a Kentucky Colonel by the Governor of Kentucky.  

The Champion. In an effort to foster cooperation and act out ideas, I worked with 

the Honduran First Lady to address the growing scourge of gang violence as a result of the 

sudden repatriation of hundred of thousands Honduran youth from the United States. It was 

my love to help others explore their creative potential that encouraged me to champion a 

proposal to improve their livelihood through a vision of an alternative future. Ostensibly 

to counter terrorism, I directed these humanitarian assistance funds to construct a multi-
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purpose education center for thousands of deported and desperate street children with 

seemingly little hope for the future. Although I believed that charitable work would be less 

necessary if the social order provided remedies for the underlying social conditions, it was 

on these occasions where I was ever ready to lend a spontaneous, unobtrusive hand. 

It was my unique encounter as a teacher, counselor and champion in Latin America 

that seemed to replicate those I would subsequently become part of while participating in 

BEC’s peace education programs with socially engaged Buddhist monks. Feeling the 

connection between my experiences managing humanitarian assistance in Latin America 

and BEC monks’ approach to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and 

social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia, these efforts were equally framed in 

generosity in the form of compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity. 

What did I bring to the research process? When we are children, parents typically 

guide our understanding, thougths, beliefs and interactions with reality. As we mature and 

become wiser through our experiences, we begin to understand who we are in terms of the 

values and principles we eventually embody. I learned that it is during these formative 

years that our judging, accepting, and affiliating with people and things is generally formed 

because it appeals to us for either selfish, altruistic, or utilitarian reasons. While I was 

always very independent, curious, and loved to figure things out for myself, I discovered 

that many of the same principles and values I recall from my childhood years continued to 

influence who I would eventually become in later life and complement this research with 

socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks rather than on or about them. That is to say, 

at an early age I learned to cultivate a sense of belonging, not to promote exceptionalism 
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and exclusionism. Demonstrating resilience in the face of frustration, I seemed to be guided 

by a sense of moral purpose that allowed me to summon my talents to enlarge the 

opportunities and lives of others by generally connecting with them and enjoying them 

without condescension. 

Now retired and caring for my 91 year old mother, we recently visited Farmingdale, 

Long Island, New York, where I was born Philip Adjere LaBier. It was a special 

opportunity to reflect on my life’s journey of nearly six decades. As the sixth born of eight 

children, the household joke was that we had five boys to form a basketball team 

complemented by three girls to cheer us on. I find it fitting to use a sport’s analogy in 

describing my family and what I brought to the research process, as team sports over 

individual sports became an integral and important part of my life. Unlike individual sports, 

team sports naturally promote the same sense of belonging or selflessness and 

interconnectedness I found in the Buddhist way of life. As I also experienced early on in 

life, which seemed to be reinforced during this research process, exclusionism, 

individualism and separatism often have dangerous consequences, whether in the game of 

basketball or life. This is not, however, to suggest that I did not value diversity, variety and 

differentiation. This is more in the form of a nondualistic perspective as understood by 

Buddhist monks – the nonduality of sameness and difference.  

From my experience, basketball was designed to favor the team that was least 

selfish, diverse and most focused on helping others. Balance for me is one of the most 

important attributes in basketball and in life. The good coaches always recognized the 

importance of balancing the court. And although there is a tendency today to think of 
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basketball as a sport of individual superstars with a desire to try to be better or superior to 

others, John Wooden (1988) placed values above winning and an eagerness to preserve 

balance, diversity and sacrifice personal interests or glory for the welfare of all – “the team 

comes first” (p. 88). Many of these same values are echoed by Bill Bradley (1998) in his 

book: Values of the Game, where he also stresses the importance of helping someone else. 

As a young infantry officer, I referenced Wooden’s (1988) leadership principles 

cited in The Pyramid of Success instead of relying on the accomplishments of one of the 

many great military leaders. As I reflected on my decision to use a collegiate basketball 

coach rather than a military figure to guide my suborinates, I realize now that coach 

Wooden’s leadership traits align almost perfectly with the characteristic of PAR and the 

Buddhist monks’ approach to life. 

Also similar to the Buddha’s vision for the sangha, prominence is placed on 

maintaining a collective, selfless and unifying body. It was at home where I first learned 

the character traits of selflessness and an empathic connection with understanding, helping 

and caring for others. This was later extended to the basketball court, something I brought 

into the military culture, and would later experience while living and researching with 

Buddhist monks. Similar Buddhist principles of non-self (anattā) and interconnectedness 

(paṭiccasamuppāda) are embodied in BEC’s peace education programs. What became 

relevant throughout this research process was the same feeling of interconnectedness and 

selflessness over individualism, separatism and exclusionism. This, along with myriad 

forms of generosity as espoused in the four sublime states: compassion, loving-kindness, 
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sympathetic joy and equanimity – shaped my understanding and thoughts while growing 

up in a large family, and to a lesser extent during countless hours playing basketball. 

According to Theravāda Buddhist monks, the four sublime states of mind found in 

compassion (karuṇā), loving-kindness (mettā), sympathetic joy (muditā), and equanimity 

(upekkhā) are also considered the four psychological dimensions embodied in BEC’s peace 

education programs to help dismantle inequality and social barriers, build harmonious 

societies, revive joy and hope, and promote a sense of unity against the forces of self and 

egotism. In a slight departure from Burton’s (1990) theory of conflict as a universal 

response to frustrated human needs, egotism or selfish desires and attachment are the 

underlying causes of human suffering and social conflict (dukkha) in Buddhism. As 

understood by Buddhist monks, greed (lobha), hatred or ill-will (dosa) and delusion (moha) 

are the conditions that perpetuate suffering and conflict (Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, 1986, p.18). 

From my Western cultural perspective, the primacy placed on exclusionism, 

separatism and an individualistic view of self challenges understanding and thoughts about 

the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness or interdependence. As I experienced growing 

up in America, emphasis placed on self-affirmation can often bring about a false sense of 

superiority, and may be identified as a way of living in which one lies to oneself because 

of imagined desires. As my mother told me, and Buddhist monks seemed to echo 

throughout the research process, “while no one is perfect, it is what you learn after you 

think you know it all that counts most.” This was something stressed by John Wooden on 

his way to winning an unprescendented ten National Collegiate Athletic Association 

(NCAA) basketball championships in a 12-year period as head coach at the University of 



 

134 

 

California in Los Angeles. But for Wooden, success was not measured by the number of 

national championship titles his teams accumulated. Similar to Buddhist monks’ 

understanding of peace and happiness, success was a state of mind knowing you did your 

best. 

A fundamental delusion in Buddhism is clinging to self and a sense of exclusionism 

and separation from the rest of the world (Loy, 2003, p.107). Fortunately, my childhood 

background allowed me to bring this same understanding and these thoughts to the research 

process. For Buddhist monks, without right understanding and right thought, it is easy to 

create conceptual gaps between reality as it actually is and the perception of reality as one 

imagines or desires it to be. As the first and perhaps most important factor in the noble 

eightfold path, right understanding means to acknowledge things as they really are and not 

as they appear or you wish them to be (Thera, 1996, p. 89). Guided by morality and non-

duality, self-reflection and mindfulness helped expand understanding and thoughts about 

what is right. Through wisdom, the cultural conditioning of greed, ill-will and anger, and 

delusion inherent in individualism, separatism and exceptionalism can be acknowledged 

and reconciled. And while this line of understanding and thinking is not something I 

brought to the research process, it was intrinsic to my childhood up-bringing and the way 

I played the game of basketball. 

As we drove past Northside elementary school in Farmingdale, I realized that 

reflecting on my experiences allowed me to see the multiple dimensions of my life while 

growing up in America and beyond. Much of which I categorized as a privileged life, 

particularly when compared to the lives’ of socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks 
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and the majority of Cambodians who participate in BEC’s peace education programs. What 

was important in my particular case, was not necessarily whether I was born into power 

and priviledge, but perhaps simply being allowed to play the game with fewer political, 

economic and social obstacles. Priviledge had allowed me to indulge in wide-ranging 

interests without the need of practical focus. 

Indeed, I was fortunate to be able to experience painful failures that offered 

valuable lessons without totally ruining my life. Admittedly, most mistakes were of my 

own making, but somehow I never failed bad enough to be penalized from actually 

participating in the game of life. As I became more knowledgeable about Buddhism and 

the natural law of cause and effect known as kamma (action) in Pāli language, I wondered 

whether my early childhood years of learning through failure, suffering and impermanence 

were attributed to some former life, the exclusionism and exceptionalism inherent in 

American culture, or simply a reflection of my personality. 

I remember in early elementary school my mother hired young black ladies to help 

her with the enormity of managing household chores while caring for eight children. 

Despite the extra expenses, there seemed to be enough resources to hire nannies and send 

my older brothers and sisters to private Catholic schools, while the younger children went 

to the local public elementary school. It was while in first grade that my habit of skipping 

school began. Although the psychological motivation behind this early pattern of truancy 

was not yet uncovered, I attribute my childhood attitude and behavior to an innate curiosity 

for exploration and a need to uncover the unknown mysteries of life outside of the mundane 

and confining walls of a hierarchical and one-dimensional classroom.  
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Instead of teaching students how to view the world critically and push them into a 

healthy dialogue to analyze why certain social problems exist, the pedagogical approach 

used by most teachers seemed to follow what Freire (1970) coined as the “banking model 

of education.” There was very little freedom of thought as most knowledge was spoon-fed 

and taught as if it was absolute truth. As I reflect on this period of my life, even as a senior 

military officer I never really learned to function well in an authoritarian culture. Even 

today, I find it difficult to sit quietly as a passive receiving of knowledge from authoritarian 

figures incapable of embracing clashing but instructive viewpoints. As inferred by 

Buddhist monks, one of the goals of practicing reason and critical thinking is to resolve 

contradiction and to transcend or integrate opposition.  

But from my experience, students were mostly treated as objects, and independent 

thinking was viewed as a direct challenge to the established status quo. I found this 

pedagogical approach to education to be a painful departure from the Buddha’s emphasis 

on reason and critical thinking and Freire’s “problem-posing model” where there is a 

teacher-student relationship based on open dialogue rather than simply depositing 

information into the minds of students to memorize and later tested on as a guage to 

measure success. For me, the simpler, more deterministic nature of primary and secondary 

school did not always indulge my curiosity to pursue knowledge of the world beyond. 

The irony of this story is that while I was happy to skip school, the Buddhist monks 

with whom I conducted this research, were desperately trying to attend school irrespective 

of the pedagogy used by Cambodian teachers. Sadly, the reality in post-genocide Cambodia 

is that many families lack the resources for their children to attend school and are forced 



 

137 

 

into the informal work force of collecting cans and plastic bottles at a very young age to 

earn a few dollars a week. For them, “the real school is life’s experiences” (Uy Sithorn, 

2018). Gaining firsthand knowledge about human suffering for Uy Sithorn, is watching her 

mother slowly die at home of pancreatitis cancer because she is too poor to pay for an 

operation or buy medicine to ease the pain, is one of the cruelest lessons. 

As I continued to reflect on what I brought to the research process, I found the 

results from the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator Instrument (MBTI) both surprisingly 

accurate and complementary to the research process. The summarization of this 

psychological assessment revealed an interesting balance of how I approach the 

fundamental aspects of my life. That is to say, it complemented the Buddhist notion of 

equanimity and middle path that guided Buddhist monks in how they managed energy, 

related to others, processed thoughts and feelings, and organized their daily activities. As 

explained by Buddhist monks during a reflective focus group, “if we want to know and 

understand reality, we need to pay attention to everything we do in the present moment.” 

Notwithstanding my slight preference towards intuition over sensing, self-

reflection and this psychological assessment made clear that I valued experience first and 

placed less trust in words and symbols (MBTI, 2007). I prefer to look at the big picture and 

understand how everything fits together. Given the primacy I placed on innovative ideas 

and concepts that seemed to hold promise for the future, I recognized the importance of 

living in the present moment as a way of establishing balance in my life and countering 

negative habit-forming thoughts and activities. As inferred by BEC monks and their core 

affiliates, psychology is significant because what we understand and think (wisdom) is 
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what we eventually become. In Buddhism, our attitudes and behavior follow our 

understanding and thoughts, and “for the Buddha, psychology and morality go together” 

(Kyabgon, 2015, p. 112).  

My moderate approach to process information along with my free-spirited attitude 

to do things when inspiration strikes, went well beyond elementary school. It was during 

this research process that my propensity towards freedom, curiosity, and spontaneity 

uncovered how I managed my energy during much of my early childhood years continued 

into my adult life and eventually connected to this research. Having a propensity towards 

freedom, curiosity, and spontaneity; I remember one memorable adventure when my high 

school friend and I skipped school in our sophomore year to really engage with the outside 

world. While somewhat ambitious, we managed to hitchhike over 500 miles round trip 

from Peterborough, New Hampshire to New York City and still make it back home in time 

for dinner. To my best recollection, our motivation was to experience the journey of 

unchartered exploration and the thrill of summiting the World Trade Center which was 

among the tallest buildings in the world at that time. This was why in my younger days I 

loved to hitchhike. Discovering a life of inquiry by embracing uncertainty was a gateway 

to personal growth and freedom. Each sojourn stretched the horizons of a restrictive social 

world and brought me closer with people from all walks of life. I would later learn of its 

complementary elements to the PAR process, as the world cannot be fully understood from 

the limitations set by theory. 

At first, hitchhiking was something I did out of necessity to get around town, but I 

learned that part of the thrill of these hitchhiking excursions was that I never knew exactly 
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who I would meet, where I would end up or whether I would get to where I originally set 

out to go. Similar to the PAR process, my plans were always held loosely and the main 

goal was to be open to the unfolding journey. As was the case researching with Buddhist 

monks, the unknown was not to be feared or anticipated, but rather embraced as a mystery 

that inspired. Ironically, I was taught during my Catholic upbringing and decades of 

military training to fear God and the unknown. From a military perspective, the unknown 

was a danger which had to be mitigated through endless preparation and planning that 

seemed to go nowhere as I learned during my three different assignments in the Pentagon 

as a senior staff officer on the Army Staff, Joint Staff, and Office of the Secretary of 

Defense. Unfortunately, my knowledge about the Buddhist notion of impermanace 

(anicca) and action (kamma) was something I did not fully grasp during the seemingly 

endless process of military planning, but experienced during my turbulent adolescence. 

As a Catholic, what seemed to resonate was the Serenity Prayer: “God grant me the 

serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and 

wisdom to tell the difference.” Similar to Buddhist epistemology, something I 

acknowledged prior to my military life was that one has to focus on what one can change, 

which is self, rather than on what one cannot change. From a military perspective, the gap 

between the unknown and defining the future became an obsession. This was something to 

be outsmarted with every conceiveable contingency plan possible to address fears of what 

ever could possibly go wrong and counter them by designing plans to accomodate desired 

outcomes. In other words, instead of the unknown being a friend to my adventurous 

exploits, it suddenly became an enemy to be feared and linked to failure. Fortunately, this 
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research process with Theravāda Buddhist monks allowed me to reconnect with my 

youthful understanding and thoughts of reality and bring into question the notion of 

absolute truth. As someone who always embraced the adventure and clarity found in the 

present moment, I re-learned not to be fearful of life’s fragility and sense of impermanence 

as experienced from the past and the unpredictability of the future. 

While reflecting on these early childhood years, it seems as though I was born to 

investigate the unknown and uncover the mysteries of life through the purity of spontaneity 

and adventure. Some of my later experiences included high altitude mountain climbing into 

what is referred to as the dead zone. Referred to as the dead zone because it is in these 

uninhabited elevations where human life is simply unsustainable without supplementary 

oxygen. And despite facing the life-threatening potential of summiting several 20,000 foot 

high mountains without oxygen, where on one multi-national expedition of Aconcagua in 

the Andes, I was hospitalized with pulmonary edema, I learned at a very young age that 

the experience of suffering and loss in its many cruel forms and the reality of 

impermanence was the most compelling journey I would truly understand.  

Reflecting on my life during the 1960s, it may not seem inaccurate to label it as a 

lost decade filled with human suffering and despair. But what these experiences brought to 

the research process was that the unknown or Buddhist notion of impermanence is the same 

gate that unlocks our fears and serves as a catalyst to inspire and give life definition. My 

family’s sudden move from New York to New Hampshire in 1965, somewhat disrupted 

the structured environment I once imagined and desired. Shortly after arriving in this 

foreign land of pure nature and wilderness, my biological father decided he no longer 
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wanted to live with my mother and her eight children. As a sixteen year old boy, my oldest 

brother Larry assumed the role of surrogate father. And because my mother was forced to 

work in the local factory at minimum wage, my older sisters helped care for us younger 

children. While not easy, these structural changes were welcomed as domestic violence 

had become normalized in our household. So much that, according to my older sisters, 

there were times when the physical beatings were so severe that I lost consciousness. 

As if the physical pain I faced at home was not enough, my primary school teachers, 

counselors and champions decided I needed to repeat the second grade. Apparently, 

because of my inability to follow classroom rules and regulations, I was categorized and 

spent the majority of the school year in the principal’s office. I suppose my rebellious 

attitude and un-ruling behavior justified the decision not to allow my advancement to the 

next grade with my classmates. Despite periodic teasing and living with the scourge of 

being left back, overtime I learned to tolerate the judging and accepted the image of not 

being one of the chosen students from a proper social setting. Perhaps better off than the 

childhood experiences of most Buddhist monks, but similar in many ways. In my particular 

case, I no longer had to live with domestic violence, I had a roof over my head, clothes, 

often in the form of hand-me-downs, and a loving mother who always prepared three 

delicious meals.  

Although I was mostly insulated from the fear of the state taking custody of us 

children, being on the welfare system came with benefits. Because my mother was too 

proud and finicky to use the canned food donated by the state, many of these rations were 

stored in a shed that served as a storage room. It was not long before the state welfare 



 

142 

 

package became a prime target of my growing curiosity, innovation, and eagerness to put 

to better use. On several occasions my younger brother Peter and I used the powdered milk 

to line our baseball field in the empty lot next to our home; we were the envy of the 

neighborhood kids until our brown and blue-eyed Dalmatian dog licked up the batter’s box. 

Having witnessed extreme poverty and hunger in the world, I now regret my decision to 

use food for anything other than to sustain life. 

Notwithstanding the difficulties of fulfilling basic human needs, we always seemed 

to be happy and content with our few material possessions. As I reflected on the notion of 

peace and happiness, I found these tumultuous times to be similar to the economically poor 

Buddhist monks with whom I lived and conducted this research. As Ven. Yem Vanna 

(2018) explained, “we [Buddhist monks] learn to find inner-peace and happiness through 

contentment…when you understand the meaning of impermanence (anicca), non-self or 

selflessness (anattā) and suffering (dukkha), the Buddha’s idea of not being excessively 

attached to desires becomes clearer.” And although pain and suffering are universal human 

phenomena, that did not make it any easier for me to accept them as a young boy. 

While my family formed my first education system, many of the important lessons 

learned in the 1960s, may have made life easier if only framed in the Buddhist principles 

of right understanding and right thought. From a Buddhist monks’ perspective, right 

(sammā) is not necessarily construed as the opposite of wrong as often viewed in Western 

culture. Rather than dichotomize the meaning, the monks explained their understanding of 

right with a sense of moral consciousness and open-mindedness. I found the balance and 

reliance on the middle path and equanimity in their definitions intellectually calming and 
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unifying. This was something I rarely experienced growing up as a Catholic, where 

everything seemed to be framed in fear, judgement, and generally defined in extreme and 

absolute terms.  

Albeit not entirely demonstrative of my personality, these childhood experiences 

were nevertheless something I carried into the research setting. And unlike Buddhist 

monks, judging and comparing everything as either right or wrong was admittedly part of 

my personality typology. Perhaps my judging and comparing was a way of exerting self-

affirmation – it seemed to help me increase confidence, self-esteem and reassurance of 

what I was doing to be right. It seemed to be my way of validating my worthiness and 

value in our extremely hierarchical, and structurally and culturally violent society.  

As a form of protection, I too divided my world into us and them. But as life went 

on and this research process uncovered, I was able to recognize the duality found in our 

culture and social structures derived from self or individual agency. While self-created 

images and boundries were relics from my past, they continued to add confusion to whether 

I belonged inside or outside a particular indentity group. Although this Western mindset 

and form of categorization was carried into the co-development of the dissertation proposal 

through formal classes, I learned from BEC monks that these insider-outsider divisions are 

the creation of our mind and only effect our reality if we choose to allow them.  

According to the Buddhist monks, there is space to refuse one’s dependency on 

culturally constructed hierarchical relationships, and space to imagine more horizontal 

relationships as equals and accept the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness. I found the 

collective or interdependent nature of Buddhist epistemology consistent with a more 
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contextual view of the world than my Western individualistic or independent focus on 

events or objects in isolation from their context. As pointed out by Nisbett (2005), 

Westerners have a strong interest in categorization, which helps them to know what rules 

to the objects in question, and formal logic plays a role in problem solving” (p. xvi). In 

contrast, the world is more complex for Buddhist monks, and understanding and thoughts 

about events requires broader consideration of factors that are interconnected in no simple 

or deterministic way.  

Since researching with BEC monks, my understanding and thoughts about reality 

has assumed a more holistic or mindful perspective. In short, no one is free from suffering 

and loss, and as I experienced, there is really no avoiding failure because no one is perfect. 

As I learned, suffering (dukkha) is not to be feared, but rather understood and thought of 

as a natural existence known in Pāli language as saṃsāra, which is perpetuated by desire 

and ignorance (avijjā) and the resulting action (kamma). Unlike my Western understanding 

of failure, for Buddhist monks it is not to be feared but rather thought of as a path towards 

inner-peace and happiness. 

Although my understanding of Buddhist epistemology was less defined at this 

particular time in my life, the experience of impermanence and suffering became a reality 

for me on May 24, 1969. It was in the early morning when I learned that my oldest brother 

was tragically killed in a car accident. Just when I thought things could not have gotten any 

worse in our lives, the visit to our home by the Catholic priest and Chief of police brought 

experiential meaning to my understanding and thoughts about life and reality. 



 

145 

 

In answering the door on that dreadful Saturday morning, I immediately recognized 

the two gentlemen who stood before me. As an altar boy, I saw Father Griffin every 

Sunday. He was considered a friendly and generous priest who helped my mother both 

spiritually and financially get through many difficult moments. On several occasions he 

gave my mother money for food and to buy heating oil during cold New England winter 

months. He even bought us boys shoes, perhaps hoping to replace the dirty sneakers we 

wore with tape around the toe area to cover the gapping wholes. Chief of police Jackson 

was known as a gentle giant who kept us kids from getting into too much mischief. But it 

was the generosity of the community that allowed us to pay for the funeral of my older 

brother Larry. Unfortunately for my family, this experience was repeated twenty years later 

with the sudden and unexpected death of my younger brother Peter. 

Despite experiencing the reality of failure, human suffering and impermanence at 

a very young age, this did not seem to obstruct my cognitive approach to interpret meaning, 

imagine potential, or contemplate possibilities for my future. Fortunately, my values were 

grounded in empathy, compassion, altruism and cooperation at an early age. Living in a 

large family, we learned to be selfless and to love and take care of each other. We also had 

the crystal clear lakes, streams, rivers, mountains and pristine forests in which to connect. 

It was not until much later in my life, however, that I really began to appreciate the benefits 

of growing up in a large family, in the midst of nature, wilderness, and an unobstructed 

view of the stars and universe above us. These childhood experiences brought special value 

to the research process and setting in that they closely aligned with Buddhism and the 

notions of non-self or selflessness, suffering, impermanence and interconnectedness. 
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Shortly after the death of my older brother, my mother married a native of 

Peterborough, New Hampshire. As someone who was eulogized as being a Saint by the 

local Catholic priest during his funeral on March 22, 2017, I too recognized Francis’ 

exceptional holiness or likeness to God. Similar to voluntary monks at BEC, Francis 

devoted much of his life caring for others and making them happy. He seemed to espouse 

the same principles and values embodied in Buddhism as often demonstrated in his 

generosity in the form of compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity. 

By adopting my brothers and me, his presence added much-needed stability and structure 

in our lives during extraordinarily turbulent times.  

Now as Philip Keenan Abbott, this was the moment in my life where I slowly began 

to put it all together. Despite the name change, I still favored many of life’s lessons gained 

from playing team sports over scholarship. As the first basketball player to score 1,000 

points in the school’s history, my industriousness and athletic prowess were the credentials 

I relied on to continue any formal education beyond secondary school. Notwithstanding 

many limitations, there were those who recognized something more in me that went beyond 

my test scores and academic report card. As the only teacher to sign my high school year 

book wrote, “Then we shall see what you can really do…I expect great things from you, 

Phil…You are really a hard worker in lots that you do…It will pay off…I’m sure…Stay in 

touch!” (Earl Aldrich, 1978). Mr. Aldrich’s love to help other people explore their creative 

potential demonstrated the teacher, counselor, and champion I would aspire to be in the 

future. It became the part of me I most frequently shared with Buddhist monks and research 

participants in rural Cambodia. 
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I maintained a C grade point average in high school, mainly because that was the 

minimum requirement to be eligible to play basketball. My minimalist approach to 

academics was not because of laziness or an aversion towards learning, it was more because 

I would only apply myself when inspired or deemed important. Fortunately, I was recruited 

to play basketball at Franklin Pierce College in New Hampshire and Dean College in 

Massachusetts. I decided on Dean College because it gave me a sense of freedom and the 

independence from living in the same state I grew up in. It was here where I finally accepted 

the importance of knowledge through formal education. 

In an effort to make up for my academic deficiencies, I stopped playing basketball 

in order to maximize time towards my studies. Not that I made it a goal to maintain a cum 

laude grade point average, but being placed on academic honors allowed me to be accepted 

at Norwich University in Vermont. It was while in this rigorous academic setting that I 

learned the art of balancing my education while becoming a three year lettermen on the 

university basketball team, and participated in the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC).  

Although I freely volunteered to participate in the ROTC program, I learned that 

this livelihood was incompatible with my personality typology, understanding of life, and 

altruistic thoughts. I cannot say that my preference towards freedom and flexibility 

influenced my decision, but spending a summer in Mexico prior to my senior year was a 

telling summarization of my character. It also gave me the opportunity to learn Spanish, 

interact with a new culture, and experience a world that went beyond the United States’ 

geographical and cultural confines. In keeping with my personality typology, a journey to 

Mexico inspired me more, so I postponed military training at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. 
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Having been commissioned a Second Lieutenant in the Infantry, I began to uncover 

mixed feelings about my chosen profession. For many aspiring Americans like myself, the 

military appeared to be an attractive career and respectable way of improving one’s social 

stratification in American society. In terms of education, leadership development and 

world-wide travel experiences, this was an invaluable opportunity in which I will always 

be grateful. And while Buddhist monks never judged me for my chosen profession, what I 

brought to the research process was that this was not necessarily the right livelihood to 

achieve peace, happiness and social harmony. What I learned later according to the 

Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) is that activities associated with the military, sensational 

journalism, businesses that exploit workers, and producers and advertisement of alcohol 

beverages are also not considered a right livelihood.  

Yet in high schools and universities across America, the idea of peace through 

violence has been legitimized through formalized military programs like Junior Reserve 

Officer Training Corps (JROTC) and Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC). Considered 

part of a larger military industrial complex, this is where the value of militarism and 

glorifying military prowess over pacifism and peace activism became institutionalized. 

Since World War II, these programs in military science gradually evolved into powerful 

recruiting tools for the Department of Defense into what I eventually viewed as the first 

steps in normalizing the Hobbesian notion that might makes right.  

As I experienced during my military career, the normalization of violence in 

American culture was also grounded in the notion of exceptionalism. An unfamiliar idea 

for most Buddhist monks, where the formation of strategic thinking and national strategies 
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are at the expense of others. Often associated with realism and the reliance on military 

power, a quote from Thucydides’ hallmark account of the Peloponnesian War seems to 

surmise how Americans generally think about the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness, 

“the strong do what they will, and the weak suffer what they must” (Strassler, 1996). But 

according to Buddhist monks, understanding and thoughts expressed in our actions 

(kamma) follow the natural law of cause and effect. That is to say, all actions have 

consequences. 

As I reflected on the notion of direct, structural and cultural violence; the memories 

of my extensive military experiences allowed me to understand and became mindful of the 

fact that violence in its various forms equates to human suffering and social conflict. It was 

on July 4, 1983, while serving as an infantry platoon leader in West Germany, when I first 

experienced the cause and effect of violence in its most extreme and absolute form. 

While attending a meeting with the company commander, a sharp noise pierced the 

air waves like a firecracker had gone off. To my horror, the reality associated with this 

sound uncovered the violent nature of my chosen livelihood. In what seemed to permeate 

America’s social fabric, on this occasion a black soldier, Private Marshall, shot a white 

soldier, Specialist Schultz, in the mouth with a .45 caliber pistol. The image that stays with 

me today is one of Private Marshal shaking uncontrollably, while Specialist Schultz lied in 

his own pool of blood. With his brains splattered on the ceiling, the gaze of Schultz’s 

beautiful blue eyes remained fixated on something or somewhere I would never know. I 

later concluded that the violence perpetrated on this day was a sad, but common response 

to America’s larger structural and cultural violence. It was during this defining moment 
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that I observed two young soldiers portray the worst act of humanity so prevalent in 

American culture. Although not unique to America, this common hinderance to peace and 

social harmony was also being played out in Cambodia, which added additional meaning 

to the research process. At the end of the day, we are what we do and why we do it. 

My understanding of violence was further grounded in early 1984, while visiting 

the Holy Lands as a participant in a course offered by Bamberg University in West 

Germany. It was during this brief visit when I observed the negative impact of enforcing 

peace through the end of a barrel. Admittedly, I was unable to fully grasp the true meaning 

of peace enforcement prior to visiting the Israeli occupied territories of Palestine, namely 

the West Bank (East Jerusalem) and Gaza Strip. It was here where the idea of securing 

peace through violence became a reality for me. The brief encounter I had with an armed 

Israeli school teacher along with the piercing images of desperate Palestinians fighting for 

survival were transforming experiences. When I asked the teacher why he was carrying a 

mini-Uzi, the hostility in his voice and aggressiveness in which he answered my question 

was frightening on many fronts: “don’t you understand what Israel is all about?” For many 

Israelis, no life counts a much as an Israelis life, and is to be defended at all costs. Even 

Palestinian children still being carried by their breast-feeding-mothers are regarded as a 

future threat to the State of Isreal. 

My experience talking with this angry school teacher, counselor and champion of 

the next generation of Israeli youth put everything into perspective as I continued my 

journey throughout Israel, Jordan and Egypt. It was my visit to the occupied Palestinian 

territories that exposed the worst distain I felt towards the Israelis government, and an 
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equally strong empathy and compassion for the suffering Palestinian people. In my view, 

the Palestinians were the victims in this asymmetrical conflict, who were being treated like 

prisoners in their own country. The hardship and precarious lifestyle of nearly two million 

Palestinians did not mesh with a dominant narrative most Americans were being fed. For 

me, this raised an epistemological dichotomy of how Americans generally understand and 

think about the lives of others. Unlike BEC monks and their core affiliates, “war and social 

conflict is fought about past issues and the fear over future issues with little consideration 

for compassion, loving-kindness, and interconnectedness. But as Butler points out (2016), 

“under such conditions, it becomes possible to think that ending life in the name of 

defending life is possible, even righteous.” 

Although I began to seriously question the dehumanizing picture painted by most 

Americans about Palestinians, the inhumane atrocities I witnessed being committed by the 

Israelis government with direct support from the U.S. government was something few 

Americans would have the opportunity to observe and understand. Instead, they were being 

pacified by a false narrative based on the past and their fear of the future, which made it 

easier to transcend pacifism in American society. To illustrate how schools are ideal 

platforms to transmit strategic objectives, while attending the National Defense University, 

the narrative used in the curriculum of the most senior profession military education was 

that: The only way to preserve Middle East peace is by militarizing the State of Israel. 

These experiences would condition me for the research setting of post-genocide Cambodia, 

where similar atrocities committed by the U.S. government would eventually lead to the 

rise of the Khmer Rouge in 1975. 
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The idea of exporting peace overseas through violence was further expressed in the 

U.S. Security Assistance (SA) program. A program codified in two basic laws: the Foreign 

Assistance Act of 1961 and Arms Export Control Act, it was through programs like Foreign 

Military Sales (FMS) and International Military Education and Training (IMET) in which 

the U.S. government provides security-related support and education to over 150 foreign 

security partners. Considered a lucrative business and job-creator, the annual revenue from 

selling lethal weapons and training militaries around the world exceeds $30 billion dollars 

– all in the name of peace. As the director of Latin American security assistance, I was 

very much a part of this livelihood. As a result of this experience, I found myself 

discouraging young Cambodian boys who were intrigued by my military background and 

expressed an interest in a similar career. Although we all have the ability to pivot, whether 

collectively or individually, committing to change and a new course is hard work. 

In my view, one of the most egregious examples of U.S. security cooperation 

legislation and policy decisions was to guarantee the Israel government nearly $5 billion 

dollars annually of non-refundable military assistance. A peculiar position for the U.S. 

government as the primary mediator in negotiating a peace deal to end one of the longest 

standing social conflicts facing humanity. This violent approach to peace seems to 

characterize the dynamics behind human suffering and social conflicts. These self-imposed 

obstacles to conflict resolution were something I understood and would later regret, but 

found the experience helpful in shaping the research with BEC monks. 

The same narrative that legitimized military intervention was being touted in 

defense of torturing in the name of peace. As Buddhist monks often told me, the intention 
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with which actions are carried out are often more important than the actions themselves. 

This Buddhist notion of right understanding and right thought also holds true in the 

content, form, and methods of transmitting peace education knowledge. As a senior 

military officer overseeing policy decisions related to U.S. security cooperation in the 

Western Hemisphere, including the resourcing of detention operations of terrorists at 

Guantanamo Bay, Cuba; I realized that there was a lot of greed, hatred, and delusion in the 

name of American exceptionalism. It was while working in the Office of the Secretary of 

Defense that the entire process of normalizing and legitimizing violence as a way of 

achieving global peace was contextualized.  

As I reflected on BEC’s unique approach to peacebuilding, despite the alarming 

challenges brought on by modernity, I too had my doubts about the efficacy of peace 

education in a society that values violence. Can BEC’s reliance on the Buddhist sublime 

states of compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity in a social system 

that seems to value the extreme terms found in capitalism, materialism and militarism, 

some how reverse the vicious cycle of direct, structural and cultural violence? Does human 

desire, delusion and the institutionalization of greed and hatred in our social structures 

exceed the capacity of spirituality found in BEC’s peace education programs?  

Growing up in America and more recently my experience in Cambodia, I sensed 

the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness and friendship as being overshadowed by a 

higher value placed on duality, militarism, violence, exclusionism and individualism. This 

social phenomenon seems to be lived everyday across America and replicated in public 

schools as expressed by Ven. Hak Sienghai: America is a violent country, perhaps more 
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violent than Cambodia. After deeper self-reflection, I found Hak Sienghia’s comment 

painfully accurate in view of yet another mass shooting in an American public high school. 

This time at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. The idea of 

violence being all around us in its various forms was something I experienced while living 

in Honduras during a period when it was considered one of the most violent places in the 

world outside of a war zone.  

What became more troubling for me, were the responses by Americans to this latest 

mass shooting, as President Trump and others suggested giving teachers guns and training 

them to protect students from future violence. While many public schools in America have 

already weaponized educators in various states, there are still many teachers who find being 

armed immoral. During the first seven years of my career, I too perfected the warrior ethos 

by attending the U.S. Army ranger course, airborne school, and arguably one of the most 

physically and mentally demanding Special Forces courses in the Western Hemisphere 

known as the Venezuelan Cazador Internacional (International Hunter) course.  

Fortunately, because I was selected early in my military career to be trained as a 

Latin American Foreign Area Officer, I never had to use these advanced military skills 

during combat operations. Being selected to become a military-diplomat, I was afforded 

the unique opportunity to undergo intensive language training, get a master’s degree in 

Latin American studies, and conduct in-country training. It was my foray into the violent 

complexity of Latin American affairs, where I was able to live through Lieutenant Colonel 

Hugo Chavez’s February 1992 failed attempt to overthrow the government of President 

Carlos Andres Perez in the Republic of Venezuela.  
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Although I worked in war-torn Colombia and other violent Latin American 

countries, being a military-diplomat precluded me from participating in combat operations. 

This placed me on a non-traditional military path in which my military friends often told 

me, “the only reason you stayed so long in the army was because you were never really 

subjected to the real army like the rest of us.” The emphasis here is placed on unique 

experiences, because outside of three assignments in the Pentagon at the operational, 

strategic, and policy formulation levels, I lived the majority of my military life outside of 

the United States. Mostly working as a member of the U.S. country team while enjoying 

special access to information, power, and the influence reserved only for those credentialed 

in a privileged diplomatic status and carrier of a black passport. Yet as a military-diplomat 

I was obliged to defend national policy interests, which I often perceived as greedy, hateful, 

and delusional – the same conditions understood by Buddhist monks to foment and 

perpetuate human suffering and social conflict.  

Despite having moved eighteen times in a thirty-three year career, I found these 

foreign assignments highly educational. Observing and acknowledging new cultures and 

alternative ways of perceiving life and social issues was a powerful form of experiential 

learning, which became relevant to research participants and their setting. But similar to 

Buddhist notions of aniccā (impermanence), kamma (action), and dukkha (suffering) - 

these unique opportunities always ended, came with consequences, and often resulted in 

human suffering and social conflict.  

The extended separation or detachment from my native country sometimes created 

emotional stress upon my return to the United States. At times I felt like a foreigner in my 
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native country because of my multi-cultural views and developed sensitivities towards non-

Americans. I no longer found the extreme brand of patriotism espoused in America 

exceptionalism to be a positive formula to construct world peace. I found the American 

culture as reflected in its political and economic institutions to be overly conditioned by 

greed, hatred, and delusion. In response to my open and critical opposition to many U.S. 

policies, both foreign and domestic, I was often labeled as someone who went native. A 

phrase meant to disparage those who were presumed wrongly influenced by living too long 

overseas. Notwithstanding the negative labeling, these experiences conditioned me to be 

mindful of the Buddhist way of life and the basis of our epistemological differences. 

Having worked in the Pentagon and later living with Buddhist monks, allowed me 

to reflect on two contrasting approaches to peace. As a member of the military 

establishment, I was subjected to a culture built on fear, violence, and an atmosphere that 

caused selfishness, hatred, and an imagined desire to achieve some elusive peace objective 

that never seemed to come to fruition. A journey that only seemed to perpetuated fear, 

hatred, and suffering. In contrast, my experience living and researching with socially 

engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks promoted the complete opposite in various forms of 

generosity as embodied in BEC’s peace education programs: compassion, loving-kindness, 

sympathetic joy, and equanimity. 

As someone who commuted to work every day on a bicycle and occasionally by 

kayak, I always found happiness living in the present moment. That is, until entering the 

Pentagon. I remember kayaking to work shortly after the 9/11 terrorist attacks on America, 

which placed my arrival at the river entrance where senior defense officials arrived each 
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day. On this particular day, I happened to arrive at the same time as Secretary of Defense 

Donald Rumsfeld. After greeting the secretary with a big smile, his grumpy, agitated 

response seemed to set the conditions I would learn to tolerate. Anyone courageous enough 

to smile or demonstrate genuine happiness risked getting a tongue-lashing by some 

egotistic leader eager for praise and promotion. These experiences gave credence to Miguel 

de Cervantes Saavedra’s proclamation that the journey is always greater than the end. 

While I found traveling to the White House to develop national foreign policy 

exciting and educational, these occurrences stood in stark contrast to my research 

experiences with Theravāda Buddhist monks. Unlike the turbulent, violent, and often 

divisive and unfriendly nature of determining foreign policy, being in the presence of 

Buddhist monks was always calming, unifying, and whose generous smiles seemed to 

transcend all understanding and thought about duality, absolutism, and violence within.  

During my final assignment while serving as the U.S. Southern Command’s 

counter-terrorism portfolio manager, I began to more openly question what I witnessed to 

be a violent narrative being perpetrated against humanity. It was while visiting 

Guantanamo Bay, Cuba to review funding contracts for the ongoing detention operations 

that my perceptions about a violent American culture were further defined. I corroborated 

these initial perceptions by conducting semi-structured interviews with both government 

and non-government American citizens about torture in the context of America’s global 

war on terrorism policies. The vast majority of those male and females interviewed justified 

torturing suspected terrorists when framed in the context of protecting national interests. 

Their understanding was that those being tortured were terrorists, and the dehumanizing 
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national narrative succeeded in separating them from humanity. Of the twenty interviews 

conducted, there were only two people who stood categorically against torturing humans. 

These were extreme and absolute thoughts I never experienced while researching with 

Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia. 

Since retiring, I assumed a more pacifist, anti-militarism stance, where I now 

vehemently oppose all forms of violence, extremism, and absolutism. I find myself 

standing firmly against organizations and governments that aim to project excessive power 

and privileges as I experienced in the American way of life. I find growing nationalism and 

militarism in American society troubling, and the notion to make America great again 

synonymous with American exceptionalism and the reliance on a military national 

livelihood that only makes it easier to justify and project global violence. All of these 

experiences became relevant to the research process, as I learned while living and 

researching with Theravāda Buddhist monks the importance placed on wisdom (paññā), 

virtues (sīla) and mindfulness (sati).  

What I learned from this experience? The transcendent experience of living and 

researching with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks had an indelible effect on 

me both as an individual and scholar of conflict analysis and resolution. It is here where I 

would like to share the more salient aspects of this research experience, which I find 

particularly relevant for those interested in the praxis of building peace through education. 

Since Buddhist monks rely on understanding self as part of their spiritual path towards 

inner-peace, happiness, and social harmony, I am concerned about the higher value placed 
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on individualism, dualism, absolutism, materialism, and militarism. In the age of 

modernity, these social norms are more prevalent and deeply-rooted in everyday life. 

As a result of my transformative experience, this section is organized in a way to 

introduce what I viewed as five undervalued peacebuilding concepts learned from 

researching with Buddhist monks. It is my intention in this section to share my experiences 

and understanding of the Buddhist notions of: interconnectedness, judging and comparing, 

transforming violence within, the transcendent smile, and generosity. It would be 

presumptuous to suggest that these ideas alone serve as a panacea to reverse the conditions 

of greed, hatred and delusion found in social conflict. However, a better understanding of 

their transcendent power may offer a complementary path to peacebuilding. 

Interconnectedness. As one of America’s leading scholars of conflict resolution, 

much of Lederach’s (2013) work focuses on the restoration and rebuilding of relationships 

as a key and sustainable approach to peacebuilding. The centrality of relationships in 

building peace is echoed by many scholars and practitioners as an important healing step 

in reconciling human suffering and social conflict. Some even suggest that “partnerships 

make war difficult if not impossible” (Gopin, 2016). Notwithstanding the importance 

healthy relationships and partnerships have in averting war and human suffering, primacy 

placed on individualism, tribalism and separatism in many social systems still preferences 

selfish desires of one identity group over another. Could the idea of relationship building 

serve only as a minimalist approach that does not quite address the underlying causes and 

dangers of individualism, tribalism and separatism?  
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For Buddhist monks, the notion of interconnectedness or dependent origination 

(pratītyasamutpāda) seems to go beyond the idea of simply building relationships as a 

peacebuilding skill. Its very meaning seems to transcend greedy, hateful, and delusional 

desires that keep us separated and defending our individual tribes. Buddhist monks’ 

understanding and thoughts about interconnectedness inculcate a sense of generosity, 

compassion, equality, and equanimity for not only humanity, but the environment and 

universe as well. In addition to the daily practice of developing wisdom, virtues and 

mindfulness through the noble eightfold path (magga), the basic principle underlying 

BEC’s approach to its peace education programs is expressed in the Buddhist 

understanding that humanity, the environment, and universe are all connected and mutually 

dependent. There is no sense of hierarchy or bias towards one entity, each is equally 

important to peace and happiness. As someone who grew up with a deep connection to 

nature and the environment, I found this helpful during the research process 

But aligning the mind with the way things really are and removing all attachments 

to the negative aspect found in individualism, tribalism and separatism is not easy. Because 

of selfish cultural influences, the idea that “we are all interconnected and share a 

responsibility for the welfare of the entire world and its people requires years to understand 

through concentration…like [insight] meditation” (Hak Sienghai). It was not until my 

culturally-dominated views became unconfined, was I able to engage in an intellectually 

deeper and unifying understanding about the transcendent power of interconnectedness.  

Similar to many Americans, I experienced the duality and separatism inherent in 

our unfair political, economic and judicial institutions. I found that by applauding 
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American exceptionalism was to accept, promote, and practice individualism, separatism 

and inequality. By blindly following these culturally-practiced norms, it becomes difficult 

to move beyond simple relationship building paradigms. Many societies defend the 

divisiveness found in their social systems, which is a way of tolerating direct, structural 

and cultural violence. According to BEC monks, understanding and practicing the Buddhist 

notion of interconnectedness leaves little room for judging, comparing, and violence in its 

myriad forms. But without acknowledging and practicing interconnectedness through self-

reflection, it becomes difficult to transcend the boundaries of individual agency or self. 

Judging and Comparing. What I found unique while living and researching with 

Theravāda Buddhist monks was that they always ate whatever food they were offered 

during alms. I rarely heard Buddhist monks make judgements or comparisons, and in those 

rare cases their judging and comparing seemed nonjudgmental and subtle. Their non-

judging and comparing was even extended towards me when on rare occasion my clinging 

to a strict Western diet did not agree with the food being offered by the Cambodian laity. 

In part, this is because Buddhist monks are guided by the practice of equanimity 

(upekkhā), which has a connotation of nonattachment and even-mindedness. For BEC 

monks, it is the capacity to see the big picture in a more unifying, non-discriminating 

perspective. As one of the four sublime states extolled by Buddhist monks, equanimity is 

said to put one into a state of psychological stability and composure which is undisturbed 

by experiences full of emotions, pain, or other phenomena that may cause one to lose the 

balance of their mind. In practice it means to walk freely along a path between attraction 

and aversion, likes and dislikes, praise or blame, and without clinging to one side or 
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another. In short, equanimity does not mean indifference as often suggested in Western 

circles, but rather “we see the ones we love and the ones we hate equally, and try to make 

both of them happy” (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1999, p.243). 

Comparable to the middle path or middle way that guides the practice of the noble 

eightfold path, equanimity is a mental state that stand against all extremes, biases, and 

attachments likely found in judging and comparing when not guided by wisdom or right 

understanding and right thought. For BEC monks, self-reflection through insight 

(vipassanā) meditation is about creating right understanding and right thought which is 

categorized as wisdom (paññā) in the noble eightfold path (Thera, 1996, p. 78). Right 

(sammā) for Buddhist monks is not dichotomized or construed as the absolute or extreme 

opposite of wrong, but rather treated with morally healthy, balanced, and even-minded 

understanding and thoughts. 

According to BEC monks, the formation of our understanding and thoughts about 

issues influences the way we speak and act, and the way we speak and act has the potential 

to provoke quarrelling and animosity or happiness and peace. As exponents of the 

Buddha’s teachings (dhamma), monks are not supposed to quarrel with anyone in the world 

(Ibid, p. 20). As a way to avoid any tendency towards negative judging and comparing, 

Buddhist monks practice mindfulness training, usually in the form of chanting the 

Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) in Pāli language. Because peace, happiness and harmony 

are interconnected, daily practice of mindfulness guides BEC monks on a path towards 

living peacefully, happily, and harmoniously in the present. 
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Yet unlike Buddhist monks, and as someone with a personality typology for judging 

and comparing, I tended to form absolute opinions about myself and the world around me. 

Prior to conducting research with Theravāda Buddhist monks, my proclivity to 

dichotomize and place primacy on self made it easy to legitimize my biased views about 

issues as either right or wrong. That is to say, I did not follow the more calming and 

unifying Buddhist way of life when judging or making comparisons. 

While concentration and effort are valuable if properly used, it can also be wrongly 

used to perform unwholesome actions (Gunaratana, 2015, p.146). When I observed the 

transcendental power of meditation being used by Captain Thomas Dyer, I became 

agitated. As the U.S. Army's first Buddhist chaplain, the former Baptist Minister from 

Tennessee explained on YouTube that by mastering insight (vipassanā) meditation, he was 

qualified to teach soldiers how to concentrate in doing their job better, which is to kill the 

enemy. When I shared my observations with the Buddhist monks, they never judged 

Captain Dyer as I did. Instead of searching for apparent inconsistencies in teaching the 

dhamma, the monks elevated the conversation to capture the unifying aspects of what was 

being taught by Captain Dyer. In this case, it was mindful meditation, which is one of the 

methods used by Buddhist monks to train the mind and guide efforts in a more calm and 

balanced way.  

For monks, being mindful is all about living in the present, where one’s thoughts 

do not race uncontrollably into the future or ruminate incessantly about the past. Its 

purpose, however, is not to completely shut everything out, but rather serve to 

communicate with one’s mind. It’s a process of personal transformation that goes beyond 
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cultural barriers. For me, it was both calming and a character changing experience that 

gave me deeper understanding of my thoughts, speech, actions and efforts. While there are 

cognitive behavioral benefit to Buddhist monks’ meditative practice, they don’t necessarily 

strive for a particular way of thinking or specific behavioral outcomes as understood by 

some scholars of cognitive behavior therapy (as cited in Crosby, 2014, p. 167). It is a way 

for Buddhist monks to expand their knowledge and find the middle way or middle path. In 

short, the middle way is the goal of reasoning or to approach matters dialectically. And 

meditative practice can influence understanding and thinking habits directly. Which makes 

it easier for the monks to recognize the good in most situations. 

Although I never quite understood the motivation behind Ven. Hak Sienghia’s 

perceptions, I was always impressed by the monks’ ability to refrain from making 

unfounded judgements. In fact, I found BEC monks and their core affiliates very mindful 

of the wisdom, virtues, and concentration embodied in practicing the noble eightfold path. 

Their speech and actions taught me a lot about the dhamma of judgement. That is to say, it 

would be a mistake to assume all judging and comparing is bad or unwholesome. But the 

act of judging or comparing often derives from a misunderstanding based on preconceived 

knowledge. For Buddhist monks, it is our unwholesome understanding and thoughts about 

reality or clinging to prior knowledge that causes harmful speech and actions. According 

to Buddhist monks, as it is highly dependent on wisdom, judging and comparing is rarely 

helpful in reconciling individual suffering and social conflict.  

As I reflected on the Buddhist practice of using the dhamma to frame our 

judgements, I realized how much more mindful I have become over the past several years 
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while living and researching with Theravāda Buddhist monks. Their simple, wise, and 

practical approaches appeared complimentary in expanding the framework to address the 

underlying root causes of suffering and social conflict. Too often while growing up, I had 

the propensity to make uninformed and erroneous judgements and comparisons often based 

on unwholesome thoughts and understanding – they were normally based on selfish 

intentions and an unwillingness to compromise my ego. As skillfully expressed by Ven. 

Phumchhon Tola (2018), “when you find someone in your presence doing something 

perceived as unwholesome [or incompatible with your goals], look at yourself before 

passing judgement…this is mindfulness, which goes beyond concepts and opinions…what 

is wonderful about mindfulness is that it sees things as they truly are, it’s judgement-free.” 

As captured during a reflective focus group session with BEC affiliates, “the main goal of 

mindfulness is to understand without evaluating…to judge is to remain attached to prior 

knowledge, concepts and thoughts.”  

Prior to my experience living and researching with Theravāda Buddhist monks, I 

found myself judging, comparing, and pre-planning my responses based on past 

experiences without really listening to what others had to say about concept and issues. I 

often failed to really capture the essence of what they were saying. As often explained to 

me by Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018), this is partially because of a proclivity to live too much 

in the past and future – at the expense of living in the present moment. According to 

Buddhist monks, much of the suffering and social conflict surrounding us is self-made – 

as human beings we too often lament about the past and worry excessively about the future.  
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This is not an easy path to bring into balance according to Buddhist monks, because 

our egos and selfish desires often get in the way of peace, happiness and social harmony. 

Reflecting on the observations and commentaries made by BEC monks and their core 

affiliates, I recall being seemingly judged by Ven. Hak Sienghai for not demonstrating the 

right comportment while in the presence of Buddhist monks during the International 

Buddhist conference in Phnom Penh. Ven. Hak Sienghai said that by placing my hands on 

my hips while talking with monks gave the impression that I was being disrespectful 

towards these venerable monks. While it was not my intention to minimize the reverence 

Buddhist monks command in Cambodia, the duality I perceived Ven. Hak Sienghai having 

taken as being unwarranted and not necessarily in keeping with the Buddha’s original 

understanding and thoughts about the symbiotic relationship between the community of 

ordained monks and the laity. I later learned that my observations were identified as a 

challenge by BEC’s younger monks, which Chapter Nine covers in greater detail. 

As a result of my military experiences and the influence of conducting research 

with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks, I learned that every culture is unique in 

how it conceptualizes and interprets the world in which we live. Certainly, culture matters 

in developing both national and individual character. And as this research made clear, it is 

not easy to challenge cultural conditioning and completely free oneself from its bondage. 

That is to say, if you live in a culture surrounded by violence, as I did, it becomes easier to 

practice and legitimize violence as a way of life and promanent livelihood. Whereas, if you 

live in a culture of nonviolence, as Buddhist monks do, you tend to develop a more pacifist 

character and livelihood grounded in peace and social harmony.  
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What I experienced is that judging and comparing is often grounded in cognitive 

fallacies. In other words, prejudice formed by biases, duality and a lack of reason and 

critical thinking to look at both sides of an issue. And because prejudice is an opinion that 

is not easily amenable to change, it often causes human suffering and social conflict. 

Through this research process, and by acknowledging the potentially destructive nature of 

my judging personality, I am now more mindful of the Buddhist notion of 

interconnectedness, equanimity, middle way, and judging myself first through self-

reflection before judging or categorizing others. 

Transforming the violence within. While discussing BEC peace education 

programs, Ven. Hak Sienghai commented on the violence in American society. What 

appears to be a culturally normalized practice in American culture, this powerful and 

privileged nation had to once again mourn the victims of another mass shooting. This time 

a 19 year old boy decided to go on a killing rampage at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 

School in Parkland, Florida. While BEC monks recognize the nexus between poverty, 

criminality and physical violence; they were less familiar with the term violence in the 

structural and cultural context as conceptualized by Galtung (1969). 

Briefly, structural violence refers to a form of violence wherein some social 

structure or institution may harm people by preventing them from meeting their basic 

needs, whereas cultural violence is defined as any aspect of a culture that can be used to 

legitimize violence in its direct or structural forms. While Buddhist monks appreciated my 

summary of Galtung’s triangle of violence (direct, structural and cultural), they were less 

convinced that the triggers of human suffering and social conflict witnessed in the latest 
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mass shooting was the cause of social structures or something entirely external to self or 

individual agency. 

As outlined in the second noble truth, the main source of human suffering and social 

conflict are caused by self in the form of selfish imagined desires and attachment. This is 

further conditioned by greed, hatred or ill-will, and delusion (ignorance). It was the Buddha 

who said, “If the mind is purified, the Buddha’s lands are purified.” That is to say, by 

sustaining violence in ourselves, we continue to nurture the root causes and conditions for 

violence to occur in our families, communities, societies and the world. Conversely, the 

noble eightfold path points to a practical and individual approach to skillfully transform 

conflict into peace, happiness and social harmony by applying the right understanding, 

right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, 

and right concentration.  

Since greed, hatred, and delusion are at the basis of Buddhist conflict analysis, their 

antidotes in the form of generosity, compassion, and wisdom are considered foundational 

to conflict prevention and resolution (Loy, 2003, p.79). Therefore, from a Buddhist 

epistemological lens, transcending violent social systems begins with self or individual 

agency. It is here where “the process of self-transformation through the Buddha’s teaching 

(dhamma) enhances the understanding that peace of mind conditions peace in our families, 

communities, societies, and eventually the world” (Hak Sienghai). 

Although Buddhist monks’ solution to human suffering and social conflict does not 

requisite violence with violence, this seemingly idealistic approach to peace education is 

not always an easy endeavor for societies to follow given the exclusive and adversarial 
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nature of contemporary social systems. Mindful of the shift in values towards 

individualism, dualism, materialism, absolutism, and militarism - how do societies begin 

to re-conceptualize the meaning of peace, happiness, and social harmony when its premise 

is based on some form of violence? How does one begin the process of decoupling the 

normalized practice of violence in all of its destructive forms (direct, structural and 

cultural), achieve the ideals embodied in the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness?  

As conveyed by socially engaged Buddhist monks, the answer is found in the 

human mind and often reflected in a calming, generous smile. According to Buddhist 

monks, it is not until self or individual agency is transformed that peace education and 

peace action can be altered and its content become more meaningful. Researching with 

BEC monks allowed me the opportunity to experience the importance of wisdom in 

transforming the violence within. Transcending violent attitudes and behavior begins with 

the internalization of the four sublime states: compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic 

joy and equanimity. The self-transforming practice of using the four sublime states during 

BEC’s Youth Education and Prisoner Education meditation sessions seemed to slowly 

reverse the vicious cycle of violent conditions perpetuated by one’s greed, hate or anger 

and delusion. 

The transcendent smile. "Sometimes your joy is the source of your smile, but 

sometimes your smile can be the source of your joy” (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1987). While 

researching with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks, I became curious about 

their permanent smiles and the seemingly transforming affects these smiling monks had on 

those Cambodians who participated in BEC’s peace education programs. As a scholar of 
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conflict analysis and resolution, I was somewhat surprised that more attention was not 

given to the importance of a smile as a form of peace education.  

It was while observing BEC’s Youth Education program, where the art of smiling 

seemed to dominate the Buddhist monks’ pedagogical approach to teaching the dhamma 

to primary and secondary public school students. The research findings suggested that the 

smiling presence of Buddhist monks had a positive impact in calming and cultivating 

happiness in the students. Parents, teachers, and even students commented on their changed 

attitudes and behaviors due to the presence of these smiling Buddhist monks. This was 

something I also observed during BEC’s other peace education programs. 

Despite being poor, subsistence rice farmers who lived on a few U.S. dollars a day, 

participants in BEC’s peace education programs still managed to smile, laugh, and discover 

inner-peace and happiness as a result of these brief encounters with smiling monks. I 

wondered how these socially and economically marginalized students were able to find 

such contentment in a simple smile, given the high value placed on materialism in the 21st 

century. What does this say about being in the presence of people of virtue who always 

offered a generous smile? Might we learn something from the influence a smile has on 

changing attitudes and behaviors – could this uncover a more positive path towards peace, 

happiness and social harmony?  

As I reflected on two distinct experiences, one as a career military officer and the 

other living and researching with socially engaged Buddhist monks, I became intrigued by 

the transcendent power of a smile, particularly within a peacebuilding context. As someone 

who served over three decades in the military, I found the idea of building peace by 
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perfecting a warrior ethos and the art of killing was nothing to smile or be happy about. 

Having chosen a livelihood that is antithetical to Buddhist principles and values, I was 

fortunate enough to have spent the majority of my career working as a military-diplomat 

in U.S. embassies, where the art of smiling was practiced, but still conditional. 

From my experience, whether coming from a Buddhist monk or lay people, a smile 

signals friendliness and encourages positive interaction. The transcendence of a smile in 

Buddhism is symbolized on the four smiling Buddha faces etched in stone statues 

throughout Cambodia. Considered by Ven. Vy Sovechea as an important form of 

generosity (dāna), the four smiling Buddha faces are said to represent the four sublime 

states of compassion (karuṇā), loving-kindness (mettā), sympathetic joy (mudita) and 

equanimity (upekkhā). Being mindful of the four sublime states emitted through the 

generosity of a smile brings into focus the positive dimensions of giving up the greed, 

hatred and delusion within oneself and others (Hak Sienghai, 2018). 

Smiling seems to be an accentuation of the Buddhist deeper understanding of 

interconnectedness, non-judging and comparing, and a powerful practice to transcend the 

violence within. According to Buddhist monks, a smile dismantles anger and emotional 

barriers, reduces fear, builds confidence and trust, and unites people. A historical example 

of this is captured in the smiling images of Mahā Ghosananda during the dhammayietra 

peace march. It was during this extremely dangerous and tense period in Cambodia’s 

history when Mahā Ghosananda leveraged his own generous and compassionate smile to 

disarm the greed, hatred and delusion within Cambodia’s warring factions. This was in 
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stark contrast to the angry, scornful reaction I got from Secretary of Defense Donald 

Rumsfeld, one morning when I arrived at the Pentagon by kayak. 

According to Stevenson (2012), “smiling affects your brain,” and is said to be 

associated with psychological benefits. Smiling helps people deal with negative emotional 

events such as genocide, and people with a propensity to smile and display genuine 

happiness are likely to enjoy quality social relationships. Some studies suggest that smiling 

reduces aggression (Szalavitz, 2013), as observed during the dhammayietra peace march 

in Cambodia. Based on these psychological perspectives, I find it understandable why the 

military leadership perceived smiling as a character flaw or sign of weakness. In the 

culturally-violent military world, where the main objective is perfecting the art of war, the 

transforming effects of a smile could potentially compromise the mission of dehumanizing 

the enemy to the point where it becomes easier to kill.  

I found that when you smile, people treat you differently. Instead of being viewed 

with hostility, you are seen as attractive, reliable, relaxed, and as a sincere human being. 

The journal of Neuropsychology reported that seeing an attractive, smiling face activates 

your orbitofrontal cortex, the region in your brain that processes sensory rewards. This 

suggests that when you see a person smiling, you actually feel rewarded. Relying on 

observations, semi-structured interviews and reflective focus group sessions, I concluded 

that smiling monks made people around them feel safer, happier, less aggressive, and 

seemed to contribute to building peace.  

It’s perfectly plausible that smiling itself is particularly prevalent among Buddhist 

monks and a sign of something deeper. Like mindfulness, the transcendent smile presents 
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an interesting phenomenon to contemplate in relationship to contemporary approaches to 

conflict analysis, prevention, reconciliation, and resolution. Although my understanding of 

smiling and its relationship to peace, happiness and social harmony goes beyond the scope 

of this research, BEC monks view it as an important form of generosity and compassion. 

For them, smiling is about being happy and peaceful. But according to Thich Nhat Hanh 

(1987), if we are not happy or peaceful we cannot smile and share peace and happiness 

with others – it’s about “being peace.” 

In summary, I found just being in the presence of smiling monks, to experience the 

infectious compassion, loving kindness, and sympathetic joy that seems to flow from these 

people of virtue to be calming and spiritual. This is why I find the study of transcendent 

smile relevant to the community of conflict analysis and resolution. Something I often 

heard being similarly echoed by Ven. Vy Sovechea was that “if in our daily life we can 

smile, if we can be peaceful and happy, not only we, but everyone will profit from it – this 

is the most basic kind of peace work” (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1987). But you cannot share with 

others what you don’t have within yourself, as my experience with U.S. Secretary of 

Defense made perfectly clear. 

Generosity. While conducting research with Theravāda Buddhist monks, I became 

wiser to the nuances of generosity (dāna) and its relevance to BEC’s peace education 

programs. Considered the preeminent Buddhist virtue, dāna in the Pāli Canon (Tipiṭaka) 

is one of the ten perfections (pāramitā) and is considered paramount in BEC’s strategic 

approach to cultivate peace, happiness, and social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. 

Generosity is transcendent for Buddhist monks because the subject, object, and practice of 
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the perfection is egoless or free of self. That is to say, there is a sense of unconditional 

purity and spontaneity in the action of giving. You give without expecting something, 

which is the essence of selflessness (anattā) and non-attachment (alobha). 

This research stimulated a deeper curiosity as to why societies generally undervalue 

the importance of generosity and are generally hesitant to invest time and resources in the 

welfare of all its citizens. Despite knowing that these minimum basic human needs are 

“more compelling in directing behavior than external influences” (Burton, 1990, p. 33), 

societies dismiss the salience of providing basic human needs for all its citizens. Instead, 

we rely on extreme measures like security forces and punishment as the answer to social 

problems. Similar to the views expressed by Buddhist monks, some scholars point to the 

close correlation between inequality and violence, citing plausible explanation for why 

societies with chronic inequality suffer more violence (Sandole, 2014, p. 30). Based on this 

premise, I wondered why there was not more violence in Cambodia, and why Ven. Hak 

Sienghai perceived America as a more violent society than Cambodia. Perhaps more 

importantly, what does BEC’s peace education paradigm mean in real life when most 

Cambodians still live on the margins of survival? 

For BEC monks, generosity (dāna) comes in two general forms: material (āmiṣa) 

and spiritual (dhamma). This is demonstrated in almsgiving and illustrated in the symbiotic 

relationship or interdependence cultivated over the millennium between the community of 

Buddhist monks and nuns (Sangha) and the Cambodian laity. It is here where the lay people 

realize acts of material generosity by providing monks with their four basic needs: a saffron 

colored rob, a temple for shelter, food, and medical support when necessary. In reciprocal 
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fashion, monks share their wisdom and compassion through the Buddha’s teaching 

(dhamma). As explained by Buddhist monks, almsgiving or going on daily alms rounds 

(pindacara) is really a lesson in teaching the transforming nature of generosity. As 

explained by BEC monks, generosity is a way of cultivating compassion (karuṇā), loving-

kindness (mettā), sympathetic joy (muditā) and equanimity (upekkhā) – it is a way to 

transcend greed, hatred or anger, and delusion.  

Notwithstanding the confusion often conveyed between generosity and charity, 

some monks made a clear distinction. Generosity for Buddhist monks comes from within 

or volition. It is spontaneous, freely given, and viewed as a virtue; whereas charity is more 

thoughtful, planned, and takes on an assumed duty not necessarily with good intentions. 

For BEC monks, “wisdom (paññā) and compassion (karuṇā) combined guide generosity 

and forms the strategic approach to their peace education programs.  

As I reflected on the complexity of generosity, I began to understand why some 

Buddhist monks referred to America as a poor country. Albeit in a compassionate and 

loving-kindness way, these thoughts seemed to challenge the notion of American 

exceptionalism and self-proclaimed greatness. And while many still view America as being 

the richest and most generous country in the world, the very nature of a social system that 

fails to provide minimum basic needs for all of its citizens displays contempt for the welfare 

of its population. When a country’s social institutions place primacy on extremism, 

dualism, separatism, and individualism, the Buddhist notions of interconnectedness and 

virtuous generosity becomes increasingly more difficult to understand. And when 

conditions are placed on generosity, it’s not easy to transcend the violence within.  
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Although I never sensed this in Cambodia, the condition of shame attached to state 

welfare is something I experienced as a child. I found that many of the members of the 

small New England town I grew up in were happy to share sympathy and pity for 

economically poor families, but few willingly shared pure generosity. From my brief 

experience growing up financially poor in America, having few material possessions never 

diminished my contentment and happiness. This seems to speak to the place I grew up, 

how I was raised, and my personality. I observed the same contentment and happiness 

etched on the faces of hundreds of poor Cambodians when BEC monks exercised material 

(āmiṣa) and spiritual (dhamma) generosity (dāna) through their peace education programs.  

For financially poor Cambodians, worrying about basic human needs seemed to be 

minimized by the generosity shared with them by BEC monks. I got a true sense of their 

contentment and happiness watching a little Cambodian girl and boy gnawing through a 

chicken bone to get at the bone marrow. When they saw me fixated on them, they 

immediately returned a generous smile that brought back images of my childhood 

experiences chewing on a piece of chicken to get at the treasured bone marrow. These brief 

encounters of our common understanding, seemed to transcend the language barrier that 

existed between us. Despite my inability to speak the Khmer language, our efforts to 

communicate non-verbally where not obstructed by our silence. 

As a result of my unique connection with Buddhist monks and those who 

participated in BEC’s peace education programs, I learned that most Cambodian families 

accept the difficulty of growing up financially poor. The notion of action or kamma greatly 

influences their understanding and thoughts about life in general. From my experience 
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living on welfare in America in the mid-1960s, little has changed in the 21st century. 

Generosity is still conditioned with a badge of shame and distain, as we were discreetly 

judged by the rich church-going-members of this small New England town. This, however, 

was not the case for those Cambodian families who participated in BEC’s peace education 

programs, as generosity always seemed to be guided by wisdom, compassion and the purity 

of sponteneity. While the Buddhist notion of non-self (anattā) may seem daunting when 

understood as an abstract, but as lived by BEC monks and the participants in their peace 

education programs, it allows them to transcend self and the constricting nature of egotism. 

Conclusion. While writing Chapter Four, I asked myself whether it is possible to 

transcend culturally-conceptualized and socially-oriented self? After all, my personality 

typology is who I am. But the importance of writing this reflexive discourse allowed me to 

explore six decades of personal experiences and connect my story to wider understanding 

and thoughts about how socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks think about BEC’s 

peace education programs. According to BEC monks and their core affiliates, we are not 

enlightened by merely living in this world – understanding self is what makes us more 

enlightened. It is through the cultivation and practice of mindfulness and awareness that 

allows the mind to transform (Kyabgon, 2015, p. 104). 

And although the validity and trustworthiness of subjectivity is often questioned in 

academic circles, the power of these personal experiences were real in that they not only 

penetrated my conscious, but helped define who I am as a researcher, what I brought to 

the research process, and what I learned from the research experience. This is consistent 

with the PAR methodological approach to inquiry and Buddhist way of life in that the 
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strength of the research journey was as much about gaining knowledge about socially 

engaged Buddhist monks as it was about understanding self.  

Because subjective experiences is what formed the true nature of my knowledge, 

the significance of this autoethnography was captured in the self-reflexive analysis of my 

identity, culture, feelings, and values in a larger peace education context. In other words, 

it is the mind that constructs truths or the meaning of reality. Similar to the Buddhist way 

of life where the study of the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) is to study self (Loy, 2003, p. 

183), subjectivity and self-reflection are also inherently important to the PAR process in 

that it created intellectual space to explore alternative ways of understanding self within 

the research setting. 

For someone who loves history, I found this research process important because it 

helped contextualize my emotional self. As this journey uncovered, there are multiple ways 

of seeing, knowing, and understanding reality. While it was never the intention of this 

research to challenge the objective stance made by more traditional approaches to social 

science inquiry, subjectivity made it possible to gain and share knowledge in many ways, 

and uncover the transforming potential in both the PAR process and Buddhist way of life. 

Prior to this research, I did not think of it from a Buddhist epistemological 

perspective, but at a very young age I experienced the three marks of existence as 

understood in Buddhism: impermanence (anicca), non-self or selflessness (anattā) and 

suffering (dukkha). These experiences, along with being integrated into a military 

livelihood for much of my life, I discovered many similarities in my personality typology 

with that of Buddhist monks. Our sameness was mainly found in the Buddhist practice of 
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the four sublime states: compassion, loving kindness, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. 

While not entirely dormant during my career as a military-diplomat, it was largely through 

this research journey that allowed me to awaken these mental states and begin the process 

of transcending the negative principles and values I learned as a child through domestic 

violence and later perfected in a military capacity. Being in the calming, smiling presence 

of Buddhist monks made the process of transcending my greedy, hateful and delusional 

habits with generosity, compassion and loving-kindness, and wisdom much easier. 

Referred to as wisdom (paññā) in the noble eightfold path, it was within the 

Buddhist context of right understanding and right thought in which I found the monks’ 

notions of interconnectedness, judging and comparing, transforming the violence within, 

and the transcendent powers of smiling and generosity so compelling. This I found 

particularly important in the context of building peace, happiness, and social harmony. It 

was over the course of this lengthy research process that the once steep dichotomy between 

Buddhist and Western epistemologies slowly succumbed to the practice of equanimity and 

middle path inherent in PAR and embodied in the Buddhist way of life.  

As conveyed to me by socially engaged Buddhist monks, it is not until self or 

individual agency is transformed, that peace education and peace action can be altered and 

its content become more meaningful. Here lies humanity’s biggest challenge in the 21st 

century, how to re-conceptualize the meaning of peace and begin the process of decoupling 

the normalized practice of using violence to achieve peace, happiness, and social harmony. 

However, how does one begin the process of transforming the violence within, when 

blinded to institutionalized greed, hatred and delusion inherent in the very social systems 
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ostensibly designed to reverse the vicious cycle of structural and cultural violence? Do 

these forces of imagined human desire, delusion, and the institutionalization of greed and 

hatred in our social structures exceed the capacity of spirituality found in BEC’s peace 

work? From my experience, only when we understand self, can we begin the process of 

transcending greedy, hateful and delusional desires within.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

BUDDHISM FOR EDUCATION OF CAMBODIA:  

AN ORGANIZATIONAL OVERVIEW 

 

 

Introduction. I learned from my extensive military experience that vision and 

culture invariably shape an organization’s bureaucratic structure. But given the unique 

insight of this research journey with Theravāda Buddhist monks and the historical 

influence the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha have in defining Buddhism for Education of 

Cambodia’s (BEC) peace education programs and structure; one has to be mindful of 

judging and comparing based on prior knowledge. It is therefore through the 

epistemological lens of socially engaged Buddhist monks that Chapter Five intends to 

explain what are the vision and mission, goals and objectives, organizational structure, 

and strategies in terms of marketing, funding, teaching, sustaining and improving BEC’s 

peace education programs?  

This chapter is further divided into two focus areas. The first focus area presents an 

introduction to BEC with an explanation and overview of its organizational structure to 

include the meaning of its wiring diagram, vision, mission and goals. The second focus 

area summarizes BEC’s strategic approach to marketing, funding, teaching, sustaining and 

improving its five peace education programs: Youth Education, Prisoner Education, Media 

Dhamma Talks, Children Sponsorship, and Caring for the Poor and Aging. 
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Judging an Organization by its Wiring Diagram. Walking into BEC’s 

headquarters, one is immediately greeted with three large portraits of Cambodia’s royalty 

and one of Ven. Hak Sienghai. While the royal family no longer wields the same influence 

on Cambodian society as it once did, images of King Norodom Sihamoni and his deceased 

father and mother, King Norodom Sihanouk and Queen Norodom Monineath are 

commonly displayed in both public and private spaces throughout the country. These 

images are testimony to the tremendous pride most Cambodians still have for these 

powerful and privileged people and the hierarchical social system that still exists in 

Cambodia. The reverence for a monarchy also extends to Buddhist monks, who openly 

shared with me their understanding and thoughts about this symbol of Cambodian 

prominence. But as scholars argued, the Buddha seemed highly critical of kingship and 

preferred the republican style of government (Gombrich, 2006, pp. 83-86) 

Having experienced the importance power, patronage and royalty hold in 

Cambodian culture, it was not surprising to see these same portraits displayed at the highest 

point on the most visible walls in the room where BEC monks routinely greeted visitors 

and ate their lunch. It was also a gathering room where BEC monks stored donations like 

rice and cooking oil before socially engaging society through one of their peace education 

programs. What was noticeably missing from this collection of images, however, was a 

picture of Prime Minister Hun Sen. As someone who has ruled Cambodia uncontested 

since gaining power in 1985, it was through the legacy of patronage embodied in the 

Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) that Hun Sen has been able to command absolute power 

in the Kingdom of Cambodia as if by royal decree. Whether under the guise of King 
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Norodom, the Khmer Rouge or Hun Sun, the legacy of extractive institutions (Acemoglu 

and Robinson, 2013, p. 390) withstood every attempt to transform Cambodia’s structural 

and cultural violence. 

Despite the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia’s (UNTAC) 

official commitment to a liberal peace paradigm, with primacy placed on structures 

grounded in democracy, a free market economy and judicial reform, trying to impose a 

social system that reflected a more inclusive, pluralistic and egalitarian society proved to 

be culturally untenable in post-genocide Cambodia. This became undisputable during the 

first Paris Peace Conference in 1989, when Hun Sen made his intentions known on how to 

rule Cambodia: “you can talk about sharing power in Paris, but not in Cambodia” 

(Brinkley, 2011, p. 73). It was also through the CPP that Hun Sen had been able to weaken 

the Sangha and essentially control Buddhist monks, as the events leading up to the 2018 

national election were witness to Cambodia’s cultural intransigence.  

Adhering to a legacy system of social hierarchy which the Buddha himself opposed, 

I became unsettled to learn from Buddhist monks that Cambodia’s Supreme Patriarch was 

not only a leading member within CPP, but also actively coerced other Buddhist monks to 

vote for Hun Sen. From my experience living and researching with Buddhist monks, this 

was tolerated but nevertheless antithetical to the practice of Buddhism as embodied in the 

noble eightfold path (Table 2).  
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Table 2: Noble Eightfold Path 

Three Components of the Path Eight Components of the Eightfold Path 

Wisdom - Paññā Right Understanding – sammā diṭṭhi 

Right Thought – sammā samkappa 

Moral Conduct / Virtue - Sila Right Speech – sammā vācā 

Right Action – sammā kammanta 

Right Livelihood – sammā ājīva 

Concentration / Meditation – Samādhi Right Effort – sammā vāyāma 

Right Mindfulness – sammā sati 

Right Concentration – sammā samādhi 

 

 

Notwithstanding the legacy of Cambodia’s social hierarchy, what seemed culturally 

uncharacteristic of Buddhist values and principles was to see a portrait of Ven. Hak 

Sienghai displayed prominently in BEC headquarters, web site and pamphlets. As the 

founder and Executive Director of BEC, the hierarchy as depicted in BEC’s wiring 

diagram (Figure 2) appeared to place Ven. Hak Sienghai in a commanding position at the 

top of BEC’s organizational structure. My initial thoughts about BEC’s wiring diagram 

seemed to contradict the Buddhist practice of non-duality and equality as espoused in the 

Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). Relying on my military experience to frame judgements of 

reality was a way to make sense out of new information and fit it into a wider intellectual 

context. But as I learned from BEC monks, this was not an effective way of understanding 

as my clinging to prior knowledge and experiences had little direct relation to the 

organizational aspects of BEC. It was only through this research with BEC monks rather 

than on or about them that allowed me to uncover a different reality not seen through my 
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Western lens. This research gave me access to a reality lived and practiced by Buddhist 

monks through their own epistemological lens.   
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Figure 2: Buddhism for Education of Cambodia Wiring Diagram 
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On March 25, 2012, Ven. Hak Sienghai and other venerable monks first conceived 

Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC) in one of the Buddhist temples known as Wat 

Kampheng. Not dissimilar to the over three thousand other Buddhist monasteries scattered 

throughout Cambodia, Wat Kampheng is where Ven. Hak Sienghia and about eighty other 

Theravāda Buddhist monks take refuge and rely on the laity to meet their basic needs. It 

was here where BEC tried to establish itself as an apolitical, non-governmental 

organizations (NGO), free from government assistance. But because of a requirement for 

both domestic and international organizations to register with the Cambodian Ministry of 

Interior, BEC created and submitted an organizational design reflecting its vision, mission, 

goals and a wiring diagram to the Cambodian government on July 4, 2012.  

Admittedly, when I first looked at BEC’s wiring diagram, I inaccurately judged 

and made several quick mental comparisons regarding one of the few purely Theravāda 

Buddhist monk-led NGOs in Cambodia. The same lines of absolute authority, influence, 

and control over subordinates I experienced in the military were similarly illustrated in 

BEC’s hierarchical wiring diagram. As the founder and executive director, Ven. Hak 

Sienghai is prominently positioned at the pinnacle of BEC’s organizational pyramid, where 

he commands authority over BEC’s administrative, operations and financial officers 

positioned in a second tier of authority and five program managers occupying a lower tier.  

Notwithstanding the seemingly hierarchical nature of BEC’s organizational 

structure, I learned that this paper version had little relevance and meaning for BEC monks. 

In fact, as Figure 2 illustrates, BEC’s wiring diagram was never completed nor was it 

regularly updated to reflect personnel changes and new duty assignments. To this day, BEC 
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has no written duty descriptions outlining the roles and responsibilities for the 

administrative, financial, operational officers, and five program managers. However, this 

undocumented organization structure is in keeping with tradition as followed by monks in 

the Buddhist temples. As I learned, the organizational design, vision, mission and goals 

followed by the Abbot in Buddhist temples are never written down. As explained by 

Buddhist monks, the organizational structures within the Buddhist temples are inherently 

understood and passed on from generation to generation.  

While BEC’s organizational designed appeared hierarchical on paper, it was 

uniquely different from most organizations. Ven. Hak Sienghai explained that unlike the 

written version, “BEC’s organizational structure, vision, mission and goals are greatly 

influenced by and closely modeled after the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha.” As the oldest 

surviving voluntary institutions on earth, the Buddha created the Sangha over 2,500 years 

ago as the central component of Buddhism with its primary institutional goal of teaching 

the dhamma to the laity (Armstrong, 2000, p. 145). What Victoria (1990) said about the 

Sangha adds context to BEC’s organizational design as similarly explained by BEC monks: 

The Sangha was organized to be a non-coercive, non-authoritarian, 
democratic society where leadership came only from good moral character 
and spiritual insight. It is an order of society which has no political 
ambitions within the nation, and in whose ranks there is no striving for 
leadership. It seeks to persuade men and women to follow its way, by 
example and exhortation, not by force.  
 
But as BEC volunteers shared with me, “the lay people providing the basic needs 

for the monks and managing their administrative affairs at Wat Kampheng where BEC was 

initially established, became politically motivated and openly favorable towards Prime 

Minister Hun Sen and his ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). It was because of the 
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growing politicization of Wat Kampheng and the weakening of the Sangha by the ruling 

government that Ven. Hak Sienghai decided to relocate BEC’s headquarters. In fact, the 

strategic decision to move BEC from Wat Kampheng into a two-story rental building on 

the outskirts of Battambang City was Ven. Hak Sienghai’s way of avoiding political 

scrutiny, coercion and direct control by members of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s ruling party.  

Notwithstanding my initial perceptions regarding BEC’s organizational structure 

and the disruption of the family unit during the turbulent Khmer Rouge period (1975 – 

1979), I found it interesting that BEC monks took comfort in the notion and often compared 

BEC’s organizational design with that of a family. As Ven. Rat Kompheak (2017) posited, 

“you need the experience of the mother and father in the household in order to guide family 

activities…there is a sense of unity, loving-kindness, and equanimity built into BEC just 

like in the home.” For the younger volunteer monks, the role of Ven. Hak Sienghai has 

been akin to a parental figure, “he explains and demonstrates what is expected at BEC.” 

The fact that BEC monks came from economically poor, uneducated, agrarian 

family backgrounds in rural Cambodia, it seemed logical that a family-oriented structure 

with an emphasis on education is what helped guide BEC’s organizational design, vision, 

mission, goals and strategy. While living and researching with BEC monks, I experienced 

the same close-knit bonds between family members with deference owed to the older 

members of the family. Ven. Hak Sienghai’s position in BEC seemed to come with the 

same perks one would expect a parent to have in a household, and his assumed parental 

responsibility towards other members of the BEC family reflected the same wisdom, 

compassion and generosity embodied in BEC’s peace education programs. But like 
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parents, Ven. Hak Sienghai expressed concern that Cambodia’s younger generation 

demonstrated little moral understanding and respect for monks commensurate with their 

venerable position in society.  

Vision. Vision and culture invariably shape the bureaucratic structure of an 

organization and the strategic path to achieve its goals and objectives. It’s a way to satisfy 

desired outcomes. A review of BEC’s website and as illustrated in its published pamphlet 

in English, BEC’s vision is characterized as advancing a practical approach “to promote 

social values and education through Buddha’s teachings [dhamma] in order to develop a 

peaceful and harmonious society.” It is mainly the Buddha’s way of life as embodied in the 

Four Noble Truths in which BEC’s vision was firmly grounded. “They are called Four 

because there are four Truth, they are called Noble because they ennoble one who 

understands them, and they are called Truths because, corresponding with reality, they are 

true” (Dhammika, 2009, p. 8). 

As captured in Cambodia’s history and acknowledged by BEC monks, it was also 

the strategic vision of notable monks like Mahā Ghasananda who had a lasting impact on 

this next generation of socially engaged Buddhist monks. It was Mahā Ghosananda’s peace 

walk (dhammayietra) which exhibited a step-by-step journey to restore the spiritual health 

of Cambodia (Santidhammo Bhikkhu). In view of the level of human suffering in post-

genocide Cambodia, rather than depend on external forces like UNTAC and the 

international community, dhammayietra placed primacy on relying on self as a refuge for 

inner-peace and happiness. In other words, by showing the Cambodian people how to 
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master the mind through the practice of being calm and mindful would start the process of 

reconciliation, healing, and self-transformation.  

Similar to Mahā Ghosanada’s vision expressed in dhammayietra and as explained 

by Ven. Hak Sienghai, “peace in Buddhism is defined as inner-peace, and for Buddhist 

monks, happiness and a calm, peaceful mind are achieved by practicing dhamma [Buddha’s 

teachings].” Therefore, BEC’s vision also aims to teach how life is about suffering and 

conflict, that the underlying root cause of suffering and conflict is promoted by one’s own 

imagined desires and egos, that suffering and conflict can be remedied, and that the path 

to peace, happiness, and social harmony in Cambodia is by practicing the noble eightfold 

path in everyday life. 

It is the noble eightfold path or middle way in which BEC’s vision aims to transcend 

duality and opposites. It was sometimes referred to as equanimityfrom the four sublime 

states, which for BEC monks is a way to harmonize all extremes and elevate discourse to 

a more intellectually unifying level. As explained by Vy Sovechea (2018) and other core 

affiliates of BEC, “as the alternative name for the noble eightfold path, the middle path is 

important because duality or extremism in any form causes suffering and social conflict.”  

Mission. The spiritual practice as expressed in the noble eightfold path is what 

makes Buddhist epistemology unique and distinguishes it from all religions and 

philosophies (Dhammika, 2009). And given the spiritual foundation of Cambodian culture 

and their virtuous position in society, Buddhist monks are supposed to guide social 

behavior and exemplify social values. But at times the influence of the Sangha and 

Buddhist monks in society has been restricted or even compromised. As pointed out by Bit 
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(1991), “fear exerts enormous pressure in Cambodian culture, it stifles initiatives to social 

change and operates as a primary means of social control” (p. 33). Rulers from Sihanouk, 

Lon Nol, Pol Pot, and now Hun Sen; used fear, the role of hierarchy in Cambodian culture, 

and the Sangha as a powerful institution to legitimize absolute control over Cambodia’s 

social structures and institutions. 

During my research with BEC monks, I would witness all three of these elements 

on various occasions. One day stands out particularly well when the Cambodian 

immigration police visited BEC headquarters. Although I was not part of the conversation, 

Ven. Hak Sienghai told me that the immigration police were asking about me. They were 

wondering why I was spending so much time with BEC monks, which included my 

participation in Media Dhamma Talks recorded live on Facebook. While Ven. Hak Sienghai 

seemed to handle the immediate confrontation well, his actual reaction to the situation 

indicated he was more tolerant of their behavior and unwilling to confront or challenge 

government authority. Because the evening English Dhamma program took place at Wat 

Kampheng and was video tape recorded live to thousands of viewers, Ven. Hak Sienghai 

told me to stop participating until he felt things had calmed down. While these self-imposed 

restrictions lasted only a few weeks, Ven. Hak Sienghai’s actions made clear who wielded 

absolute power in the Kingdom of Cambodia, and it was not necessarily Buddhist monks. 

As BEC monks and their core affiliates universally claimed, “the primary cause of 

suffering and social conflict (dukkha) is self…it is the compromising nature of self and 

clinging to imagined desires that makes it difficult to live beyond the grasp of greed, hatred 

and delusion [ignorance].” As also reflected in a survey taken by Cambodian secondary 
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and university students, the institutionalization of greed, hatred and delusion in Cambodia’s 

social structures and a lack of morality in society were identified as the biggest challenges 

to peace, happiness and social harmony in Cambodia. How greed, hatred and delusion 

challenge the functionality of BEC is covered in Chapter Nine, Perceived Challenges and 

Efficacy: How Buddhist Monks Think about Improving Peace Education. 

Notwithstanding these challenges, by teaching and perfecting the three essentials 

of Buddhist training and discipline: wisdom (right understanding and right thought), moral 

conduct (right speech, right action, and right livelihood), and mental discipline (right effort, 

right mindfulness, and right concentration), BEC’s mission intends to support monastic 

education, teach morality and vocational training to a growing youth population and 

provide humanitarian assistance to those who are most in need. 

Goals and Objectives. While focusing on youth education, BEC’s stated goal aims 

to “promote high moral principles for a cohesive and peaceful society.” I found it 

interesting, however, that BEC monks never mentioned their objectives on either official 

pamphlets or their Facebook web site. There is only a brief explanation of the 

organization’s vision, mission, and goal. That is to say, the desired outcomes for BEC’s 

five peace education programs are not clearly articulated or defined in writing.  

As I explained to the monks during the co-development of the dissertation proposal, 

from my Western perspective there is a distinction between goals and objectives. Goals, 

for example, would explain how BEC seeks to achieve its mission and in what activities it 

chooses to engage society. On the other hand, objectives outline the desired outcomes for 

the stated activities, and for whose benefit. Using my Western definitions to help them 
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frame their answers, BEC monks sought to cultivate morality by socially engaging the 

Cambodian lay people through five peace education programs: Youth Education, Prisoner 

Education, Media Dhamma Talks, Children Sponsorship, and Caring for the Poor and 

Aging. According to Ven. Yem Vanna (2018), “it was actually the lay people who oriented 

BEC monks towards these five peace education programs,” which teach the Buddha’s 

values and principles. But according to Buddhist monks, values are not considered goals, 

because goals as I explained are understood as finite, whereas Buddhist values are enduring 

and serve as an ongoing guide to the Buddhist way of life.  

Listening to BEC monks explain their understanding of goals and objectives 

seemed peculiar, as all organizations I became familiar with had clearly stated objectives 

as a way to guide the organization’s resources and priorities. How else might an 

organization measure the effectiveness of its programs absent a clearly defined objective? 

What I eventually learned was that when BEC formally registered their organization with 

the Cambodian Ministry of Interior, they omitted organizational objectives for good reason. 

Truth be told, BEC monks and their core affiliates said that formalizing objectives would 

unnecessarily draw attention towards imagined desires and the future. According to the 

dhamma, excessively clinging to something or inordinately focusing on the future would 

actually promote suffering, not remedy it. This also explains why when I asked BEC monks 

how they measured the success of their peace education programs, their answers were 

always framed in the present tense and as practiced through wisdom or what they refer to 

as right understanding and right action.  
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A common practice used by BEC monks is to video record their good actions and 

post them on Facebook and their web site. While the purpose of video recording BEC’s 

peace education programs is to capture the good action, BEC monks never talked about 

quantifiable outcomes nor did they make reference to past accomplishments. In fact, most 

monks were incapable of citing how many houses BEC built under the Caring for the Poor 

and Aging program. They were equally unable to share with me how many youth they 

sponsored under the Youth Sponsorship program. As part of the Prisoner Education 

program, when trying to understand how many prisoners were taught morality and 

participated in meditation sessions, this also proved to be unimportant. For BEC monks, 

these outcomes are thought of as inconsequential and less significant criteria in which to 

measure the good action of BEC’s peace education programs. Unlike my Western 

understanding of mission objectives or outcomes, Buddhist monks recognized the 

difficulty of controlling outcomes and seemed to discourage abstract speculation. The goal 

for BEC monks is to focus on right action (kamma) in the present moment. 

Strategy: Marketing, Funding, Teaching, Sustaining, and Improving. As a 

former Theravāda Buddhist monk, Heng Monychenda (2018) claimed that “BEC lacks a 

grand strategy to its peace work.” He also admitted that most organizations in Cambodia, 

his included, lacked the necessary strategic vision to effectively execute their 

peacebuilding activities. While these observations are valuable, from my Western 

perspective I find BEC is unique from Monychenda’s Buddhism for Development 

organization and most other NGOs operating in Cambodia. That’s because, BEC is a 

Buddhist monk-led organization, which does not follow the same business criteria and 
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practices of maintaining and relying on an operational budget to fund programs and pay 

salaries. BEC’s strategic focus is primarily on teaching the dhamma to Cambodia’s 

growing youth population and rebuilding the moral health of Cambodian society (Hak 

Sienghai, 2018).  

Although there are cultural adaptations to BEC approach, the fact that its peace 

education programs are grounded in the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha suggests 

tremendous strategic vision. From my understanding of relevant literature, the Buddha was 

extremely strategic in his thinking and actions, as he conceptualized and relied on a non-

violent approach to reconcile suffering and social conflict as espoused in the dhamma and 

practiced through the noble eightfold path (Rahula, 1974). He then created the Sangha as 

a way to share his knowledge with humanity and to illustrate a democratic, non-coercive 

approach to governance for the welfare and happiness of others (Armstrong, 2000). Finally, 

the Buddha developed the vinaya to guide the Sangha and civilization along a moral and 

spiritual path to peace, happiness and social harmony (Gethin, 1998).  

Reflecting on my life as a retired senior military officer and as a graduate of the 

U.S. National Defense University in Washington, D.C, I would say that just like the 

Buddha, Ven. Hak Sienghai demonstrated tremendous strategic acumen to recognize a 

need in post-genocide Cambodia for moral education, spiritual growth, and humanitarian 

assistance. It was the Buddhist monks taking refuge in the Three Jewels or Triple Gem 

(Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha) that guided Ven. Hak Sienghai’s strategic vision. 

It was through my extensive military experience where I learned that strategy is 

best understood as “the relationship [or interconnection as perceived by Buddhist monks] 



 

197 

 

in thought and action between ends and means, as a systematic way of achieving objectives 

through the application of resources” (Deibel, 2007, p.157). That is to say, strategy is how 

resources are coherently used to achieve stated goals and objectives. While the origin of 

strategy or strategos derives from the Greek language, it was the Napoleonic French who 

eventually gave strategy its current meaning as the art and skill of maximizing one’s means 

to achieve one’s desired goals” (Gleb, 2009, p. 96). It is ultimately about effectively 

exercising power, which carries meaning depending on the context in which it is applied.  

What proved more useful than to simply gauge strategy based on my Western 

views, was to understand how BEC’s strategy functions on a very practical, day-to-day 

level. For BEC monks, the most valuable resource is wisdom or right understanding about 

the dhamma and how it is used to achieve its stated goal: “Through youth education, 

promote high moral principles for a cohesive and peaceful society.” For BEC monks, right 

is not dichotomized or not necessarily considered the opposite of wrong, it is grounded in 

morality. In other words, if your strategy is conditioned with greed, hatred and delusion; 

there will be negative consequences. Conversely, if your strategy is grounded in virtuous 

thoughts and actions, the outcome will lead to peace and happiness. As BEC’s core 

affiliates explained during a reflective focus group, “this understanding is based on right 

action [kamma].” 

Marketing. Developing an effective marketing strategy is common to most NGOs. 

You have to first design creative advertisement schemes, and then divert valuable resources 

from primary missions and goals in order to attract interest from potential volunteers, 

sponsors, and donors. Many organizations simply lack an adequate budget to support high-
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cost marketing strategies. It is an ongoing challenge to accurately convey capability, 

capacity and relevance to potential enablers, while trying to guard against the degradation 

of the organization’s core values, vision, mission and goals.  

As a former Theravāda Buddhist monk and close affiliate of BEC explained, 

“funding often comes with conditions, and over time these special interests can distract or 

deviate from the organization’s original vision and mission” (Heng Monychenda, 2018). 

As the Director of Buddhism for Development, a local NGO in Battambang, Cambodia, 

Monychenda stressed the importance of preserving indigenous cultures and expressed his 

concern with losing Buddhist values inherent in his organization to the greed and delusion 

often embodied in the business-side of peacebuilding.  

When it comes to peacebuilding in post-genocide Cambodia, there has been too 

much dependency on external support where marketing schemes are designed for a foreign 

audience with a narrow focus on a Western version of social development. According to 

Monychenda (2018), “there is very little emphasis by the international community on 

morality and spiritual development, as the imposition of foreign models witnessed in 

UNTAC and the international community often under-valued, ignored, and even distorted 

Buddhist values.” For Cambodia to cultivate its indigenous culture and properly balance 

micro-level peacebuilding activities with elements of both morality and spiritual growth 

require a closer look into the concept of socially engaged Buddhism as a comprehensive 

guide for post-conflict reconciliation and social development. 

As I realized while participating in BEC’s peace work, social media like Facebook 

and YouTube serves as an easily accessible platform in which to teach morality and develop 
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spiritual growth. According to BEC monks, using social media as a marketing strategy has 

been extremely effective in terms of funding, teaching, sustaining and improving BEC’s 

peace education programs. “With more than one billion people downloading Facebook 

globally since its inception, this form of social media has enormous popularity in 

Cambodia…Facebook’s popularity as the social media of choice for many people, and the 

cost-free aspect linked to marketing, has been a valuable means to interact directly with 

participants” (Rat Kompheak, 2018). In terms of data collection and analysis instruments, 

Facebook and to a lesser extent YouTube, offered a practical venue in which to dialogue, 

gain feedback, and measure BEC’s efficacy across the entire spectrum of strategic goals, 

including those areas in need of improvement. This proof of concept was realized during a 

pilot study of BEC’s Caring for the Poor and Aging program during the co-development 

of the dissertation proposal. 

Unlike most NGOs working on peacebuilding projects in Cambodia, BEC does not 

proselytize their peace work in the traditional sense, nor does it have a budget dedicated to 

pay for advertisement. BEC’s marketing strategy leverages access to free social media, 

mainly Facebook and YouTube, in order to illustrate the good action being done by socially 

engaged Buddhist monks through their five peace education programs: Youth Education, 

Prisoner Education, Media Dhamma Talks, Children Sponsorship, and Caring for the Poor 

and Aging. This has been a very powerful marketing source as I learned there can be as 

many as eighteen thousand Facebook viewers of BEC’s Media Dhamma Talks on any 

given one-hour broad cast. 
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As explained by Ven. Hak Sienghai and reflected in BEC’s unwritten marketing 

strategy, “for post-conflict Cambodia to heal and achieve enduring peace and happiness, 

the social fabric must be mended by right understanding, right thought, right speech, right 

action and right mindfulness.” Again, right for Buddhist monks means to adhere to moral 

standards, and despite the imperfections and imbalance as exemplified in Cambodia’s 

social system, “it is not the work of the international community or a superhuman being 

that will reverse this vicious cycle, but rather individual actions” (Monychenda, 2018). 

That is to say, self or individual agency is responsible for our own suffering and conflict – 

essentially, we make our own kamma (action). 

During my lengthy internship with BEC monks, I learned how audio video tape 

recordings of BEC’s peace work has become an integral part of a larger marketing, 

resourcing, and teaching strategy. By leveraging free social media, BEC has been able to 

address many of their strategic needs by down-loading video tape recordings of selected 

peace activities and posting them on Facebook, which is also linked to their web site. Ven. 

Hak Sienghai posits that this serves multiple strategic purposes. First, it illustrates to the 

tens of thousands of BEC viewers the good action being done in rural Cambodia. Second, 

it showcases the wholesomeness of socially engaged Buddhist peace work being done. And 

third, it aims to cultivate morality and a culture of peace and happiness by incorporating 

selected scriptures from Buddha’s teachings (dhamma), for example the four sublime 

states: compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy, and equanimity.  

As Ven. Hak Sienghai commented, “historically BEC came from nothing, we had 

no money, only wholesome dāna (generosity), kamma (action), and Buddhism’s spiritual 
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benefit to share with the people…to start receiving funds to support BEC’s programs, we 

first demonstrated our goodness through right action…since the very beginning, BEC 

always helped the people, but never asked for something in return…through good action, 

Cambodians benefited from our peace work…BEC offered a practical path to peace, 

happiness and social harmony without ever asking for something in return.” 

Funding. In a traditional sense, it would be accurate to say BEC has no formal 

funding strategy. This is because to do so would ignore or be in violation of the vinaya, the 

227 rules that regulate Buddhist monks’ way of life. As Ebihara (1968) captured in her 

dissertation and I often observed living with BEC monks, “adherence to the entire 227 rules 

is not overly rgid, and monks are not absolute paragons” (p. 158). Nonetheless, these rules 

prohibit monks from running a business and from soliciting in any form. It is because of 

the importance of generosity (dāna) in Buddhism that BEC monks do not experience the 

same funding challenges facing most NGOs. BEC monks do not suffer as a result of limited 

access to donors or because of a perceived lack of funding for their peace education 

programs. 

From my experience, the concept of generosity is an aspect of Buddhism often 

overlooked, undervalued, and misunderstood. These perceptions are especially prevalent 

in the West, where generosity is often confused with pity and the act of giving is frequently 

conditioned with selfish or imagined desires. In fact, despite popular stereotypes of 

Buddhism being only about peace (sukkah), morality (sīla) and mindfulness (sati) through 

meditation (bhavana), generosity is actually a crucial part of BEC’s peace education 

programs. As Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018) explained, “practicing dāna trains the mind in a 
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way to eliminate greed, ill-will and delusion…giving away what is valuable to you, reduces 

attachment or clinging to things which is a cause of suffering and social conflict.” 

While researching with Buddhist monks, I learned that dāna is important in all 

aspect of BEC’s peace work, including as an indirect funding source for its small operating 

budget. And although BEC monks viewed the purity of generosity as being closely 

associated with the spontaneity of good action, they understand not to judge or compare 

acts of dāna, given the obvious benefit generosity can have on alleviating human suffering 

and social conflict (dhukka).  

Notwithstanding the Buddhist monks’ keen understanding not to judge or compare, 

I was particularly impressed by how BEC monks rely on the dhamma and vinaya to frame 

the suitability of donations. On one occasion, I witnessed Ven. Hak Sienghai gently avoid 

responding to prodding by foreign donors to establish an Internet Cafe on the site of BEC’s 

new headquarters as a way to generate income and sustain BEC’s peace work. As I would 

observe, many of the well-intentioned funding strategies recommended by foreigners were 

incongruent with the dhamma and vinaya as generally practiced by BEC and socially 

engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks. Although most of these proposals had the potential 

to be profitable and benefit others through BEC’s peace education programs, these ideas 

contradicted how BEC monks understand and rely on generosity to fund, teach, sustain, 

and improve their peace education programs. 

But considering that materialism, profiting, and selfishness dominate the social 

landscape in post-genocide Cambodia, how do BEC monks view their own way of life as 

practiced in their peace work? And furthermore, how can we interpret its efficacy in a 
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social setting that has become conditioned by modernity’s greed, hatred, and delusion? The 

emphasis here is placed on wisdom, morality and mindfulness as outlined in the noble 

eightfold path: In other words, everything BEC monks do is done simply, modestly, and 

with a sense of compassion and selflessness. Their shaved heads and eyebrows for 

example, symbolizes their divorce from beauty and vanity, the orange robes symbolize 

simplicity and detachment of materialism, and eating only twice a day is not to be enjoyed, 

but only to sustain life. The younger monks at BEC may be still learning what the Buddha 

discovered over 2,500 years ago, but their taking refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma, and 

Sangha is written in the very structure of their existence. It essentially defines their chosen 

livelihood or way of life, which is further reflected in BEC’s strategic vision, peace praxis, 

and organizational structure. 

In addition to the vinaya, the Buddhist notion of equanimity and the middle path 

guide BEC monks’ peace work and their way of life. But as Rat Kompheak (2018) posited, 

“[Buddhist] monks can no longer remain traditionalists in the age of 

modernity…prohibiting monks from touching money makes it impractical to function in a 

society dependent on the use of currency or bank notes.” Mindful of the impact societal 

norms have on a monks’ daily activities, the rule prohibiting Buddhist monks from 

touching money has been somewhat relaxed. Although the rule still exists, BEC monks 

now have the capacity to pay for transportation, university courses, and to take care of 

minor incidental costs without the constant assistance of a lay person. But there are 

consequences to these actions as noted by BEC affiliates; daily almsgiving is a way of 
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teaching generosity to the laity which is something no longer practiced by BEC monks in 

the more traditional sense. 

As I observed, the purity or spontaneity of generosity is not always practiced by the 

Cambodian laity. Many Cambodians give to BEC because of their understanding of 

sammā-kamma (right-action) as a way to build merits for the next life. While generosity is 

a valuable aspect of BEC’s teaching strategy, the importance placed on judging and 

comparing in society often leads to a tolerance of greed, ill-will and delusion which is 

sometime found in the act of generosity. 

Teaching. This section provides a cursory glance into the how and what of BEC’s 

teaching strategy. Given the importance of this topic, it is covered more comprehensively 

in Chapter Six, Peace Education: Learning a New Peace Paradigm and briefly in Chapter 

Nine, Perceived Challenges and Efficacy. 

While some monks struggled trying to articulate in their own words the teaching 

strategy used by BEC, the more bilingually proficient monks I interviewed alluded to a 

freedom of understanding and thought as being paramount in their educational praxis. 

Unlike many religions that proselytize or evangelize, BEC monks claimed to follow the 

same strategic path the Buddha intended for the Sangha. That is to say, they all spoke about 

following a pedagogy of reason and critical thinking when defining their understanding of 

BEC’s teaching strategy. Because the Buddha viewed understanding and thought as an 

individual birthright, BEC monks claim to follow this same construct of questioning, 

examining, inquiring and relying on one’s experiential knowledge to discover reality. 
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But as I would learn from participating in BEC’s peace education programs, the 

only exception being the Prisoner Education program, a pedagogy of reason and critical 

thinking was not always practiced by BEC monks. According to both former and current 

monks I interviewed, the process of learning the Buddha’s teaching (dhamma) remains 

linked to rote learning. The idea of how to teach the dhamma to these mostly uneducated 

novice monks from poor agrarian backgrounds is by repeating Buddhist chants in Pāli 

language, the classical and liturgical language of the Theravāda Buddhist canon.  

While repetitive chanting of the dhamma in Pāli language still serves as a reliable 

memorization technique and as a way to internalize the positive nature of the four sublime 

states (compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity), this teaching 

strategy seems to contradict the pedagogy originally intended by the Buddha. I learned that 

most novice monks studying in the Buddhist primary and secondary schools were 

discouraged from using reason or think critically as a way to bring relevance to their 

understanding of the dhamma. Former monks now studying at the Preah Sihanouk Raja 

Buddhist University in Battambang, shared with me their frustrations of not being able to 

question what was being taught by the more senior monks and how this approach now 

applies to the everyday practice of the dhamma. 

The repetitive chanting and memorization used in Buddhist primary and secondary 

schools is something I observed being practiced by BEC monks in public schools through 

its Youth Education program. With few exceptions, “because of the strong influence of the 

Buddhist educational system, they [BEC monks] learned to teach the dhamma in a very 

traditional way, which follows a methodology that offers little opportunity to reason or 
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question why...but if you are not allowed to examine, inquire or rely on your experience; 

it becomes difficult to understand why” (Kim Pritchet-Chhon, 2018). 

While it is important how BEC monks teach the dhamma, the research generated 

rich discussion about a perceived need to recover the original teaching strategy of the 

Buddha, and at the same time being open to the idea of following a pedagogy more suitable 

for the next generation of Cambodians. As explained by BEC monks, repeating a positive 

mantra for example the four sublime states during meditation sessions, has little 

transformative effects on behaviors and attitudes if the students don’t understand Pāli 

language and struggle to contextualize the monks’ message. As I reflected on how BEC 

monks generally taught the dhamma to the laity, it reminded me of growing up as a Catholic 

when the mass was given in Latin. Similarly, the majority of parishioners did not 

understand Latin, nor did the priests’ message transmit clearly to be contectualized. 

As many monks and concerned lay people have recognized during informal 

interviews, what is taught in the Cambodian public school system is of grave importance 

to Cambodia’s future. This was also reflected in a survey taken by public school students 

regarding the importance of morality and monastic education as part of the public school’s 

curriculum. But teaching morality through the dhamma in the public school system has to 

be understood and relevant to Cambodia’s younger generation in order to be useful. 

Relying on a pedagogy that illustrates the dhamma less as a theory and more as an everyday 

practice in which the Buddha and BEC monks know to work, is very important.  

As people of virtue or those known to live in the highest moral standing, Buddhist 

monks still command absolute reverence in Cambodian society. To some extent, this has 
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created a narrative of dissonance as observed by a few former Buddhist monk. “If BEC 

monks rely only on their high moral standing in society to educate the Cambodian people 

about what the dhamma is, but do not teach the laity how to think and practice the dhamma, 

bringing social change to Cambodia will remain a challenge…respect for people of virtue 

is good, but too much respect in the extreme way is not good because it disqualifies open 

communication between monks and lay people” (Kim Prichet-Chhon, 2018). 

Interestingly, Ven. Hak Sienghai and the other volunteer monks at BEC are also 

aware of the concerns expressed by Kim Prichet-Chhon. Therefore, in keeping with the 

Buddha’s original intentions of teaching about the dhamma, BEC’s peace education 

programs are guided by wisdom, morality and mindfulness. Always eager to share their 

knowledge and compassion to serve humanity, BEC monks told me that they rely on the 

practicality of the noble eightfold path (magga) and middle path (majjhima patipada) as a 

strategic formula in which to show the lay people how to reconcile human suffering and 

social conflict (dhukka). What I perceived as a keen strategic vision, Hak Sienghai 

recognized the need to restore morality in post-genocide Cambodia. He also validated the 

importance of gaining access to the public school system, as teaching the dhamma to the 

next generation of Cambodians is fundamental to BEC’s overall mission.  

Notwithstanding these concerns, right understanding, right thought and right 

action hold primacy on how and what BEC monks attempt to teach. And although the 

Buddha was concerned with social development, according to Ven. Phumchhon Tola 

(2018) and others, “his priority was on teaching the dhamma.” This is an area where my 
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observations regarding the right path for socially engaged Buddhist monks in Cambodia 

appear valid. 

Sustaining. When discussing a strategy-to-sustain BEC’s peace education 

programs, I learned from BEC monks that the idea of sustainability is grounded in right 

action (sammā-kamma). Premised on the law of cause and effect, kamma is the belief that 

past actions influence the present and present actions influence the future. As clarified by 

Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018); “we [at BEC] don’t excessively lament about the past and its 

effects on the present, and we don’t try to overly predict outcomes or look too much into 

the future…we focus on good action through wholesome generosity (dāna) in the 

present…it is through our good action that ultimately influences the sustainability of 

BEC’s peace work.” Because as individuals we make our own kamma or action, 

sustainability is built into BEC’s goal of promoting high moral principles for a cohesive 

and peaceful society primarily through its Youth Education program.  

Initially, the idea of relying on kamma or individual action to shape BEC’s strategic 

approach to sustain its peace work challenged the foundation of my Western epistemology. 

To simply view an action as either good or bad and then applying some corresponding 

objective to derive at a predetermined outcome, would not be congruent with Buddhist 

epistemology. Yet after spending significant time with Buddhist monks, I began to reflect 

on both the unifying and sustainable potential the law of cause and effect could have in the 

field of conflict analysis and resolution. According to BEC monks, actions depend on self 

or individual agency, which could potentially be problematic in the context of sustaining 
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BEC’s peace work. This is particularly true if desired outcomes are conditioned by greed, 

hatred, and delusion, rather than generosity, compassion and wisdom. 

This is where the strategic outlook for BEC’s sustainability greatly differs from 

most organizations. Traditionally, NGOs are directly dependent on external funding to 

sustain ongoing projects, salaries, and overall operational budgets. The pressure to sustain 

budgets, salaries and operations though external funding has the potential to cause anxiety 

if the funding source is disrupted. While many donors ideally try to partner with 

organizations whose purpose is closely aligned with their values, principles and interests, 

this is not always the case. According to Heng Monychenda (2018), his organization is a 

perfect example of the consequences of relying on external funding to sustain an 

organization. In these cases, “the relationship often turns asymmetrical in favor of the 

donor, and it does not take long before the business side of the operation clouds the 

humanity side of the operation…it is during these moments when the core values and 

principles of the organization become compromised.” 

BEC monks’ strategy to sustain its peace work is different from all NGOs with 

whom I am familiar. This is mainly because BEC is not excessively dependent on external 

funding as is the case with most NGOs that pay salaries and have large operational budgets. 

For BEC, the core resource to be sustained is not money, but rather their understanding 

about the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) and their capacity to share this knowledge with 

the Cambodian laity. According to BEC monks, sustainability has a completely different 

perspective than most NGOs, and for good reason. 
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As I discovered during a survey administered by my second year students at Preah 

Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University, which is covered further in Chapter Seven, a lack of 

morality in society and the elements of greed, hatred, and delusion (ignorance) in 

Cambodia’s public institutions pose the biggest social challenge and what is considered an 

obstacle to peace, happiness and social harmony. 

Because of cultural forces and the influences that exit within a population, the 

Buddha prophesized that within 5,000 years, Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) and more 

importantly its practice, would cease to exist as originally conceived (Dhammika, 2009). 

That is to say, the dhamma and Buddha’s way of life would no longer serve humanity as a 

nonviolent path to peace, happiness, and social harmony. “Materialism will overwhelm 

their minds and drive them to struggle for their own imagined desires and selfish ends, and 

the lust for power and wealth will prevail over teachings of compassion and truth (as cited 

in Buddhadassa, 1986, p. 127).” If materialism and selfishness dominate the social 

landscape as prophesized by the Buddha, how do BEC monks view and improve their own 

way of life as currently practiced through BEC’s peace education programs? 

Improving. As BEC monks would often tell me, “no one is perfect and there is no 

need to compare oneself with others.” This does not suggest, however, that they ignore 

improving the practice of their peace education programs. But for BEC monks, the Western 

notion of improving is framed in the context of the Buddha’s way of life. That is to say, 

how well do BEC monks convey the purity of the dhamma through its peace education 

programs, and how well does the laity understand and practice the dhamma as embodied 

in the noble eightfold path? As explained by Ven. Hak Sienghia (2017), “the path contains 
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everything a lay person needs in order to have a good life and to develop spiritually…it 

covers every aspect of life: the intellectual, the moral, the social and economic, and the 

psychological.”  

As I learned, the strategic approach to improve BEC’s five peace education 

programs has a uniquely different meaning from my Western understanding and thoughts. 

This is partially because Buddhist monks are not allowed to engage in business practices, 

according to the vinaya. Therefore, the idea of improving BEC is not based on any 

particular marketing scheme aimed to promote financial support for its peace work. Unlike 

many NGOs, BEC is not guided by a desire to increase its budget or salaries for its 

members, which can easily be conditioned by greed, hatred, and delusion. In other words, 

having a systematic plan to attain a business-oriented objective is of little strategic 

importance for BEC monks, as their operating budget relies on wisdom (paññā) and 

generosity (dāna) in its various forms. As summarized by Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018), “a 

virtuous person has wisdom and the wise person has virtue…they are inseparable.” This 

seems to capture the essence of BEC’s strategy to improve its peace education programs. 

While Chapter Six, Peace Education: In Search of a Grand Strategy and Chapter 

Nine, Perceived Challenges and Efficacy cover this topic in more detail, what BEC monks 

are trying to achieve is to broaden awareness about the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) and 

to sustain a level of social engagement consistent with BEC’s capacity to offer their peace 

education programs to a growing youth population. As Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018) inferred, 

the strategic process of improving BEC’s peace education programs will always be guided 

by the dhamma as practiced through the noble eightfold path. This is because the path or 
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the Buddha’s way of life is said to be written into the very structures of human existence 

consisting of wisdom, morality, and mindfulness (Armstrong, 2000, p. 74).  

Although I observed foreign affiliates encouraging BEC monks to place more 

emphasis on improving the business side of BEC, these efforts had little impact on Ven. 

Hak Sienghai. BEC monks were equally less persuaded by donors who expressed their 

concerns over the decline of the number of Buddhists in the world and suggested that BEC 

improve how many people were being converted into believing in the Buddha’s way of life. 

Not only were these suggested improvements antithetical to Buddhism, the strength of 

Buddhism as expressed by BEC monks continues to be grounded in the purity of 

understanding the dhamma and how well the contents of the noble eightfold path embodied 

in BEC’s peace education programs are practiced by Cambodians. 

When I asked monks to explain BEC’s strategy to improve its five peace education 

programs, there was initial confusion. This is mainly because the Western concept of 

improving as understood by the Buddhist monks is not perceived as being something 

external or associated with a business practice. Their notion of improving is not directed 

towards activities and outcomes as measured by most NGOs grounded in Western values 

and principles. Instead, BEC monks focus on transforming self or what is inside your mind. 

But because BEC monks recognize that nobody is perfect, they tend to view the process of 

improving or transforming self as a step-by-step process of critical-reflection and mindful 

practice. In other words, the notion of improving for BEC monks is a process of reversing 

the negative aspects of ego and self that obstruct our path towards enlightenment (nibbāna). 
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Unlike my Western perspective of looking at outcomes as criteria in which to 

measure the efficacy or improvements needed in an organization, Buddhist monks focus 

on inputs as the means to organizational improvement. For BEC monks, wisdom, virtues, 

and mindfulness hold primacy when it comes to improving BEC’s peace education 

programs. This is because for BEC monks, right understanding (sammā-diṭṭhi), right 

action (sammā-kammanta), and right mindfulness (sammā-sati) aim to transform greed 

(lobha), hatred (dosā), and delusion (moha) into their positive alternatives of generosity 

(dāna), compassion (karuṇā) and loving-kindness (mettā), and wisdom (paññā). As 

posited by one of BEC’s younger monks, “developing the mind is key to improving our 

road to individual peace, happiness and social harmony.” 

Another uniquely different perspective on improving BEC’s peace activities is the 

monk’s practice of living life in the present moment. In Buddhism, lamenting about the 

past and excessively worrying about the future brings about unnecessary suffering and 

conflict (dhukka). While there is a reliance on right action (kamma), this is not to say that 

BEC monks don’t reflect on the past or totally ignore the importance of planning for the 

future. This is where the Buddha’s concept of the middle way or middle path found in the 

noble eightfold path is considered paramount in BEC’s peace education programs. It is 

here where the notion of dualism, absolutism and extremism are replaced by more 

intellectually unifying discourse embodied in compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic 

joy and equanimity and practiced by BEC monks through their peace work. 

While reflecting on Ven. Yem Vanna’s (2018) explanation of how Buddhist monks 

view the idea of improving BEC’s peace education programs, my attention is drawn to the 
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ongoing debate in the conflict analysis and resolution field over the connection and 

contention between structure and agency. As this research uncovered, the Cambodian 

people created the social system in Cambodia as much as the social system created the 

Cambodian people. Yet because of BEC’s internal-orientation and singular focus on self, 

this approach seems to undervalue structural transformation, which some argue perpetuates 

the status quo in the form of a structurally and culturally violence social system. Similarly, 

the Liberal Peace paradigm’s sole reliance on external structures and institutions seemed 

to have undervalued the importance of morality, spirituality, and generosity in the form of 

compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy, and equanimity in its social system. 

Conclusion. Because hermeneutic is our first mode of cognitive understanding 

(Bentz and Shapiro, 1998, p.111), attempting to interpret BEC’s organizational design 

apart from this PAR study with Theravāda Buddhist monks would have potentially limited 

and distorted my knowledge. While the literature helped guide this research and served as 

an illuminating starting point to understand the importance of Cambodia’s historical and 

cultural context, it was only through this lived experience that access to the undiscovered 

minds of BEC monks was made possible. It was through this unique research process of 

self-reflection and mindful inquiry that allowed me to better understand how BEC monks 

think about their organizational structure to include its vision, mission, goal and the 

strategies used regarding marketing, funding, teaching, sustaining and improving its peace 

education programs.  

While I initially viewed BEC as an organization built on power and hierarchy, I 

learned that the power of wisdom, virtues in the form of morality, generosity and 
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compassion, and mindfulness best characterized BEC’s vision, mission, goal and 

operational strategies. As a pathway to peace, happiness and social harmony, improving 

morality and promoting spiritual growth through its five peace education programs is how 

BEC monks intended to rebuild the social fabric in post-genocide Cambodia. This thinking 

was consistent with the responses I got from surveys, semi-structured interviews and 

reflective focus groups with those who most benefited from BEC’s peace work. 

As this chapter uncovered, the noble eightfold path (Figure 4) is foundational to 

BEC’s peace work and serves as a practical approach to transform self or individual agency. 

But how strategic has BEC’s approach to education about and for peace been amid the 

temptations and confusion brought on by the forces of modernity and a violent social 

system? Despite acknowledging BEC monks’ latent power to mobilize the laity in the 

service of Cambodia’s social and spiritual needs, the perceived absence of a grand strategy 

to leverage a more cohesive body of peacemakers may have limited the full capacity of 

socially engaged Buddhist monks. In other words, BEC’s strategic approach to restore 

morality and a sense of spiritual growth in post-genocide Cambodia could better serve the 

Sangha as a pilot study in which to expand this local brand of socially engaged Buddhism 

beyond BEC’s limited scope and capacity. 

As the research further exposed, my personal way of being, thinking, perceiving, 

and feeling distorted my initial understanding and thoughts about BEC and its peace 

education programs. It was not until I began to fully experience the unique insight of 

researching with socially engaged Buddhist monks and began to understand the Buddhist 

way of life as practiced by BEC monks, that I was able to expand my knowledge about 
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Buddhism epistemology. As I expanded the intellectual space of my understanding and 

thoughts, I learned that sustaining and improving BEC’s peace education programs 

involved transforming greed into generosity, hatred and ill-will into loving-kindness and 

compassion, and delusion into wisdom.  

Yet universal challenges facing BEC still exit as expressed by BEC monks and lay 

people alike, “nowadays, people place higher value on materialism, individualism and 

dualism rather than on Buddhist values of moderation, selflessness and 

interconnectedness.” As I often observed, many Cambodians call themselves Buddhists, 

but do not always know how to practice the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) as prescribed 

in the noble eightfold path. Many Cambodians struggle with the idea of living their lives 

according to the dhamma and continue to violate the five precepts. 

In addition to gaining increased knowledge about the meaning of BEC’s 

organization design, the research also discovered how deeply rooted attitudes, behavioral 

patterns and social structures from the Hindu heritage and glorified legacy of the Angkor 

Empire have endured in 21st century Cambodia. To some extent, by placing primacy on 

transforming legacy institutions presumed to be structurally and culturally violent, 

UNTAC’s mandate to restore peace (sukha) in Cambodia made little substantive progress 

in reversing the legacy of a highly stratified society designed to extract resources from the 

people. Similar to other societies, a few powerful people continued to wield absolute power 

through fear, patronage and violence over the majority. I find that a desire or clinging to 

absolute power, the use of fear and patronage as a form of control, and legitimizing 
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violence and cruelty continues to have a lasting effect on the Cambodian population, the 

Sangha, and to a lesser degree BEC monks.  

According to BEC monks, the prevalence of desire (taṇhā) and clinging (upādāna) 

are the underlying root cause of human suffering and social conflict. It is egotism, unwise 

judging, and the transcending nature of greed, hatred and delusion that obstructs the process 

of conflict resolution and transformational social change. That is to say, these conditions, 

along with a lack of mindfulness and a sense of interconnectedness, hinders our ability to 

follow a non-violent path to peace and social harmony. Similar to the ongoing connection 

and contention between structure and agency, the research identified a causal relationship 

between human suffering (dukkha) and the cultural legacy identified in behaviors, attitudes 

and the social structures that govern Cambodia. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

SOCIALLY ENGAGED BUDDHISM:  

IN SEARCH OF A GRAND STRATEGY 

 

Introduction. The somewhat dated perspectives of existing scholarship on socially 

engaged Buddhism is due in part to cultural bias and misreading Buddhist text. But more 

importantly for failing to examine engaged Buddhism through the eyes of monks as it is 

actually practiced today. Jones (2003) claims that while Westerners in particular have 

adopted home-grown variants of insight meditation, they have been relatively ignorant to 

Buddhism’s social dimension (p. 120). A lack of experiential knowledge and limited 

participation in research by Buddhist monks has also led to false assumptions about the 

meaning of Buddhism and socially engaged Buddhists monks. As captured further in the 

literature, cultural influence by dominant foreign powers and a deliberate process of 

secularization was unnaturally imposed on Theravāda Buddhist countries of Southeast 

Asia (Sivaraksa, 1988, p. 12).  

Not fully understanding socially engaged Buddhism by early Western scholars and 

a narrow focus on spirituality as part of peacebuilding praxis was felt in Cambodia. While 

some peacebuilders valued Buddhism’s approach to transform attitudes and behavior, it 

was within a liberal peace paradigm that gave rise to a Western theory that socially 

engaged Buddhist monks added little value to post-genocide reconstruction (Curtis, 1998, 
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p. 128). Not surprisingly, UNTAC’s lack of attention to Buddhist monks’ approach to 

conflict resolution was a signature failure in its peacebuilding efforts (Ibid). 

Notwithstanding the Western construct of Buddhism as socially disengaging and 

only useful for individual transformation and meditation, the literature on conflict analysis 

and resolution identified a need for a more balanced understanding of 21st century engaged 

Buddhism from the perspective of Buddhist monks (Ramsbotham, et.al, 2011). Admittedly, 

before walking along this research path with socially engaged Buddhist monks in post-

genocide Cambodia, I too was wrongly influenced by dominant Western understanding 

and thought. I was simply unfamiliar with many of the peace-related ideas and concepts as 

explained by BEC monks and their core affiliates. 

Despite being a new scholar in the field of conflict analysis and resolution, I did 

not see Buddhist epistemology being explored with any degree of specificity among the 

peace and conflict resolution community. As this research with Theravāda Buddhist monks 

progressed, it became apparent that my limited understanding about engaged Buddhism’s 

framework of peace education and peace action demanded more insight. It was here where 

the research with BEC monks guided my curiosity as to how Buddhist monks think about 

cultivating morality and a culture of peace, happiness, and social harmony. 

Also, in response to assumptions and gaps identified in the literature regarding the 

ongoing debate whether peacebuilding praxis should place primacy on structure or agency, 

Chapter Six is constructed to first briefly define Buddhism, the Sangha and to a lesser extent 

the Dhamma in the context of engaged Buddhism. It then outlines the characteristics of 

socially engaged Buddhism through Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s (BEC) peace 
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education programs. Finally, Chapter Six briefly uncovers BEC monks’ emphasis on self 

or individual agency in the context of their peace education programs. With the aim to 

reach the deepest transformative needs of humanity, socially engaged Buddhism as 

practiced by BEC monks also serves as an indirect critique of the liberal peace paradigm’s 

failure in post-genocide Cambodia to establish a relationship between individual agency 

and social structures. 

What is Buddhism? Prior to my research with Theravāda Buddhist monks, I was 

intellectually confused about Buddhism. My knowledge was influenced mostly by Western 

scholars whose categorization of Buddhism ranged from being a religion, to a philosophy, 

to a philosophy and a meditative discipline, and to a combination of both a religion and 

philosophy (Harris, 2007; Queen and King, 1996; King, 2009; Lester, 1973; Bond, 2004). 

Although defining Buddhism is part of a separate and larger body of scholarship, it is 

nonetheless important to briefly summarize its meaning as understood by BEC monks 

rather than simply relying on Western categorizations of Buddhism before exploring the 

characteristics of socially engaged Buddhism with respect to this research.  

With its origin beginning in northern India, Theravāda (Way of the Elders or 

Doctrine of the Senior Monks) is the most ancient form of Buddhism and dominant school 

found in Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar (Burma), Thailand and Sri Lanka (Lester, 1973). 

Buddhism is commonly divided into three main schools or sects as practiced primarily in 

Asia and now more frequently in other parts of the world with varying cultural adaptations. 

The three main branches of Buddhism are: Theravāda, Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna, which 

are the umbrella terms commonly used for the Buddhism of East Asia and Central Asia / 
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the Himalayas (Crosby, 2014, p. 2). Mahāyāna Buddhism is primarily practiced in China, 

Indonesia, Vietnam, Korea, Tibet, and Japan; whereas Vajrayāna is largely adherent to 

Mahāyāna Buddhism and followed mostly in Tibet. It is Vajrayāna or Tantrayana which 

is the school most closely associated with Tibetan Buddhism. This is the school of 

Buddhism in which most Westerners are familiar, mainly because of the influence and 

popularity of His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama who was exiled from his Tibetan 

homeland in 1959.  

Notwithstanding the important evolution of various Buddhist sects, the actual name 

Buddhism comes from the Pāli verbal root budhi, which means enlightenment or to awaken 

(nibbāna). This philosophy has its origins in the experience of Siddhāttha Gotama, known 

as the Buddha. For this reason, BEC monks consider Buddhism to be a philosophy of 

awakening. As the meaning of philosophy comes from the Greek roots philo- meaning love 

and -sophia meaning wisdom, I learned that it was for love and wisdom or their love for the 

Buddha that motivated BEC monks to follow the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). For BEC 

monks, wisdom is synonymous with the Buddha, and the dhamma guides them along a 

spiritual path towards awakening or enlightenment (nibbāna). Their interest in generosity 

and social harmony is what encouraged BEC monks to join the Sangha (community of 

ordained monks and nuns), and their compassion towards humanity inspired them to 

volunteer as socially engaged Buddhist monks at BEC.  

Because the Pāli Canon is the authorized scriptural collection of Theravāda 

Buddhism, all BEC monks studied Pāli language for a minimum of two years as a part of 

their formal education in Buddhism. For BEC monks, attending Pāli language school took 
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place prior to their attending one of the Buddhist primary and secondary schools. 

Considered an important first step in the formal education of all Theravāda Buddhist 

monks, this is because the closes understanding of Buddhism is preserved in the Pāli 

language. As the literature points to how cultural adaptations have distorted the true 

meaning and practice of Buddhism (Jones, 2003), the purpose of learning the Buddha’s 

teachings in its original text aims to preserve the integrity of Buddhism so that it can be 

practiced and passed on in its purest form.  

As I learned, the majority of BEC monks view Buddhism not as a religion, nor as 

a philosophy, but rather as a way of life according to the Buddhsa’s taechings (dhamma). 

As captured by Ven. Dhammika (2009), Buddhism is a way to recognize that life is about 

human suffering and social conflict (dukkha), and Buddhism is designed to reconcile 

dukkha. Centered on the four noble truths, the first truth is that life is suffering and conflict, 

and it is impossible to live without experiencing some kind of pain or distress. The second 

truth is that human suffering and social conflict is caused by self through craving and 

attachment. The third truth is that suffering and conflict can be overcome, and inner-peace 

and happiness attained. And the fourth truth is a prescription or path that helps reconcile 

human suffering and social conflict. It is understood by BEC monks that thi practical path 

covers every aspect of life, which is called the noble eightfold path: right understanding, 

right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, 

and right concentration (Table 2). 

Characteristics of socially engaged Buddhism. The literature highlights a plethora 

of historical examples, highlighting characterists of socially engaged Buddhism 
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commensurate within their unique context. As a Buddhist development organization, Dr. 

A.T. Ariyaratne and the Saravodaya Sharamadana movement in Sri Lanka may have 

achieved the most in the area of economics of any socially engaged Buddhist (King, p. 

105). Guided by spirituality, generosity, and the Buddhist middle path, Saravodaya 

identified ten basic human needs that its programs aimed to help Sri Lankan people meet: 

clean environment, clean and adequate water supply, simple clothing, balanced food,  

simple housing, basic health care, simple communication facilities, minimum energy, 

continuing education for all, and cultural and spiritual development. 

In addition to socially engaged Buddhists’ oriented towards economic and social 

development concerns, there have been a number of engaged Buddhist leaders who came 

to prominence by responding to military violence and genocide. Those who were at the 

forefront of actively using nonviolence to engage issues of war and peace were Thich Nhat 

Hanh in Vietnam and Mahā Ghosananda in Cambodia, (King, p. 67). 

While showing tremendous courage and compassion for the Vietnamese people 

who suffered from American aerial bombings during the Vietnam War, it is said that Thich 

Nhat Hanh left the calm, silence of meditation to engage the human suffering of his fellow 

citizens. He coined his nonviolent movement engaged Buddhism, which emphasized how 

“we must be aware of the real problems in the world…then with mindfulness, we will know 

what to do and what not to do to be of help” (Crosby, 2014, p. 277). As pointed out by 

King (2009), “Thich Nhat Hanh has made probably the single greatest contribution to 

global thinking about peacemaking with his idea of being peace” (p.81). He makes clear in 

his book titled: Being Peace, that it is necessary to be peace in order to make peace. That 
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is to say, “if we are not happy, if we are not peaceful, we cannot share peace and happiness 

with others” (Thich Nahat Hanh, 1987, p. 3). 

Not only did Mahā Ghosananda help with the restoration of the Sangha and 

Buddhism in Cambodia, he re-introduced the concept of socially engaged Buddhist monks. 

Replicating a Buddhist practice of walking among the people of everyday life to gain a 

face-to-face encounter with human suffering, it was Mahā Ghosananda’s dhammayietra or 

peace walk which served to reteach the meaning of socially engaged Buddhism to the next 

generation of monks (Maat, 2017). His social teachings asserted a need for inner-peace to 

create social peace, and suggested that Buddhist meditation and a sense of 

interconnectedness is the path towards social harmony (Weiner, 2003, p. 116). For 

Ghosananda, engaged Buddhism is based on personal transformation - through wisdom, 

spirituality, and generosity – these are considered fundamental to social transformation. 

Finally, some engaged Buddhists demonstrated a form of spiritual social activism. 

In clear opposition to Western social systems, Buddhadasa believed these political and 

economic structures were flawed because they did not fully incorporate Buddhist values 

and principles. He viewed the influence of these social institutions as an extension of 

Western greed, hatred, and delusion, which he believed created existential consequences 

for the Sangha and society as a whole. Buddhadasa (1994) defined his brand of engaged 

Buddhism dhamma socialism, considered “a fellowship or community grounded in the 

Buddha’s teachings in which all members restrain from their own self-interest to act on 

behalf of the common good” (p. 5). What he was trying to replicate through engaged 

Buddhism was the same form of democracy and living conditions found in the Sangha. 
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The general idea behind Budhadasa’s approach to socially engaged Buddhism was to create 

a model for an ideal society in which human suffering and social conflict is alleviated by 

practicing key Buddhist principles such as interconnectedness, loving-kindness, 

generosity, and selflessness (Tarantino, 2012).  

Guided by the Buddhist notion of kamma (action), each of these examples of 

engaged Buddhist believed that the means one uses determines the ends that one achieves. 

For example, if a society wants to eliminate poverty and forged social harmony, one has to 

practice wisdom and generosity to reach that end. Similarly, if one wants to have a 

nonviolent society, one has to embrace loving-kindness and use nonviolent means to reach 

that end. Finally, if the world seeks a path to peace and happiness, one has to live morality 

and spirituality to reach that end. 

To varying degrees, each of these historical examples of socially engaged 

Buddhism holds the same generally characteristics found in BEC’s model: non-violence, 

interconnectedness, non-self or selflessness, generosity, equanimity, and middle path. As 

generally explained by BEC monks, socially engaged Buddhism, as practiced in their peace 

education programs, can be generally characterized as taking refuge in the Buddha, 

Dhamma, and Sangha. That is to say, the characteristics of wisdom, spirituality, generosity, 

and mindfulness form the basis of BEC’s approach to socially engaged Buddhism. 

According to BEC monks, the Buddha and wisdom are synonymous and hold the 

true nature of reality through right understanding and right thought. It is the the Buddha’s 

teachings (dhamma) that guides spiritual growth, and meditation that helps internalize and 

put the noble eightfold path (magga) into practice. Recognizing a link between poverty, 
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immorality and criminality, following the same democratic features of the Sangha are how 

BEC monks intend to forge a new paradigm to peace and social harmony. Also considered 

forms of generosity, the four sublime states (compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic 

joy, and equanimity) are featured charactieristics in BEC’s peace education programs. 

As conveyed by BEC monks, “Buddhism is a non-violent [ahimsa] way of life, 

which engages in generosity (dāna) in its various forms through the daily practice of the 

[Buddha’s teachings] dhamma.” This is simply summarized by Crosby (2014), as taking 

refuge in the three refuges: Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha. I heard the primacy of ritual in 

taking refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha chanted by BEC monks on a daily basis. 

For voluntary Buddhist monks and lay people at BEC, Buddhism is generally 

guided by wisdom and compassion in the service of the Cambodian people. Self-reflection 

and practicing the dhamma has become a way of life in which to reconcile human suffering 

and resolve conflicts – it’s their chosen path to inner-peace, happiness and social harmony. 

And although Buddhism has been practiced in Cambodia for centuries, I observed 

Buddhists whose actions can be traced to popular superstitions and rituals found in the 

Hindu legacy rather than in the dhamma. I witnessed many devout Buddhists throughout 

Cambodia treating the Buddha as a God-like-figure and following Buddhism as if it was 

guided by theology. From my experience as a Catholic, practicing Buddhism in this way 

seemed to mimic the Judeo-Christian ethic which posits that believing in God is what 

defines the spiritual path in which to find a peaceful and meaningful life.  

As I learned from this research, this is also why Buddhism is not referred to as a 

religion by most Buddhist monks. Because by allowing a higher and unknown supreme 
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power command one’s life and destiny would be antithetical to the Buddhist notion of self 

or individual empowerment through self-reflection to reconcile human suffering and 

resolve conflict (dukkha). For monks, Buddhism is viewed as a human-centered rather than 

God-centered endeavor. The Buddha’s way of life is considered an intrinsically personal 

and psychological undertaking not to be confused with worshipping in a theological sense. 

From my understanding, by referencing Buddhism as a religion, wrongly places primacy 

on the worship of a higher being rather than on self or individual agency. In Buddhism, as 

explained by Ven. Phumchhon Tola, everyone has the potential to become enlightened or 

become a Buddha, which is not the case in many religions where there is only one God. 

This implies further certain stereotypes and cultural bias such as absolutism, 

extremism and dualism, all of which seem to contradict the Buddha’s idea of 

interconnectedness or dependent origination (dvādasanidānāni). According to Ven. Vy 

Sovechea (2018), by categorizing Buddhism as a religion intellectually obstructs the 

Buddhist pragmatic way of life. It is through the Buddhist idea of a middle path as embodied 

in the noble eightfold path, where primacy is placed on individual agency to transcend all 

extremes. It is here where Buddhism replaces the absolutism and dualism found in the 

belief of imagined God to determine one’s destiny with an intellectually unifying approach 

to spirituality.  

Notwithstanding the monks’ openness to all religions, I learned while researching 

with Buddhist monks that there are many sources of criticism directed at Buddhism’s idea 

of impermanence (anicca), non-self (anattā) and suffering (dukkha). I found these concepts 

particularly difficult to understand in Western culture. Instead of embracing these Buddhist 
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concepts, an adapted brand of Buddhism tends to ignore everything about the Buddha’s 

teaching (dhamma) except the practice of meditation in order to satisfy imagined desires 

often conditioned by modernity and the higher value placed on materialism, attachment 

and a sense of permanance.  

An alarming example of this modern Western fad for more insight is being 

promoted by the first Buddhist Chaplain in the U.S. Army. As a means of training soldiers 

to be more effective in their chosen profession, former Southern Baptist Thomas Dyer is 

essentially educating them to concentrate in the art of killing (as cited in Youtube, 2012). 

These misunderstandings extend to the Buddhist notion of non-self as a nihilistic denial of 

your reality; instead, of as a middle way between a nihilistic denial and a reification of the 

existence that you do have. For BEC monks, self is regarded as the core of our being and 

the underlying root cause of human suffering and social conflict. From my understanding 

of Buddhism, the notion of impermanence, non-self and suffering is easily misunderstood 

when viewed in absolute or extreme terms. The importance of kamma (action) in Buddhism 

suggests that the Buddha did not teach annihilation after death. Consistent with 

impermanence and non-self, Buddhists accept survival not in the sense of an eternal soul 

as followed in many religions, but rather in a renewed becoming.  

These misunderstandings even extend to some scholars of Buddhism who claimed 

that socially engaged Buddhists hold no intrinsic value in creating a good society, and by 

vocation Buddhist monks are not social reformers (Queen, et al, 2003, p. 263). While Max 

Weber (1916-1917) lacked the knowledge of contemporary engaged Buddhism when he 

wrote his essay on Hinduism and Buddhism, his characterization of engaged Buddhists as 
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irrelevant to contemporary social problems and inimical to social development is worthy 

of deeper scrutiny.  

My understanding of the Buddha’s teachings suggests that Buddhism is 

incompatible with the extremist conditions inherent in both capitalism and communism. 

As the sole survivor of the Cold War battle over extreme ideologies, this brought the social 

tendencies of Buddhism and engaged Buddhist monks in contention with the materialism, 

individualism, and exclusionism prided in the capitalist way of life. These same anti-

socialist perceptions extended into academia and NGOs, where peace scholars and 

practitioners casually inferred to Buddhism as an obstruction to social and economic 

development. But as I experienced, it would be wrong to suggest that BEC monks lack a 

clear understanding about social, economic, and political ideas when sharing their 

educational programs about and for peace with the Cambodian people. The literature points 

out how “the Buddha was not just interested in ultimate truth and liberation of individuals 

from their suffering, he thought deeply about the welfare of society…as his teachings 

reflect the connection between the development of the individual and social institutions of 

all kinds” (Ponlop, 2010, p. 173). According to BEC monks, the step-by-step spiritual 

develop of self becomes the basis for peace, happiness and social harmony in society. 

Although many of these criticisms may seem unfair, the seeds of failure in 

practicing Buddhism suggests a major departure from the true meaning of taking refuge in 

the Buddha. Instead of viewing the Buddha as an inspiration for conceiving the dhamma 

and then for showing a path towards enlightenment (nibbāna), many Cambodians remain 

disoriented about how to actually practice Buddhism in everyday life. Contrary to popular 
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belief, “[the Buddha] told his followers to look not at him but at the Dhamma; he himself 

had never been important” (Armstrong, 2000, p. 171).  

Something Uy Sithorn (2018) and other practicing Buddhists lay people also made 

clear to me was that “many Cambodians don’t understand how to practice Buddhism.” And 

while BEC monks casually acknowledged my observations and those made by Uy Sithorn, 

it was BEC’s core affiliates at the Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University who seemed 

to direct the cause for these dogmatic and seemingly extreme digressions on the Sangha 

and socially engaged Buddhist monks.  

For BEC’s core affiliates, what is important to observe here is that neither the 

Sangha nor BEC monks bear the responsibility within the context of engaged Buddhism to 

reconcile human suffering and social conflict, their role in this process or moral 

responsibility in Cambodian society is to teach the dhamma in its purest form and to guide 

the laity on their spiritual journey towards individual transformation. But after pausing for 

a moment to reflect on the notion of moral responsibility and the role of the Sangha and 

BEC monks in Cambodian society, their responses revealed a sense of guilt. After all, it is 

the Sangha’s duty to preserve the Buddhist scriptures, as much as it is the duty of each 

socially engaged Buddhist monk to teach the dhamma in its purest and most practical form. 

As posited by former Buddhist monk and now peace practitioner, “the Cambodian Sangha 

lacks a grand strategy in which to share and maintain the purity of the dhamma through 

socially engaged Buddhist monks (Heng Monychenda, 2018).” While this partially 

explains the transgressions identified in practicing Buddhism, is the lack of responsibility 
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a result of Buddhism’s core values or is it now a result of Cambodia’s current social 

construct? 

According to Ven. Rat Kopheak (2018), “most people don’t like to study the 

dhamma...knowledge about the dhamma has been lost in public schools.” Notwithstanding 

BEC’s main mission to share the Buddha’s teachings with Cambodia’s younger generation, 

and recognizing BEC’s limited capacity and access to teach the dhamma in public schools, 

this is a topic about Buddhism that was rarely discussed outside of semi-structured 

interviews. It was during a survey prepared and administered by my second year students 

at Preah Sinhanouk Raja Buddhist University that the severity of this reality was 

confirmed. The survey uncovered an over whelming concern for a lack of morality in post-

genocide Cambodia and most of those students surveyed encouraged Buddhist monks to 

teach the dhamma in public schools. While the majority of public school students felt that 

monastic education should be taught once a week, there were those who found it necessary 

for monks to teach morality every day. From this, the monks concluded that teaching the 

dhamma in public schools would have one of the larger influences on a lack of morality in 

post-genocide Cambodia. 

As captured in surveys and reflective focus groups, current views by Cambodian 

secondary and university students (lay people) generally contradicted Western 

understanding and thoughts about engaged Buddhism. It was assumed by many scholars 

that Buddhism, formerly the mainstay of traditional Cambodian life, lost much of its 

influence and authority, including observance of Buddhist-inspired values and principles 

governing social relationships and social practices. (Curtis, 1998, p. 124). They did not 
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agree with the notion that socially engaged Buddhist monks adds little value to Cambodia’s 

social dimension. But in addition to the views by secondary and university students, 

according to Ven. Vy Sovechea and other senior monks, “Buddhism is in the blood of the 

Cambodian population and still a key aspect of Cambodian culture as expressed through 

the community Wat [Buddhist temples]”. Listening to the wisdom conveyed in Ven. Vy 

Sovechea’s subtle message gave reason for hope in restoring Buddhism as peacemaking 

through socially engaged Buddhist monks. 

Notwithstanding right efforts in teaching the dhamma in a way that helps guide 

self-transformation and the need for the practical application of Buddhism, I observed 

many young monks and lay people still struggling to find inner-peace and happiness in 

their own lives. The same dogmatic approaches I experienced with religions are similarly 

practiced in Buddhism by both monks and the laity. While some monks don’t have strong 

educational backgrounds, others simply lack relevant past experience to share their 

knowledge about the dhamma in a meaningful way. As Uy Sithorn (2018) and other lay 

people opined, “many [monks] don’t know how to explain the noble eightfold path in a 

way that would be helpful to lay people.” The powerful aspect of the Buddha’s pedagogy 

was that he taught through conversation, which partially explains why many younger 

monks are challenged in this area. Part of this perceived frustration is brought on by the 

fact that Buddhist monks are taught the dhamma primarily in the Pāli language, and monks 

generally struggle to translate its meaning in the Khmer language. This is an issue 

recognized by Ven. Hak Sienghai, and through BEC’s Media Dhamma Talks program he 

has begun to teach the meaning of dhamma concepts in Khmer language. 
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While compassion (karuṇā) and generosity (dāna) are major reasons why monks 

are eager to share their knowledge about the dhamma, I learned by participating in BEC’s 

peace education programs that many monks simply lack experience and are generally 

incapable of effectively teaching the laity how to actually practice Buddhism in their 

everyday lives. Indeed, this is a huge hurdle to overcome – how BEC monks perceive this 

struggle, how they hope to respond to it, and what are their ideas on strengthening BEC’s 

ability to educate, is covered in Chapter Nine. In all fairness, however, understanding the 

nuances of the dhamma and practicing a Buddhist way of life is intellectually demanding 

and not always easy to practice in the age of modernity. As I continued to participate and 

observe BEC’s peace education programs, the need for a grand strategy suggested by Heng 

Monychenda began to resonate. 

“The Buddha was a highly unorthodox individual and a real anti-traditionalist, 

whereby the fundamental attitude of Buddhism is intensely empirical and anti-

authoritarian” (Gunaratana, 2015, p. 28). Here lies the challenge for the Sangha and 

socially engaged Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia. How do you begin to reverse 

the extreme desire and clinging to a social system grounded in a traditional liberal peace 

construct and generally conditioned by the negative aspects of modernity? How can the 

Sangha and the community of Buddhist monks begin to transcend violent institutions, 

when the Supreme Patriarch himself is perceived as being complicit in this process?  How 

can BEC monks teach social empowerment and address the social issues they face when 

their focus is only on teaching the dhamma?  While these are questions that continue to 

challenge socially engaged Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia, BEC monks see 
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the individual approach to social change as transformational. For them, it’s a step-by-step 

process that requires patience and is a process that begins with each individual Cambodian. 

According to Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018), “learning the dhamma in Pāli language 

taught BEC monks to understanding the meaning of Buddhism - how to gain access to their 

true self (atman) and to cultivate inner-peace.” 

In addition to learning about ahimsa (harmlessness) and how Siddhāttha Gotama 

meditated under a bodhi tree to reach nibbāna or the freedom from desire and the extinction 

of greed (loba), hatred (dosa) and delusion (moha), BEC monks learned about the four 

noble truth and the noble eightfold path.  

The Sangha and Socially Engaged Buddhism. As Theravāda Buddhism 

reconstitutes itself generally in Southeast Asia and more specifically in Cambodia, there 

may be reason for concern. Seeming to echo Buddhadasa (1986), many former monks 

believe that the moral erosion brought on by modernity and a secular society influenced by 

dominate Western values has so weakened the Sangha’s links with the Buddhist 

community that socially engaged Buddhist monks will have only marginal effect on society 

(Heng Monychenda, 2018). Put another way, will Buddhism as the Buddha intended it to 

be understood and socially practiced disappear as we know it from its historical context? 

Can the Sangha become the instrument for a much-needed paradigm shift in peace 

education through socially engaged Buddhists monks? Can BEC’s brand of socially 

engaged Buddhist monks serve as a pilot study, or will the search for a grand strategy 

uncover a new hybrid approach?  
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According to the literature, the Buddha was less optimistic about the future of 

socially engaged Buddhism than BEC monks. In fact, he set a time limit on Buddhism as 

he originally conceived it to last 5,000 years. The cause is not because Buddhism becomes 

outdated as a nonviolent way of life, but rather because of the human dimension to satisfy 

selfish desires. Whether done intentionally or unintentionally with some followers doing it 

deliberately for selfish purposes or because the purity of teaching the dhamma gradually 

erodes to adapt to cultural pressures. Notwithstanding the Buddha’s prophecy, the 

trajectory for the Sangha and Buddhism has already shown signs of serious degradation as 

currently practiced in Cambodia. Then the next Buddha will restore the purity of Buddhism 

to continue the cycle of birth and destruction of Buddhism. 

Nothwithstanding the notion of impermanence as it relates to the life cycle of 

Buddhism, the immediate future of Theravāda Buddhism will remain intimately synched 

with the future of the Sangha. But as this research has uncovered, the Cambodian Sangha 

must not be for its own preservation as argued by several senior monks. It must explore the 

development of a grand strategy in which to bring the dhamma as originally espoused by 

the Buddha, to the next generation of Cambodians. According to Heng Monychenda 

(2018), to preserve the relevancy of Buddhism, the Sangha must be perceived as a 

harmonious institution that transcends the dangers of self and immorality in Cambodian 

society through the many faces of socially engaged Buddhism as reflected in BEC. 

Once a key ingredient of positive social capital, the Sangha in Cambodia has 

increasingly and purposefully become a political tool in which to thwart the mobilization 

potential of socially engaged Buddhist monks. As I have witnessed, with the dominate 
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political arm of the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) reaching deeply into Buddhist 

temples across the Cambodian landscape, this leaves little freedom for socially engaged 

Buddhist monks to express the important elements of reason and critical thinking into their 

peace education and peace action. As encouraged by the Buddha and expressed through 

the Sangha, the dhamma aims to guide and preserve the freedom of thought and mind, as 

compulsion in every form is bad. But according to former Buddhist monks, the unrestricted 

approach to teaching the dhamma could potentially pose a danger for those intent in 

preserving the status quo…there is fear that socially engaged Buddhism could expose 

Cambodia’s violent social system and bring into serious question its validity. 

The literature highlights how socially engaged Buddhists have challenged 

colonialism and oppressive social systems in the past (Tarantino, 2012, p. 27). But the 

Buddhist structure in Cambodia as currently reflected in the Sangha, is very hierarchical, 

patriarchal and to a great extent complicit with state power and the preservation of existing 

violent social structures. While BEC monks were cautious about judging the current 

government and the role of the Supreme Patriarch of Cambodia in politicizing the Sangha, 

the argument often made by some of the older monks is that “it’s the only way to preserve 

the Sangha.” Uncharacteristically, some monks became defensive at my suggestion that 

the Sangha has deviated from its apolitical path as the Buddha envisioned, which raised a 

serious question: has wisdom, virtues and mindfulness through meditation eroded in 

Cambodia’s Sangha?  

While these are questions that only Buddhist monks can answer, I experienced 

during this research process how the freedom to exercise reason and critical thinking is 
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constantly tested throughout Cambodian society. As Bit (1991) posits, “Buddhism has been 

used by every ruler in the modern time to legitimize their political control…and in the 

process, the integrity of Buddhist principles as the spiritual foundation of Cambodian 

culture has been sacrificed.” Because this also takes place within Buddhist temples, the 

rationale used by BEC monks to move its headquarters from the political scrutiny found in 

Buddhist temples seems warranted.  

Many monks supported the motivations behind Ven. Hak Sienghai’s decisions and 

viewed this as a necessary first step to realize BEC’s new peace education paradigm. There 

are those, however, who vehemently criticized this move as lacking strategic vision. 

“Instead of working towards rebuilding a more unified Sangha, BEC chose a more 

independent path to express its version of socially engaged Buddhism” (Heng 

Monychenda, 2018). According to BEC core affiliates made up of Buddhist monks, former 

monks and lay people, BEC’s departure from the Buddhist temples is antithetical to the 

Buddhist notion of social harmony, interconnectedness and the unifying principles 

embodied in the original conception of the Sangha. 

According to Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018), “the history of Theravāda Buddhism 

expresses that without a socially engaged Sangha there can be no Buddhism” (Lester, 

1973). Its strength lies not only in the purity and morality of Sanghan life, but in the 

strength of the bonds which link the Sangha and the wider Cambodian community. Similar 

to other movements, Buddhism's positive influence on a community becomes stronger 

when there is a unity of effort. As Heng Monychenda (2018) implied, “when socially 

engaged Buddhist monks’ actions are disjointed and weak, there is always a danger of the 
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Sangha becoming further isolated and its effectiveness diminished…but when the links 

between the Sangha and laity are strong, this creates an indispensable social instrument in 

which to begin the deliberate process of transformational social change.” The creation of 

the Sangha illustrates tremendous strategic vision as a model of morality, equality, 

interconnectedness, and social harmony. It was a grand strategy with the sole purpose of 

addressing the root causes and conditions of human suffering and social conflict. 

Inasmuch as a Western notion of Church and State were inappropriately applied to 

a Cambodian context, the further imposition of a liberal peace paradigm failed to 

recognize that Theravāda Buddhist countries like Cambodia own a long-standing tradition 

and close association between government and the Sangha, and that government itself 

should be rightly viewed as a Buddhist institution that follows the same Buddhist values 

(Lester, 1973, p. 3).  

Unlike the liberal peace paradigm with its emphasis on social structures, for the 

Sangha and socially engaged Buddhist monks the central datum for peace is individual 

agency or the mind. It is in the first two verses of the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) where 

the definitive statement about the centrality of the mind is found. These verses guide BEC 

monks in answering the questions: What is the source of violence and peace, and what is 

the source of suffering and happiness? For BEC monks, the mind is the forerunner of all 

realities. It is within this context in which the vision formulated by grassroots socially 

engaged Buddhist monk movements like BEC which reflect a rich resource in the classical 

Buddhist teachings.  
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As posited by Bond (2004), “there can be no true happiness without inner peace, 

and there can be no social harmony without individuals who teach and exemplify the 

qualities of peace through social engagement (p. 28).” That is to say, the Sangha through 

the right actions as exercised by socially engaged Buddhists monks, should be viewed as 

carriers of peace, happiness and social harmony. While BEC’s peace education programs 

illustrate a new peace paradigm on a micro-level, it is the Sangha or community of ordained 

Buddhist monks and nuns that hold the promise in developing a grand strategy on a macro-

level. “It is the Sangha, as the monastic community of Buddhist monks and nuns, not BEC 

as an independent Buddhist monk-led organization that holds the key in developing a grand 

strategy to cultivate peace and social harmony in post-genocide” Cambodia (Monychenda, 

2018). 

Unlike other Theravāda Buddhist countries where there is a rich body of literature 

in both English and indigenous languages, the near extinction of Buddhism and the 

devastating destruction of Cambodia’s intellectual capacity during Khmer Rouge’s 

genocidal rule (1975 – 1979), eliminated most of the people and documents that would 

have provided historical accounts of the Sangha and socially engaged Buddhism in 

Cambodia. For the young monks and volunteer lay people at BEC, the concepts of socially 

engaged Buddhism, engaged Buddhists and socially engaged Buddhist monks are by-and-

large new phenomenon with very little historical context.  

While these concepts are known to have had their origins during the time of the 

Buddha over 2,500 years ago, it was only after the Cambodian Civil War or during the 

post-genocide period when prominent engaged Buddhist monks like Ven. Mahā 
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Ghosananda, Ven. Heng Monychenda and more recently Ven. Hak Sienghai had the 

opportunity to re-teach a reconstituted Sangha what these ideas actually meant in practice. 

Despite these few examplars of socially engaged Buddhist monks, few monks understand 

how to effectively place the dhamma into much needed practice, according to Kim Prichet-

Chhon (2018). 

Despite the long tradition of socially engaged Buddhist monks in Cambodian 

society, Heng Monychenda (2018) posited how the Cambodian Sangha has been purposely 

weakened. “It was during the Cold War period, particularly in the 1960s under King 

Sihanouk’s Buddhist Socialism Movement, when socially engaged Buddhism reached its 

pinnacle in Cambodia” (Monychenda, 2018). Although there is a major gap in 

documenting Cambodia’s historical account of socially engaged Buddhism, there are still 

a few senior monks and lay people with first hand experience. Although these historical 

examples help us define valuable characteristics of socially engaged Buddhism as 

experienced in Cambodia, it is through Buddhist monk-led organizations like BEC that 

provide current and relevant accounts of the Sangha and socially engaged Buddhism in 

post-genocide Cambodia. 

Defining Engaged Buddhism through BEC’s Peace Education Programs. This 

research with BEC monks has rekindled an ongoing philosophical debate among monks 

and lay people regarding the role of socially engaged Buddhist monks within the 

Cambodian context. Interestingly, many former monks and core affiliates of BEC have a 

different perspective on this issue than the younger volunteer monks at BEC. Because 

Buddhism teaches one to be mindful of judging and comparing, the monks I interviewed 



 

241 

 

and with whom I had focus groups prefaced their insights by saying that there is no right 

or wrong approach to engaged Buddhism when guided by Buddhist values and principles.  

More generally for BEC monks, wisdom (paññā), virtues of right speech, right 

action, and right livelihood, and mindfulness guide their conceptualization of socially 

engaged Buddhism. It is mainly generosity (dāna) in the form of compassion (karuṇā), 

loving-kindness, sympathetic joy (muditā) and equanimity (upekkhā) that makes up a few 

of the defining characteristics embodied in BEC’s peace education programs. When asked 

how BEC determined which peace activities to use when engaging Cambodians, according 

to Ven. Yem Vanna (2017), “it was the lay people who actually determined BEC’s five 

peace education programs…it was the Buddha who provided the wisdom and defined the 

spiritual path for socially engaged Buddhist monks.”  

“Everything BEC does begins with generosity (dāna), which according to Ven. Rat 

Kompheak (2017) covers two main areas: Āmisa and Dhamma.” Āmisa is considered the 

material component of generosity such as food, clothes, shelter and medical assistance, 

whereas dhamma is the educational component. For BEC monks, however, “generosity is 

not measured based on results, outcomes or whether the budget allows BEC to conduct big 

or small projects…[as monks] we don’t think in these terms because dāna is the same when 

based on right understanding, right thought and right action” (Rat Kompheak, 2017). 

Consistent with the literature, “the true essence of the Buddha’s teachings is wisdom joined 

by compassion” (Ponlop, 2010, p. 6). This is reflected in BEC’s five peace education 

programs, covered in the following section: Youth Education, Prisoner Education, Media 

Dhamma Talks, Children Sponsorship, and Caring for the Poor and Aging. 
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Youth Education. The purpose of BEC’s Youth Education program is to teach 

Cambodia’s youth how to live both peacefully and harmoniously by offering Buddhist 

morality training to communities and educational institutions primarily in Battambang, 

Province. Among the five peace education programs, this program is viewed as 

demonstrating tremendous strategic vision. Not only because Ven. Hak Sienghai identified 

the strategic importance of focusing on Cambodia’s growing youth population, but because 

he recognized the salience of socially engaged Buddhist monks teaching the dhamma in 

public schools given that the younger generation don’t routinely come to Buddhist temples.  

In 2015, it was estimated that 53 percent of Cambodia’s total population of 16 

million are under 25 years old (CIA World Fact Book). The strategic importance of 

focusing on Cambodia’s youth was validated while participating in BEC’s Youth 

Education program at various primary and secondary schools in which BEC has been 

intermittently teaching the dhamma. As the majority of Cambodians were born in the 21st 

century, this generation did not experience the hardships their parent and grandparents had 

to endure during the Civil War and Khmer Rouge genocide, nor do they fully understand 

the profoundly traditional lifestyle their parents grew up in when Buddhism formed a more 

central role in educating and developing Cambodia’s social capital. These same 

realizations were also recognized during several reflective focus groups conducted with 

both monks and lay students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University in Battambang.  

Notwithstanding the dichotomy between the traditional lifestyle of Cambodia’s 

older generation and the modern world of this 21st century generation, interviews with BEC 

monks, formal surveys given to primary and secondary school students and reflective focus 
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group sessions with second year university students all identified the moral degradation in 

society. The data concluded that: “BEC monks should be teaching the dhamma in the 

Cambodian public school system because morality and Buddhist values are not taught as 

part of the curriculum.” But moral degradation in Cambodian society is institutionalized 

corruption that transcends the entire social system, which may even implicate the Sangha. 

Of primary significance is the role fear exerts on Cambodian culture in stifling 

initiatives by socially engaged Buddhist monks. Despite resistance from the Cambodian 

government to allow monks to teach the dhamma in public schools as a primary means of 

social control, the overwhelming views expressed by teachers, students and parents is that 

in order to reverse the moral degradation in Cambodian society monks should be permitted 

to share their knowledge about the dhamma in Cambodia’s public schools. According to 

the responses from multiple surveys and reflective focus groups, the infrequency of these 

dhamma sessions limited BEC’s capacity to transmit much-needed peace knowledge. The 

recommendation was not to restrict BEC’s access based on special permission granted by 

government officials, but rather extent an open invitation to teach as often as weekly.  

BEC’s goal through youth education is to promote high moral principles for a 

cohesive and peaceful society as embodied in the Buddha’s conception of dependent 

origination or interconnectedness (pratītyasamutpāda). As expressed by the Ven. Vy 

Sovechea, “one of the greatest gifts of generosity (dāna) is your presence and personality, 

which is to say that if you love someone, you find the time to really be with them.”  

Prisoner Education. The Pāli word for punishment is daṇḍā, and for BEC monks 

it’s the process of extinguishing the negative aspects of desire, attachment or greed (taṇhā) 
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by practicing the dhamma and self-reflective meditation. It is for this reason that the goal 

of BEC’s Prisoner Education program is not to punish as understood in the West as 

retribution for an offense, but rather teach the dhamma and vipassanā (insight) meditation 

to inmates as a way to guide them in their rehabilitation process. While BEC monks were 

clear that Cambodians must obey the laws as codified in the judicial system, using 

punishment as a form of revenge or retribution is not in keeping with the right action or 

the moral cause and effect found in kamma. Because for Buddhist monks, the middle path 

is the goal of reasoning and critical thinking, “to think about an object or event in isolation 

and apply some abstract rules to it is to invite extreme and mistaken conclusions” (Nisbett, 

2005, p. 27). 

Although BEC’s Prisoner Education program was not considered for a reflective 

focus group session, it became the center of many discussions I had with both BEC monks 

and their core affiliates. While reflecting with Ven. Hak Sienghai about the notion of 

converting prisons into centers of rehabilitation instead of serving as centers of punishment, 

an interesting epistemological distinction was uncovered. As Ven. Hak Sienghai pointed 

out, referencing the Battambang Rehabilitation Center as a prison was adopted from the 

English language in order to connect with a larger English-speaking diaspora living in 

Australia and the United States.  

The Buddha’s teachings, however, make no mention of punishment to hurt, harm 

or take revenge. This is a Western notion, where punishment is used to annul a crime. There 

is also the extreme use called capital punishment or death penalty in the America, which 

appears inextricably connected to a violent social paradigm. According to BEC monks, this 
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Western approach to justice is antithetical to Buddhism, as the Vinaya Pitaka is a 

compendium of rules based on morality (sīla). Therefore, there is no restorative or 

transformative path when justice uses punishment to mirror the crime committed. Although 

the rules for monks as outlined in the Vinaya and dhamma appear rigid, they are quite 

practical and conducive to moral development and spiritual growth. That is to say, the 

fundamental goal of the five precepts of the dhamma as embodied in BEC’s peace work, 

is to help transform greed (lobha), hatred (dosa) and delusion (moha). The fact that the 

United States incarcerates more people than any other country in the world, suggests a 

dangerous institutionalization of greed, hatred and delusion in American culture  

Unlike my extensive participation in four of BEC’s five peace education programs, 

I was not allowed to visit the Battambang Rehabilitation Center where BEC monks teach 

the dhamma and meditate to convicted prisoners once a week. Fortunately, through the 

valuable insights by a former Buddhist monk and lay volunteer at BEC, I gained a better 

appreciation for the defining characteristics of BEC’s Prisoner Education program. As a 

volunteer monk at BEC since its inception in 2012, Kim Khiensong (2018) shared his 

perceptions about BEC’s Prisoner Education programs: 

As a former monk, I was one of the first monks to participate in BEC’s 
Prisoner Education program. I learned that because of the mental stress of 
inmates, there is little peace of mind or inner-peace, but after BEC monks 
shared the dhamma and vipassanā (insight) meditation with these prisoners, 
I noticed a big difference in their attitudes and behavior…not in all 
prisoners, but many prisoners would share their [transformational] 
experiences as a result of BEC’s program. They said they gained a lot from 
the dhamma talks and the self-reflection meditation sessions, they 
commented how Buddhist monks really explained the path to inner-peace 
and even though they are in prison and considered criminals, they are still 
human beings - that is what I liked about the program. 
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Conducted once weekly, BEC monks are active participants in dhamma talks and 

insight (vipassanā) meditation for inmates at the Battambang Rehabilitation compound. 

The program serves to restore broken relationships and teach inmates how to live non-

violently or in a non-harming (ahimsa) way, it offers inmates a form of spiritual refuge 

through Buddhist monks. As Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018) stated, ‘we cannot continue to 

judge them on their past actions, and we should not obstruct their spiritual path towards 

some kind of future.” Unlike in America, Cambodia has no death penalty and most 

prisoners are expected to eventually return to society. Therefore, “inmates must be taught 

to understand the importance of Buddhist virtues…understanding the notion of 

interconnectedness or not feeling separate from humanity helps inmates reintegrate into 

society (Hak Siengai). 

This research with Theravāda Buddhist monks has uncovered two contradictory 

paradigms or two distinct ways a culture might achieve peace, happiness and social 

harmony. Instead of viewing prisons as centers of punishment to address fears and separate 

criminals from mainstream society, BEC monks view prisons as centers for rehabilitation 

and criminals to be taught generosity, compassion and interconnectedness. According to 

BEC monks, meditation or the process of self-transformation is a way in which inmates 

can expand consciousness by becoming aware of their old habits and new ways of viewing 

self. It’s a way to integrate these views into a new more positive definition of self, and the 

importance of selflessness or non-self (anattā) in cultivateing harmony between morality 

and prosperity. While I was unable to witness this during the Prisoner Education program, 
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I observed self-reflection meditation in countless sessions during the Youth Education 

programs as captured in Chapter Seven. 

As I reflected on my observations and experiences, I realized that the monks taught 

me that the psychological opposite of fear is love. And that a judicial system that evolves 

out of fear and not love will have a difficult time reversing the vicious cycle of greed, 

hatred and delusion. According to BEC monks, poverty is a condition for human suffering 

and social conflict, but the solution to poverty-induced crime is not punishment. As 

expressed in BEC’s Prisoner Education program, dāna or generosity towards those in need 

is the solution. America claims to be a nation of laws, but a judicial system that legitimizes 

the death penalty and separation in the form of incarceration insofar as we accept that it is 

necessary to reduce our fears from those who sin or violate the man-made rules of society 

appears blind to morality and the underlying root cause of violence.  

Media Dhamma Talks. Live on the radio every day, Media Dhamma Talks 

program aims to share Buddha’s teachings and promote social values. Listening to BEC 

monks, it was implied that this program will help build social capital, social cohesion and 

somehow reverse the cycle of direct, structural, and cultural violence through the process 

of self-transformation. As explained by Ven. Hak Sienghai, “in order to heal and achieve 

enduring peace and happiness, the social fabric must be mended by right thoughts, right 

understanding, right speech and right action – this is a step-by-step process of building 

spiritual growth [in post-genocide Cambodia].” 

Recognizing that the younger generation of Cambodians are increasingly computer 

savvy and have access to internet through their smart phones, by reaching out to 
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Cambodian society through social media, BEC attempts to indirectly address those societal 

elements that tend to drive social fragmentation such as: greed, ill-will (hatred), and 

delusion (ignorance). BEC monks have discovered how modern technology deeply 

modifies people’s behavior, and if peace education in the form of teaching the dhamma 

remains paramount in transforming Cambodian society, then the internet and social media 

have become social agents in this process.  

Although not often, some of the more experienced monks teach the dhamma using 

examples and respond reflexively to convey right thought and right understanding during 

the Media Dhamma Talks program. BEC monks acknowledge the importance of kamma 

(action) in our lives, but the Pāli word for action is too often perceived as something 

permanent, unchangeable and esoteric about our past lives. Better known in the West by 

its Sanskrit name karma, which is a term that is also referred to as the law of cause and 

effect. In other words, what we did and how we acted in the past creates our present 

experiences and how we act in the present creates our future experiences. As explained by 

Buddhist monks, karma refers to our action, but perhaps more importantly it is our 

thoughts, intention or volition (cetanā) which drives our actions and future consequences. 

This is why right thought and right understanding are important aspects of BEC’s Media 

Dhamma Talks. “Because if we think about greed, hatred and anger towards people, we 

create a similar universal climate, but if we think about cultivating generosity and 

compassion in our talks…it has the same reciprocal effect” (Hak Sienghai, 2018). 

For Buddhist monks, this is how kamma or action actually works in their lives. The 

right thought and right understanding of kamma is important because within this law of 
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cause and effect there are possibilities for transformational social change. It is considered 

a practical form of spiritual growth in that our wholesome or unwholesome actions 

(kamma), create how we become, how we will be, and how the world will be socially 

structured around us. As I learned from BEC monks, the practice of spirituality is not 

always a mindless repetition of rituals or prayers as I often observed being practiced by 

Cambodians. It works through consciously realizing the law of cause and effect and 

aligning our lives to it. Therefore, according to BEC monks, if we elevate our 

understanding to a more unifying and interconnected level, we can actually train ourselves 

to transform humanity, the environment and universe in which we all live.  

Children Sponsorship. Because the Cambodian government provides no social welfare 

program for marginalized Cambodians, much of the positive social capital in rural 

Cambodia is still organized around the sangha (community of ordained monks) and 

Buddhist temples (Wats). It is here where grassroots organizations like BEC provide a rare 

and modest social safety net for those most in need. What do idealistic-sounding welfare 

programs mean for Buddhist monks, when there are countless Cambodians subsisting on a 

few dollars a day and millions without sustainable work?  

For BEC, the Children Sponsorship program focuses on education for orphans and 

poor children most in need of assistance. The emphasis here is to extend generosity in an 

unostentatious way; it is through donations by the laity in the form of uniforms, bicycles, 

school supplies and a monthly allowance for food so that the opportunity to get a formal 

education is not lost for these disadvantaged members of Cambodian society. I learned that 

BEC’s Children Sponsorship program is a direct reflection of BEC monks who were also 



 

250 

 

forced to drop out of the public school system at early ages so that they would no longer 

be a financial burden on their parents who were struggling to simply feed their families 

once or twice a day. BEC monks understand the plight of these poor children since their 

experiences, in almost all cases, were similar to these poor children. This same curiosity 

for knowledge and compassion for the poor is what eventually attracted BEC’s monks to 

seek a Buddhist education and volunteer at BEC. 

Caring for the Poor and Aging. Through this program, BEC offers modest 

humanitarian assistance to address unmet basic human needs and alleviate the immediate 

suffering of Cambodia’s most marginalized population. The benchmark used by BEC to 

measure the minimum level of subsistence below which human beings should not be 

allowed to fall are the same four requisites for Buddhist monks: sufficient food to alleviate 

hunger and maintain one’s health, sufficient clothing to be socially decent and to protect 

the body, sufficient shelter to be able to cultivate the mind, and sufficient health care to 

cure and prevent illness. Ven. Hak Sienghai reiterated what several other monks already 

told me; “Buddhism does not and cannot value poverty when it becomes a source of human 

suffering and social conflict.” 

But as people of virtue who are highly revered in Cambodian society, is building 

houses for the needy, giving rice to the poor and aging, and sponsoring children to attend 

school the proper role of socially engaged venerable monks? This question was discussed 

with frequency during several reflective focus group sessions, where older monks tend to 

believe that BEC monks should not be doing humanitarian-oriented projects like building 

houses for lay people. Former monks like Heng Monychenda said that “BEC should be 
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focusing on what the Buddhist monks’ strengths are and what is most needed in Cambodian 

society,” which for him is teaching morality through the dhamma. “When venerable monks 

go out in the community and build a house for the lay people…and then say a few words 

about the dhamma during a closing ceremony, the monks’ capacity to share their 

knowledge about the dhamma with the lay people is greatly limited…I’m not saying that 

building a house is wrong, but it is a little far from what is the basic role of a monk in 

Cambodian society” (Phumchhon Tola, 2017). 

The question here is whether monk-led welfare programs like building houses, 

giving rice to the poor and aging, or sponsoring children so they can attend school are 

suitable activities for socially engaged Buddhist monks. According to some senior monks, 

“what BEC is doing is a slight departure from teaching the dhamma…BEC has to find the 

middle path and focus on the importance of the core values of Buddhism found in the four 

noble truths and noble eightfold path…we cannot lower the status of Buddhist monks and 

by building houses confuses the laity about the true meaning of socially engaged Buddhist 

monks…Buddhism is about achieving inner-peace through Buddhist education” 

(Phumchhon Tola, 2017). As noted further by both monks and lay people, “the older 

generation of lay people who visit Buddhist temples are already confused about how to 

practice Buddhism, they often come to the pagoda [Buddhist temple] to offer Buddhist 

monks food, lay flowers around a statue of the Buddha, attend a funeral, get married or 

participate in some important ceremony as a way to gain merits – this is engaged Buddhism 

for them.”  
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Meanwhile, outside of attending certain official ceremonies, the younger 

generation stopped coming to Buddhist temples and consequently their knowledge about 

socially engaged Buddhism is less defined. As uncovered during reflective focus group 

sessions with university students, Cambodia’s younger generation are generally afraid of 

Buddhist monks and are unsure about the monks’ purpose in Cambodian society. This is 

because most of the positive social capital once organized around the Sangha and Buddhist 

temples (Wat) has been lost. That is to say, the once daily contact between Buddhist monks 

and Cambodia’s youth was a thing of the past. This is why socially engaged Buddhist 

monks like Mahā Ghosananda, as expressed in the dhammayietra peace walk, encouraged 

the younger generation of monks to “leave [their] temples and enter the temples of human 

experience, temples that are filled with suffering” (Santidhamma Bhikkhu, 2009). Many 

young monks like those volunteering at BEC said that Ghosananda inspired them to 

become socially engaged Buddhist monks. Ven. Hak Sienghai said that “sometime to teach 

the dhamma, a monk has to build a house in the countryside.” This seems to capture the 

essence of engaged Buddhism for BEC monks, as satisfying basic human needs is seen as 

a prerequisite for moral development and its absence is seen as the cause of moral decay. 

Unlike lay people whose often selfish desires can easily erode personal 

responsibility for others, BEC monks were always generous and compassionate to those in 

need. As expressed by Ven. Yem Vanna, “if only the rich lay people would visit the rural 

areas to witness the suffering taking place in Cambodia, they too would become [more 

interconnected] socially engaged.” While I agree with Ven. Yem Vanna, from my 

experience monks don’t have the luxury of being indifferent because they follow the 
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Buddhist notion of interconnectedness. And as I often witnessed, when the rich bear no 

moral responsibility for those who have nothing, human suffering and social conflict is 

inevitable. So how does post-genocide Cambodia regenerate its moral capital? That is to 

say, how do BEC monks equip society with a moral understanding of their responsibilities 

to humanity, the environment and universe? 

Notwithstanding the importance of Āmisa or the material component of generosity 

found in BEC’s Caring for the Poor and Aging program, it does not address excessive 

desire and greed (taṇhā), which is considered a general truth about the human condition 

whether rich or poor. Outside of providing everyone with basic human needs (food, clothes, 

shelter and medical assistance), a basic limitation of all theory is that they simply do not 

remove our desires (taṇhā) or suffering (dukkha). This according to Buddhist monks is 

done by practicing the noble eightfold path. What these theories seem to overlook is the 

insatiability of our imagined desires, which often gives rise to greed (lobha), hatred or ill-

will (dosa), and delusion (moha).  

In other words, “if ego-centeredness is emphasized, peace can in no way be 

constructed between oneself and others” (Mun, 2009, p. 8). What this research uncovered 

was that BEC’s version or brand of socially engaged Buddhism is understood by Buddhist 

monks as an expression of generosity (dāna), interconnectedness (pratītyasamutpāda), and 

wisdom (paññā). For these monks and their core affiliates, it is egotism or self that limits 

the human potential to achieve peace, happiness and social harmony. This is because 

egotism only looks to see things as a benefit or detriment to oneself, there is no appreciation 

for interconnectedness. In other words, following an economic or materialistic approach to 
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happiness and social harmony does not address the manifestation of greed, hatred or ill-

will, and delusion or begin the process of transforming greed into generosity (dāna), ill-

will and hatred into compassion (karuṇā), and loving-kindness (mettā), and delusion into 

wisdom (paññā). 

Heng Moneychenda (2018) posits that “the power of monks is to teach morality 

through the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma)…instead of monks doing these activities 

themselves, they should be using their influence as people of virtue to mobilize the laity to 

build houses, sponsor children and care for the poor and aging.” While acknowledging the 

important role Buddhist monks have in teaching morality to the laity, BEC monks justified 

building homes, sponsoring children and caring for the poor and aging by citing historical 

examples covering a wide range of social activities done by Theravāda Buddhist monks in 

the name of engaged Buddhism.  

BEC monks generally understood the importance of getting lay people to support 

their peace education programs through volunteerism, but appeared reluctant. I wondered, 

but was never given a direct answer, why BEC monks were unwillingness to exercise their 

mobilization potential to increase BEC’s peace education capacity? My question was 

partially answered the day Cambodian internal affairs officials visited BEC headquarters 

inquiry why I was participating in BEC’s peace activities. As Ven. Hak Sienghai’s actions 

seemed to infer, it may have something to do with not wanting to increase fear among the 

ruling party of losing supreme authority and unquestioning obedience to absolute rule?  

Conclusion. BEC has managed to design a unique brand of socially engaged 

Buddhism suitable to the Cambodian people, because it was the lay people who determined 
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BEC’s five peace education activities. For BEC monks, practicing the dhamma or 

Buddha’s way of life as embodied in the noble eightfold path is considered engaged 

Buddhism. And while BEC monks and their core affiliates did not always agree on a 

universal praxis or grand strategy for socially engaged Buddhist monks, they all shared a 

common epistemological lens in which to analyze and reconcile individual suffering and 

social conflict (dhukka). Characteristically, BEC monks’ understanding of engaged 

Buddhism is not too dissimilar from other Buddhist movements in Southeast Asia in that 

their peace education paradigm is guided by wisdom, virtues and mindfulness found in the 

dhamma and practiced through the noble eightfold path. It is here where BEC monks are 

guided by a universally nonviolent and harmonious social system as envisioned by the 

Buddha for the Sangha, and aims to strengthen the symbiotic relationship particularly 

between monks and Cambodia’s younger generation.  

Despite growing excitement over BEC’s approach to socially engaged Buddhism, 

there is some reason for concern. The optimism found in BEC monks seems to be grounded 

on assumptions that don’t necessarily acknowledge the reality of Cambodia in the 21st 

century and the prophecy that Buddhism is destined to disappear as originally envisioned 

by the Buddha. Yet Ven. Hak Sienghai and others maintain that “Buddhism in Cambodia 

won’t become outdated just as morality, compassion and generosity never get outdated…as 

long as Cambodians still hold on to the need for spiritual growth in their lives, engaged 

Buddhism as practiced by BEC won’t become outdated” But as Buddhism gradually 

regenerates itself in post-genocide Cambodia, the Sangha stands in a compromising 
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relationship with the ruling political party and the younger generation are increasingly 

influenced by the values brought on by modernity.  

While the relationship between the Sangha and rulers in Cambodia have always 

been important, Monychenda (2018) adds how the meaning and practice of engaged 

Buddhism will continue to evolve and be valuable according to a society’s culture. It is 

within the context of cultural adaptation that BEC monks dispel claims by scholars and 

practitioners that socially engaged Buddhist monks add little benefit in reversing the 

scourge of violence found in Cambodia’s social system. This understanding is based on 

Buddhism’s historical roots, which BEC monks cite from Gethin (1998) as a “spiritual 

force against social injustices, against degrading hierarchical social structures, against 

superstitious rites, ceremonies and sacrifices; it denounced the tyranny of the caste system 

and advocated the equality of all men; it emancipated women and gave them complete 

spiritual freedom” (p. 42). But how accurate are these perceptions given the discrepancy 

between what I heard from BEC monks, and what I observed being practiced by a growing 

youth population? Just as I observed in Cambodia’s older generation, a similar personal 

adaptation of Buddhism is being followed by the next generation of Buddhist laity to satify 

their imagined desires. But according to a survey conducted by my second year university 

students suggests, these imagined desires are not necessarily grounded in morality or 

virtuous actions (kamma). 

The overarching challenge of developing a grand strategy for socially engaged 

Buddhist monks in Cambodia does not appear to be connected on whether organizations 

like BEC emphasize Āmisa or Dhamma in their peace education praxis. Given the 
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continued politicization of the Sangha and the weakening of its leadership, the strategic 

value of BEC’s peace education programs will greatly depend on the relevancy of the 

dhamma in the age of modernity. In other words, will BEC monks be able to teach the laity 

how to actually practice the dhamma in its purest and most pragmatic way to the next 

generation of Cambodians?  

The strength of Buddhism in post-genocide Cambodia bears out that without a 

grand strategy to unify a socially engaged Sangha, the potential of BEC’s peace education 

paradigm will have minimal strategic impact as a positive force in rebuilding Cambodia’s 

social fabric. This follows the same argument made by Heng Monychenda, who admired 

Ven. Hak Sienghai’s vision to create a new peace education paradigm to guide socially 

engaged Buddhist monks, but brought into question BEC’s semi-independence from 

Buddhist temples and the larger Sangha. When the unity of socially engaged Buddhism is 

weakened or fractured, there is an inherent danger of the Sangha becoming isolated from 

society. On the other hand, when the bonds are strong and efforts unified, the positive 

influence of monks in Cambodia becomes stronger.  

It remains to be seen if the moral erosion of the secular society brought on by 

modernity will weaken the Sangha’s symbiotic relationship with society, particularly with 

Cambodia’s younger generation. Will the practice of Buddhism as a morally and socially 

engaging philosophy gradually disappear as originally conceived by the Buddha? Will the 

politicization of the Sangha continue to be an obstacle for socially engaged Buddhist 

monks, or will BEC’s new peace education paradigm serve as a pilot study for the eventual 

development of a grand strategic approach to transformational social change?  
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While the answers to these important questions can only be determined by BEC 

and other socially engaged Buddhist monks in Cambodia, what seems certain from this 

research is that the future of socially engaged Buddhism will remain intimately linked to 

the Cambodian culture. And BEC’s progress, despite its physical separation from Buddhist 

temples and strategic independence from the Sangha, its capacity to exist not merely for 

its own mission, vision and goals will depend on its relevancy to the majority of 

Cambodians who were born in the 21st century, who are better educated, who are 

increasingly more aware of what is happening in the world around them and who are eager 

to embrace modernity. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

PEACE EDUCATION:  

LEARNING A NEW PEACE PARADIGM  

Introduction. While the primary goal of society is to achieve peace and social 

harmony for its citizens, choosing a strategic path to educate its population about and for 

peace remains an ongoing challenge. As a component of peacebuilding, there are few who 

would disagree that education is an important tool for human development and to reconcile 

the underlying root-causes and conditions of human suffering and social conflict. It is also 

a way to transfer cultural values in a society from one generation to the next. But given that 

there are multiple cultures in the world, partially explains why the literature on peace 

education shows little uniformity in its meaning, content, forms or ways to transmit peace 

knowledge, and criteria to evaluate its efficacy. 

I learned through this research with Theravāda Buddhist monks that there is very 

little literature on how Buddhist monks in Cambodia approach peace education and praxis. 

This gap in knowledge is reflected in volumes of research produced mostly by Western 

scholars, practitioners, international institutions and organizations like the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 1995); and many other 

distinguished scholars (Kant, 1795; Dewey, 1946, 1971; Galtung, 1969, 1975, 1996, 2000 

and 2008; Montessori, 1974; Freire, 1984; Bar Tal and Rahman, 1991; Reardon, 2000, 

2001 and 2013; Harris and Morrison, 2013).  
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Despite countless efforts to foster peace, it should come as no surprise that peace 

education in its various contents and forms continues to lag in the majority of societies. As 

one of the prominent pioneers in the peace education field, Reardon (2000) emphasized 

the importance of teaching about peace as much as a need to teach for peace as generally 

explained:  

Teaching about peace intends to obtain knowledge of what contributes to 
peace, understand the obstacles to peace, and learn the various possibilities 
to achieve and maintain peace. Teaching for peace intends to nurture the 
skills, attitudes, behaviors and values to confront social conflict 
nonviolently (p. 399). 
 
In post-genocide Cambodia, peace education was initially framed within the 

context of a liberal peace paradigm. The primacy of which followed a peacebuilding model 

organized around a free market economy, the rule of law, and democratic institutions 

(Campbell, 2001; Paris, 2002, 2011). As outlined in Boutros-Ghali’s (1992) An Agenda for 

Peace paradigm, transforming social structures was considered the ideal approach with 

which to reverse the vicious cycle of violence in its various forms. The purpose of this 

Western version of peacebuilding aimed to change Cambodia’s governing institutions so 

that they would be more politically and economically inclusive – it was generally implied 

that this prescribed social system would reduce direct, structural, and cultural violence, and 

at the same time meet the basic needs of all Cambodians.  

But as Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018) inferred, if the society we are developing is not 

morally grounded and socially, economically, and politically inclusive, it won’t be 

peaceful, nor will it be harmonious. With the exception of some unspecified efforts to 

structurally reconstruct the public education system, there was very little emphasis placed 
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on education within the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) 

mandate from February 1992 to September 1993 (Findlay, 1995; Curtis, 1998). In other 

words, the focus was placed on transforming institutions, not individual agency. However, 

some scholars openly criticized “an education dominated by schooling in the liberal arts, 

[claiming] it bore no relevance in a nation where over 80 percent of the population was 

engaged in some for of agriculture” (Ayres, 2000, p. 63). But this research proved these 

Western scholar’s general assessment misleading, as understood through numerous 

surveys, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups with Buddhist monks and lay people. 

While the nature of Cambodia’s social structures is historically exclusive and 

conditioned with greed, hatred or ill-will, and delusion - several factors led to this outcome. 

One of the most striking features was the reluctance by some of the largest and most 

powerful international donors to engage strategically in social reconstruction in areas like 

peace education (MacLeod, 2006, p.93). Despite the importance of Buddhist monks in 

Cambodian culture, “it was surprising that the Sangha [community of ordained Buddhist 

monks and nuns] was not utilized more specifically with respect to conflict resolution, 

social values, public education, and community development” (Curtis, 1998, p. 128).  

Much of what was identified in the literature was ackowledged by BEC monks and 

their core affiliates. For these Buddhist monks, using the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) as 

a guide to teach morality and mindfulness through self-reflection meditation, was a 

“practical way of understanding, thinking, and acting in a society.” It was during several 

reflective focus group sessions conducted at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University in 
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Battambang, when Buddhist monks and lay people admitted that the Sangha and Buddhist 

temples were undervalued and underused in reconstructing post-genocide Cambodia.  

According to the responses from multiple surveys conducted during the research, 

the most effective way to address social violence in Cambodia is by allowing monks to 

educate society on morality and the Buddhist teachings in public schools. Considered a 

realistic solution to many of Cambodia’s social problem, this was the same view expressed 

by teachers, parents and students.  

But since Buddhism was nearly expunged during the Khmer Rouge period (1975 – 

1979), monks are currently not permitted to teach in public schools without prior 

government approval. As such, morality and Buddhist values and principles are not 

adequately transferred to Cambodia’s growing youth population. The semi-structured 

interviews with economically poor people from rural Cambodia were helpful in that they 

seemed to identify the structural violence and cultural contradictions socially engaged 

Buddhist monks have to navigate in Cambodian. They also uncovered a distinction 

between how the Buddhist monks perceive peace and that of Cambodia’s older generation. 

Notwithstanding contemporary peacebuilding and peace education theory and 

practice being informed by a very large body of mostly Western literature, there has been 

very little input from Cambodian Buddhist monks. In fact, this is the first and only research 

conducted with socially engaged Buddhist monks from Buddhism for Education of 

Cambodia (BEC). It is therefore the aim of Chapter Seven to enrich our knowledge about 

how socially engaged Buddhist monks conceptualize peace, its content, forms of 

transmitting peace knowledge, and how they measure the efficacy of BEC’s peace 
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education programs. In other words, how do Buddhist monks think about peace education 

and their attempt to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness, and social 

harmony in post-genocide Cambodia? Because Chapter Nine details how BEC monks’ 

view the efficacy of their five peace education programs, this chapter will only briefly cover 

how BEC monks perceive the efficacy of their peace education programs. 

How Do Monks Conceptualize Peace? As the literature on peace education 

uncovers, all notions of peace are culturally conceptualized with a broad range of 

meanings. That is to say, it is a subjective concept with no fixed meaning as different 

interpretations are rooted in cultural values and principles. Over decades, peace has 

conjured a plethora of parallel terms and meanings for different people in different 

contexts. To illustrate the breadth and complexity of this abstract term, Ramsbotham et al 

(2005) outlined in their book Contemporary Conflict Resolution an exhaustive list of 

related thoughts: negative peace, positive peace, living peace, peace education, learning 

peace, peacekeeping, peacemaking, peacebuilding and peace enforcement. 

Each of these concepts have been linked to theories and praxis which have greatly 

advanced our understanding and knowledge of peace education in the larger context of 

conflict resolution. But these cultural interpretations of peace are mainly defined through 

a Western epistemological lens, where the understanding and thoughts about peace are 

greatly influenced by their unique social settings and cultures. Thich Nhat Hanh (1987) 

conceptualizes peace as Being Peace, placing importance of individual agency or inner-

peace over external structures as emphasized in most Western understanding and thought. 
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As a retired military officer conducting research with Theravāda Buddhist monks, 

I learned that my initial understanding and thoughts about peace were different from those 

expressed by Buddhist monks. From my experience, the notion of peace is generally 

perceived as something external, whereas peace for Buddhist monks is internal. Therefore, 

when asked to give my definition of peace, I generally framed it as being the absence of 

war and violence. My response seemed to make perfect sense from a realist’s perspective, 

or as an American living in a culture where the tendency is to see the solution to social 

conflict from a security and military perspective. To a large extent, this idea of peace rests 

upon perceived threats, a reliance on dominance, expediency and exceptionalism.  

Growing up in a culture that values and glorifies military might and the reliance on 

war and violence, I was taught to conceptualize peace in these terms. This is congruent 

with the Webster New World Dictionary’s definition of peace as the “freedom from or the 

cessation of war and violence.” But as I realized from listening to Buddhist monks during 

various reflective focus groups, peace and war are not correlatives. That is to say, just 

because a country is not at war, does not necessarily foster a peaceful environment in which 

to live. Galtung (1969) also made this distinction clear in his triangle of violence theory – 

where he outlined the difference between “direct violence (children are murdered), 

structural violence (children die through poverty) and cultural violence (whatever blinds 

us to this or seeks to justify it)” (Ramsbotham, et. al, 2015, p. 11). 

In contrast to my Western understanding and thoughts about peace, BEC monks 

viewed peace through a different epistemological lens. For Buddhist monks, peace and 

peace education are synonymous with Buddhist education or dhamma education. Also 
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influenced by Buddhist culture, their understanding and thoughts of peace are influenced 

by their knowledge about the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). When I asked BEC monks to 

define peace, invariably they all said that “it’s a nonviolent way of life as embodied in the 

Buddha, dhamma and sangha.” Unlike my definition, the monks did not view peace as 

something found exclusively external to self or individual agency.  

While most monks referred to peace as simply inner-peace, the majority implied 

how inner and outer worlds are not mutually exclusive. Not judging my expressed 

understanding and thoughts about peace, I got a sense that the monks were mindful of the 

Buddhist notions of interconnectedness or dependent origination (paṭiccasamuppāda), 

equanimity (upekkhā) and middle path (majjhimāpaṭipadā) as they seemed to deconstruct 

the logic behind binary thinking, dualism and categorizations. I learned while researching 

with Theravāda Buddhist monks that the concept of interconnectedness or having an 

inclusive relationship with humanity, nature, and the universe - along with the Buddhist 

notions of equanimity and the middle path or standing against all extremes as embodied in 

the noble eightfold path – guided their understanding and thoughts about peace. 

Initially, the younger monks appeared to struggle with the idea of providing a 

concret definition of peace that elaborated on the notion of inner-peace. It was during 

subsequent reflective focus groups and semi-structured interviews that the Buddhist 

notions of interconnectedness, equanimity and middle path seemed to help them frame 

their understanding and thoughts about peace. That is to say, the notion of peace for monks 

was not simply the absence of war and violence as I generally explained it. Their responses 

were less absolute, extreme, and offered a more nuanced description of peace. As explained 
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later by BEC core affiliates, their definitions were uniquely framed within a non-self 

(anattā) or egolessness context, where peace for even these novice monks seemed to carry 

a more universal characteristic that went beyond self. 

This made perfect sense, as the dhamma teaches that the underlying root cause of 

human suffering and social conflict (dukkha) is our clinging to what we believe to be our 

self or ego (Buddhdasa Bhikkhu, 1994). An important concept in Buddhist psychology is 

to understand the notion of non-self or egolessness. As frequently explained to me by BEC 

monks, along with understanding impermanence (anicca) and suffering (dukkha), non-self 

(anattā) is a key requisite to inner-peace and happiness. It is also part of the spiritual path 

in which to heal human relationships and reconcile social conflicts.  

Unlike my understanding of peace, the concept of peace for monks goes beyond 

self or sentient beings, it includes all living things, the environment and universe. After 

conducting a series of reflective focus groups with both BEC monks and their core 

affiliates, I gained a better understanding of the Buddhist notion of peace. It was 

interconnectedness, equanimity, middle path and a sense of selflessness that helped the 

monks frame their definition of peace. Although this stood in stark contrast to a sense of 

dualism, extremism and absolutism inferred in my definition, conceptualizing Buddhist 

monks’understanding and thoughts about peace seemed to elevate the discourse on peace, 

war and violence to a more intellectually unifying level. 

While BEC monks and lay volunteers often interchanged the use of peace and 

happiness, their responses were uniformly defined – “peace and happiness is something 

internal.” Many of the monks referred to peace and happiness as inner-peace or inner-
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contentment. This is understandable because in the Buddha’s words: “There is no higher 

happiness than peace” (as cited in Payutto, 1998, p.50). That is to say, for Buddhist monks, 

peace (santi) and happiness (sukha) are synonymous in that an unhappy person cannot find 

peace, and there can be no peace without happiness. 

One of BEC’s original volunteers and former Buddhist monk posited that “peace 

and happiness comes from the mind and heart, not from the car or money” (Kim 

Khiensong, 2018). Similarly, Ven. Yem Vanna (2018) conveyed his understanding and 

thoughts about peace and happiness by saying; “I am just as content when I eat plain rice 

as I am when eating rice with chicken.” This simple expression appeared logical, as 

Buddhist monks eat twice daily to sustain life, not for enjoyment or happiness as lay people 

do. Reflecting on the interviews I conducted with Buddhist monks, I found a unique sense 

of individual empowerment and contentment associated with their definitions. There was 

no reliance on an external power, Devine being, social structures, or materialism to qualify 

their understanding and thoughts about peace and happiness. These Buddhist monks were 

genuinely happy and peaceful in the full sense of the terms. And according to Ven. Prayudh 

Payutto (1998), those who create education programs that aim to cultivate a free, peaceful 

and happy person are entitled to the term peace education. 

In addition to contentment (appicchatā), there was also a sense of mental calmness 

(samatha) associated with their understanding and thoughts about peace and happiness. As 

posited by Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018), “peace is a nonviolent state of mind developed over 

years, which is facilitated through mental calmness (samatha) and the daily practice of 

insight (vipassanā) meditation.” This Buddhist notion of mental calmness was something 
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I observed while participating in BEC’s peace work. It was particularly evident during the 

Youth Education program when I gained a better appreciation for the power of mental 

calmness in reversing the scourge of negative attitudes and anger in secondary school age 

students. It was also during a semi-structured interview with Kim Khiensong (2018), when 

he shared the importance of mental calmness and self-reflection meditation in BEC’s 

Prisoner Education program…“I noticed a big difference in their attitudes and behavior, 

not in all prisoners, but many would share their transformational experiences and sense of 

inner-peace as a result of BEC’s Prisoner Education program.” Ultimately for BEC 

monks, peace and happiness are found in their peace education programs by practicing the 

four sublime states: compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity. In 

other words, being for others is BEC’s path towards peace, happiness and social harmony. 

As I continued to uncover how Buddhist monks think about peace, it was during 

several reflective focus groups with my second year university students and senior ranking 

monks at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University, where I learned that “the principles of 

peace in Buddhism stems from self. That is to say, “peace is framed as an individual 

responsibility of self-reflection to understand oneself within the context of humanity, the 

environment and universe” (Phumchhon Tola, 2018). It was these younger student monks 

who said that according to the Buddha’s teachings, “individuals must first understand their 

own inner-peace through personal suffering before they can understand and empathize 

with others.” Otherwise, “everything BEC teaches through its peace education programs 

becomes a theoretical journey rather than a practical journey” (Hak Sienghai, 2018). 
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BEC’s core affiliates also reminded me that “by not practicing mindfulness and 

acknowledging the importance of interconnectedness, the notion of peace becomes a mere 

abstraction” (Phumchhon Tola, 2018). As further emphasized by Ven. Jaa Som Saroun 

(2018), “inner-peace cannot be achieved without calming (samatha) the mind.” For him 

and other venerable monks, “trying to experience inner-peace without mental calmness 

makes it easier for one to become oblivious to human suffering and social conflict.” Having 

observed Ven. Jaa Som Saroun many times while leading BEC’s Youth Education program 

in public schools, calmness (samatha) and loving-kindness (mettā) were important 

elements during these meditation sessions. As he explained, “it’s a way of creating the 

necessary conditions [and space] for students to explore inner-peace on their own terms.” 

Ven. Jaa Som Saroun (2018) referred to inner-peace as a quality of mind which is 

developed or cultivated (bhāvanā) in tandem with insight (vipassanā) meditation. As 

summarized by BEC’s core affiliates, “samatha is an education quality developed along 

with vipassanā, to calm the mind in order to reconcile the formation of irritant thoughts.” 

Buddhist monks at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University also shared their 

understanding of how calmness, insight and self-reflection are important in the process of 

reversing the nature of anger, which obstructs the development of inner-peace. 

After many reflective focus groups with both monks and lay people about peace 

and the ideal path towards happiness and social harmony in Cambodia, their understanding 

and thoughts about peace became clearer, but still uniquely different from my Western 

understanding and thoughts. A common understanding was that trying to achieve inner-

peace in the absence of calmness (samatha) and insight (vipassanā) is very difficult. And 
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without self-reflection, it becomes easier to legitimize social systems that value militarism, 

dualism and the use of violence as a way to preserve peace. As I continued to learn how 

Buddhist monks think about peace; they inferred that a lack of wisdom (paññā) in the form 

of right understanding and right thoughts, virtues or morality (sīla) in the form of right 

speech, right action, and right livelihood, and concentration (samādhi) in the form of right 

effort, right concentration, and right mindfulness posed obstacles to contemporary peace 

education praxis. 

Notwithstanding my increased knowledge of how Buddhist monks define peace, it 

was while participating in BEC’s Caring for the Poor and Aging program that I learned 

that the Buddhist monks’ definition of peace was not always in harmony with the lay 

people in which their peace education programs were directed. It was only during several 

informal semi-structured interviews with Cambodia’s older generation that their 

understanding of peace was uncovered. After listening to their responses through the 

interpretation of several bilingual Buddhist monks, I found their testimonies more closely 

aligned with my definition of peace. Many also associated peace with the absence of war 

and violence. While their answers were generally different from those shared by Buddhist 

monks, I was not entirely surprised given that this generation of Cambodians were largely 

victims of extreme violence perpetrated by the Khmer Rouge during the Cold War era. 

“Many Cambodians have difficulty adapting in the modern life, caught as they are 

between the aftermath of the holocaust, the persistent habit of warrior forces, and a need to 

live well in the modern world” (Bit, 1991, p. 36). Although some Cambodians appeared 

shy when asked to disclose who they voted for in Cambodia’s 2018 national elections, 
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many told me that they voted for Prime Minister Hun Sen. The reason for their decisions 

were that they viewed this self-made ruler as being the most capable of guaranteeing some 

degree of tranquility or calmness (samatha) in their lives. The semi-structured interviews 

with these economically poor people from rural Cambodia were helpful in that they seemed 

to identify the structural violence and cultural contradictions socially engaged Buddhist 

monks have to navigate in post-genocide Cambodian. It also uncovered a gap between how 

the Buddhist monks perceive peace and that of the older generation of Cambodians. 

As Heng Monychenda (2018) explained, “Cambodia’s genocidal period is known 

only through memories and narratives shared by surviving parents or relatives, and this 

occurs only on rare occasions.” While Buddhism and the Sangha also faced an existential 

threat, it’s a subject no longer taught in Cambodian public schools. It was while 

participating in BEC’s Youth Education programs at the Buddhist primary and secondary 

schools in Battambang that I learned the history of Cambodia’s genocidal period is not part 

of the main academic curriculum. This was a drastic change from my experience in Israel, 

where the past seems to be continuously lived in the present academic content from one 

generation to the next. 

Acknowledging the gap in teaching and learning about Cambodia’s dark history, 

Ven. Rin Phyrun (2018) stressed the importance of being in the present moment to achieve 

inner-peace and happiness. While monks are mindful of being in the present and practicing 

the middle path though the noble eightfold path, he said that “Cambodia’s older generation 

tends to overly think about the past and worry about the future…this causes suffering in 

their lives.” He further stressed how equanimity (upekkhā), along with compassion 
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(karuṇā), loving-kindness (mettā) and sympathetic joy (mudita) are important meditative 

states, which are also embodied in BEC’s peace education programs  to help cultivate 

inner-peace. 

Content Matters: The Salience of BEC’s Peace Education Programs? 

Theoretically, education promotes peace, which has been touted by practitioners and 

scholars alike for generations. Volumes of literature point to how peace education curricula 

covers a wide-range of topics, including the history and philosophy of peace education 

(Reardon, 2000; Harris and Morrison, 2013), the dialectic between negative peace and 

positive peace (Galtung, 1969), identity, memory and reconciliation in peace education 

(Bekerman and Zembylas, 2013), gender and militarism (Reardon, 2001), conflict 

resolution education (Johnson, 2006), and the formation of peaceful values in education 

(Boulding, 1988). Harris and Morrison (2013) write how the content of five different peace 

education topics are being carried out in the 21st century in an effort to promote world 

peace: human rights education, development education, environmental education, 

disarmament education and conflict resolution education. 

What I learned from BEC monks is that while they acknowledge the importance of 

the above mentioned focus areas, their epistemological lens is unique from these Western 

scholars in that primacy is placed on collectivism and a sense of interconnectedness. The 

content of which BEC’s peace education programs are grounded in finding refuge in the 

Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha. It is this nexus between wisdom, spirituality and social 

harmony that guides BEC monks in framing each of their five peace education programs. 

As expressed by Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018) during one of the many media dhamma talks I 
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attended, “the Buddha represents wisdom, the Dhamma illustrates an inclusive, nonviolent 

path towards spiritual growth, and the Sangha models generosity and demonstrates the 

diligence and discipline to achieve social harmony.” In other words, the content of BEC 

education about and for peace is embodied in the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha.  

Buddha – How peace education begins with wisdom. In Buddhism, right 

understanding and right thought are categorized as wisdom (pañña) or being endowed with 

knowledge about the true nature of reality (Thera, 1996, p. 78). As I learned during this 

research with socially engaged Buddhist monks, right (sammā) is not necessarily perceived 

as the opposite of wrong. While the younger monks had a difficult time expressing 

themselves, morality (sīla) was often referenced by the more experienced monks to define 

their meaning of right. That is to say, sammā is viewed by the monks as internal awareness 

and ethical behavior along a spiritual path towards awakening or enlightenment (nibbāna). 

As explained to me by Buddhist monks during a reflective focus group at Preah 

Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University, “interpreting sammā in absolute terms would ignore 

the Buddhist notion of middle path [majjhimāpaṭipadā]…it is through this lens that helps 

guide our understanding and daily practice of the noble eightfold path.” In other words, 

“being mindful [mindfulness (sati)] helps us understand the dangers of absolutism and 

extremism in its various forms” (Vy Sovechea, 2018). Wisdom based on the four sublime 

states of compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity is viewed by Ven. 

Yem Vanna (2018) as the way it ought to be, whereas understanding and thoughts 

conditioned by greed, hatred and delusion don’t result in good speech, action, livelihood, 

and effort. 
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The middle path, as often referenced by BEC monks, is a term that the Buddha used 

to describe the character of the fourth noble truth or the path (magga) as illustrated in the 

noble eightfold path (Rahula, 1974, p. 45). It is referred to as the middle path or middle 

way because it aims to avoid extremes, or as expressed by Ven. Yem Vanna (2018), “it 

serves as the way it ought to be.” It was during semi-structured interviews and reflective 

focus groups that I realized, despite their youth, BEC monks seemed to be aware of the 

inherent dangers associated with extremism and absolutism in any form.  

The research process also allowed me to gain a much better appreciation for the 

Buddhist notion of mindfulness and how BEC monks relied on equanimity or a mentally 

balanced approach to their peace work. This was a major paradigm shift from my Western 

understanding and thoughts about peace education, as the goal of reason and critical 

thinking is the middle path or middle way. It is this middle path followed by Buddhist 

monks that helps them transcend contradictions or even embrace clashing viewpoints. 

While Buddhist monks are more interested in living the Buddha’s way of life than finding 

absolute truth, they are mindful of some form of the truth on both sides of an issue. 

Consistently, BEC monks framed the content of their peace education programs 

first on wisdom, which consists of right understanding and right thoughts, then on 

generosity (dāna) in its various forms. As expressed by Rat Kompheak (2018), “everything 

starts with dāna, either: Āmisa dāna and Dhamma dāna…Āmisa dāna is the material 

component of generosity in the form of food, shelter, clothes and medicine, whereas 

Dhamma dāna is spiritual education, which is often based on the four sublime states: 
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compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. Wisdom and generosity are 

always in balance according to Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018).  

Notwithstanding each monks’ different level of experience and knowledge, they all 

seemed to carry a high degree of awareness about the significance of right, when sharing 

their peace education knowledge with lay people. According to more senior monks, 

wisdom is primarily oriented towards the Buddhist notion of impermanence (anicca), 

suffering (dukkha) and non-self (anattā). And although I never heard these ideas being 

emphasized during BEC’s peace education programs, they are nonetheless important 

concepts in Buddhism (Rahula, 1974). “Most people don’t like to study the dhamma 

[Buddha’s teachings], and because understanding the dhamma is not easily taught nor is it 

easily understood by the lay people, BEC monks’ approach to teaching the dhamma is done 

incrementally and contextually” Rat Kompheak, 2018).  

It was while observing BEC’s peace education praxis and as clarified further by 

Hak Sienghai (2018), BEC focuses on a basic introduction of the four sublime states and 

noble eightfold path. The content of which is reflected in each of BEC’s peace education 

programs: Youth Education, Prisoner Education, Media Dhamma Talks, Children 

Sponsorship and Caring for the Poor and Aging. For BEC, peace education encourages 

individual transformation through a process of self-reflection within the context of the 

noble eightfold path: right understanding, right thought, right speech, right action, right 

livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration. For these Buddhist 

monks, the central datum for peace is the mind or self, and the centrality of the mind is 

found in the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma), which helps the young monks and those lay 
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people who participate in BEC’s peace education programs to answer the questions: What 

is the source of suffering and happiness and what is the source of violence and peace?  

According to Buddhist monks, the underlying cause of human suffering and social 

conflict is self, which is influenced by negative social conditions like greed, hatred, and 

delusion (ignorance). This is why BEC peace education programs place primacy on 

individual agency, and views peace as both an end and means. As expressed by Nhory 

Saratt (2018), “growing up poor and coming from a poor family, I did not have the 

resources to attend public school…so I attended the Buddhist primary and secondary 

schools, and what I learned from this education was that peace and happiness don’t come 

from external things…and achieving inner-peace was a step-by-step process requiring 

wisdom, morality and mindfulness, which is the goal of BEC’s peace education programs,” 

As a former Buddhist monk, Nhory Saratt (2018) confirmed what other monks told 

me: “This [the Buddha’s] way of life is not easy to teach nor understand, and no one is 

perfect in this process.” Through BEC’s peace education programs, five basic precepts are 

routinely used to educate Cambodians in a more kind and compassionate way. The precepts 

used by BEC monks, encourages the laity to abstain from killing, from stealing, from 

sexual misconduct, from speaking falsely or harshly and from using intoxicants to the 

extent that cause unmindful actions. Through self-reflection and insight meditation, BEC 

monks and participants in their peace education programs aim to develop mindfulness to 

be aware of our understanding, thoughts, words, actions and livelihood.  

Dhamma – Viewing education about and for peace as a virtue. “What we are 

striving for at BEC is how to share our knowledge about the Buddha’s teachings with 
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Cambodia’s youth…to do this peace work we need to first look at ourselves as Buddhist 

monks…this requires years of self-reflection and training ourselves in Buddhist virtues 

[high moral standard]” (Hak Sienghai, 2018). While content matters, according to BEC 

monks, teaching about and for peace is viewed as a process of improving nonviolent 

approaches to peace and choosing the right path to enhance the spiritual health of post-

genocide Cambodia. It is through BEC’s five peace education programs in which voluntary 

monks attempt to teach the laity how to live virtuously (sīla) or with the quality of being 

morally good in speech, actions and livelihood. 

As communicated by BEC monks and further expressed in surveys taken by 

Buddhist monks and lay students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University and primary 

school students at Wat Kor Public Secondary School in Battambang: “one of the biggest 

challenges facing Cambodia is a lack of morality.” It is therefore through the Buddhist 

notion of virtue, as expressed in right speech (sammā-vacā), right action (sammā-kamma) 

and right livelihood (sammā-ājīva), in which BEC’s peace education programs aim to 

advance morality and spiritual growth in Cambodia’s growing youth population.  

While some people find spirituality in religion, for BEC monks, spirituality has 

nothing to do with religion or belief in a Devine being. It is not to say that Buddhist monks 

are opposed to those who choose to follow religion or believe in a God as a path towards 

spiritual growth, as religions can also serve as vehicles for self-transformation. But for 

BEC monks and as expressed by So Theoung (2018), “we really only understand 

something when we know it from our own experience.” Therefore, the content of 

spirituality or teaching about and for peace is an individual process and experience guided 
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by the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). And the dhamma is an important part of BEC’s 

peace education programs, whereby the underlying “goal is to promote high moral 

principles for a cohesive and peaceful society” (Hak Sienghai, 2018). For BEC monks, it’s 

considered a nonviolent path in which to transcend the cultural conditioning of greed, 

hatred and delusion found in post-genocide Cambodia’s social structures. 

Sharing their knowledge about the dhamma as expressed in BEC’s five peace 

education programs is also viewed by Buddhist monks as a form of generosity (dāna). As 

practiced every day in Cambodia by both Buddhist monks and lay people during 

almsgiving, this unique form of generosity is not exclusively thought of as giving material 

things. “It is a form of transmitting wisdom, virtue, and mindfulness as embodied in the 

noble eightfold path” (Dul Vanny, 2018).  

Sangha – Exploring mindfulness as a complementary means to peace and social 

harmony. Unlike my Western view of power, where there is a general understanding that 

military might makes right, Buddhists monks view power with a different intent. Instead 

of looking at power as the means to control others or satisfy selfish desires (taṇhā) and 

insatiable cravings for money, fame, and pleasure; BEC monks viewed power spiritually 

for self-transformation. For them, it’s an inner-force to develop right mindfulness (sammā-

sati), right effort (sammā-vāyāma) and right concentration (sammā-samādhi). According 

to Dul Vanny (2018), right mindfulness is the capacity to recognize things as they really 

are – not to lament too much about what was in the past or worrying excessively about 

what will be in the future – it’s about the right effort in the present moment.” The closes 
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English translation for vāyāma is energy or diligence, but for Buddhist monks this implies 

mental energy and not physical strength or something external (Thera, 1996, p. 167). 

In America we view peace and happiness as the goal, whereas monks understand 

it as both an end and a means. As observed by Buddhist monks, it is right concentration 

that allows human beings to observe the true nature of reality and bring about the right 

understanding and right thought to reconcile human suffering and social conflict through 

their speech, actions and livelihood. This is where insight (vipassanā) meditation can help 

cultivate mindfulness in which to understand the important nature of selflessness and 

interconnectedness. Rather than viewing power in terms of gaining selfish advantages over 

others, the power of wisdom through critical self-reflection is the path to peace, happiness 

and social harmony as practiced by monks and espoused in their peace education programs. 

Concerned about the cultural exploitation of Buddhism to perfect violence, I shared 

the troubling story I saw on YouTube (2012) about a U.S. Army Buddhist Chaplain with 

some of BEC’s core affiliates at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University. Mindful that 

the military profession is incompatible with the Buddha’s notion of right livelihood 

(nonviolence and to abstain from killing), I was surprised at the monks’ calmness and non-

judgmental responses. In fact, the monks were hopeful about the prospects of this American 

Buddhist chaplain in understanding the importance of right concentration and right 

mindfulness. Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018) was optimistic that Chaplain Dyer would 

eventually align his meditation practice in closer concert with the Dhamma, Sangha, and 

Buddha’s nonviolent way of life. Unlike me, Ven. Vy Sovechea recognized the positive 

aspects of Chaplain Dyer’s efforts to care for the spiritual well-being of U.S. Army soldiers. 
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For BEC’s core affiliates, it was the mental claming of equanimity and the unifying 

and inclusiveness in right mindfulness that allowed them to expand their perspective of the 

U.S. Army’s first Buddhist chaplain. As they shared with me, they went through a process 

of self-reflection, where the negative forces of greed, hatred and delusion (ignorance) were 

examined, understood and reconciled before commenting. According to Ven. Hak Sienghai 

(2018), while right mindfulness helps develop wisdom, which is a main goal of BEC’s 

peace education programs, right concentration, right effort and right mindfulness form the 

center pieces in the practice of self-reflection or insight meditation. Like everything 

Buddhist monks do, there is a delicate balance between concentration, effort, and 

mindfulness when cultivating the mind for peace. I found the Buddhist notion of middle 

path and equanimity valuable in identifying and analyzing some of the political, cultural, 

and educational barriers to peace education. For Buddhist monks, this approach is 

considered right effort because it creates mental space to intellectually confront the 

negative aspects of duality, absolutism and all extremes. 

In contrast to what I learned through a lengthy military career, my internship and 

research experiences with Theravāda Buddhist monks offered an alternative 

epistemological perspective on peace education content. For example, instead of trying to 

integrate the socially under-privileged into a livelihood grounded in militarism, 

economically poor Cambodian boys with little opportunity in a structurally and culturally 

violent society can enter the Sangha (monkhood). It is during formal education in Buddhist 

primary and secondary schools that novice monks are taught the Buddha’s nonviolent 

version of peace education. Put simply, these are centers that cultivate morality and a 
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culture of peace by using a pedagogy of nonviolence, wisdom and generosity. Relying on 

Galtung’s (1969) notion of positive peace, this would make BEC monks ideal carriers of 

positive peace because they aim to address the underlying root causes and conditions of 

human suffering and social conflict. 

Traveling the Cambodian countryside with Theravāda Buddhist monks was always 

a learning experience in terms of peace education content. For Buddhist monks, 

experiential learning is the key method for the acquisition of values and the formation of 

attitudes and behavioral tendencies. I recall one day while enroute to engage the socially 

needy as part of BEC’s Caring for the Poor and Aging program, apparently a colony of red 

ants took refuge in BEC’s white van. Without warning, the ants began to bite Ven. Hak 

Sienghai, who after saying ouch with a smile on his face, quietly moved to another seat in 

the vehicle. Demonstrating right understanding, right thought, right speech, and right 

action, Ven. Hak Sienghai did not swat at the pesky ants, nor did he attempt to kill them or 

spray them with a toxin. He simply conceded to coexist in harmony with the environment.  

I had a similar experience while teaching at the Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist 

University in Battambang. On the steps leading to the entrance of the administrative offices 

and classrooms, there was a path of red ants making their way from one side of the steps 

to the other. Over the course of a week, not once did I see a student or monk disrupt this 

massive column of ants. Instead, the students cautiously stepped over the ants as not to 

harm them. Again, there was no killing these ants or spraying them with dangerous 

pesticides. Overtime the ants slightly adjusted their path under the steps to move in 
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harmony or out of the student’s path to access their classrooms. This seems to lend credence 

to the peaceful, interconnected and harmonizing characteristics of the Buddhist way of life. 

One of many lessons I learned from these simple but powerful experiences was that 

BEC’s peace education programs did not singularly focus on teaching problem-oriented 

subjects like those theorized by Harris and Morrison (2013) or mandated by governments. 

For BEC monks, education about and for peace is practiced in the spiritual content of the 

noble eightfold path and four sublime states. From Ven. Hak Sienghai’s perspective, any 

other way we become stuck in a one-sided discourse and duplicate historical patterns. 

While the answers to these important questions go slightly beyond the scope of this 

research with Theravāda Buddhist monks, the PAR process has a similar purpose as the 

sangha in that it creates a relevant, harmonious and self-transforming journey. Indeed, this 

research experience changed me, as I now find myself much calmer, patient and mindful. 

Many of the violent values, attitudes, skills and behavioral tendencies I developed during 

a long military career are gradually succumbing to compassion, loving kindness, 

sympathetic joy and equanimity. Through self-reflection, I am now more mindful of my 

understandings, thoughts, speech, actions, livelihood, and efforts.  

Letting go of the person I used to be, I am now much more in harmony with 

humanity, the environment, and universe. That is to say, the internalization of these 

Buddhist values and principles led me to cancel my contract with the home pesticide 

company, and now if I see an insect in my house, I carefully remove it to a safe place 

outside. My relationship with humanity, nature and the universe has taken on new 

significance and meaning. Admittedly, these are small steps in the larger context of global 
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peace and conflict resolution, but according to BEC’s core affiliates, “these are necessary 

steps when developing a peace education strategy.” 

Although not emphasized in Western peace education literature, the notion of 

character is very important in Buddhism – it constitutes the sum of what we are as human 

beings. The Buddhist theory of kamma (action) is also central and indispensable to peace 

education in that it helps discipline our actions and define our character. It guides the 

monks’ behavior, how they treat each other, live together, and why. It is further expressed 

in BEC’s organizational structure as replicating the Sangha or monastic community of 

monks (bhikkhus) and nuns (bhikkhunis) in which the content and form of the Buddha’s 

peace education knowledge is governed and strategically transmitted. 

As I learned from BEC monks, how to observe ourselves and recognize particular 

habits and tendencies is important. It is through the practice of self-awareness or of being 

mindful that we learn to speak and act in a nonviolent manner, this is when the process of 

transforming self begins. Yet, because the literature on peace education is predominately 

grounded in Western understanding and thought, karmic theory is often misunderstood and 

generally undervalued in the peacebuilding community. 

Forms of Peace Education: How Monks Transmit Peace Knowledge? As I 

learned from both BEC monks and the literature on peace education, every culture has its 

own unique way in which to propagate peace skills and values, and transform attitudes and 

behaviors. The literature makes clear how education about or for peace reaches its citizens 

in a variety of forms (Reardon, 2000; Freire, 1970, 1984). Normally through myriad 

channels of mass media, literature, television, movies, schools, churches, sports and the 
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arts. While BEC monks rely on some of these common channels of communications, they 

add several complementary approaches not often discussed or practiced among peace 

education circles.  

Almsgiving. When discussing forms of transmitting Buddhist peace knowledge, it was 

the Buddhist practice of almsgiving that most stood out. A practice dating back to the time 

of the Buddha, almsgiving is a way of sharing the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) with the 

laity – it is also a means in which to cultivate generosity (dāna), according to Ven. Rossok 

Nheoun (2018). Carried out in Cambodia on a daily basis, the Sangha depends on the lay 

people to satisfy four basic needs: food twice a day, housing in the form of the temple 

(Wat), clothes in the form of one saffron colored robe, and medical attention when 

necessary. While these same basic needs are equally expected for all Cambodian citizens, 

it is the monks’ sharing their knowledge about the dhamma during almsgiving that is 

intended to educate the lay people about a spiritual path towards peace, happiness, and 

social harmony.  

Replicating the daily practice of almsgiving where Buddhist monks are seen in their 

saffron robes roaming around Cambodia in the early morning hours; “we don’t stay in the 

[Buddhist] temples…as you witnessed, BEC brings the Buddha’s teachings to the 

Cambodian people throughout Cambodia…it is through our five peace education programs 

that we have to spread our happiness and peace to the people” (Hak Sienghai, 2018). 

However, some former monks and even practicing monks have been critical of BEC’s 

voluntary monks for not participating in morning almsgiving as traditionally practiced by 
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most monks. But according to Ven. Yem Vanna (2018), “as a form of generosity, 

almsgiving is not the only way for Buddhist monks to transmit the dhamma to the laity.” 

As Ven. Ouen Ek (2018) inferred, almsgiving and Buddhist temples are not the only 

venues in which to transmit knowledge about the dhamma. “Buddhist temples and 

almsgiving as currently practiced, do not necessarily provide access to Cambodia’s 

growing youth population, which is the main focus of BEC’s peace education programs” 

(Hak Sienghai, 2018). Because of the limited access to Cambodia’s youth through more 

traditional venues, it was Ven. Hak Sienghai’s strategy to access Cambodia’s public 

schools through BEC’s Youth Education program. For many monks, this was a way to 

expand much needed access to Cambodia’s growing youth population, not always possible 

through more traditional means like almsgiving and Buddhist temples. 

Buddhist Temples (Wats). Historically, education was always a central component of 

Buddhism - the Buddha founded the Sangha as a community of learning where monks 

educated each other. Eventually, the Buddhist monastery or temples (Wats) served as 

educational institutions for both monks and the laity. Throughout Cambodia, you can still 

find public primary schools located within the confines of Buddhist monasteries. As 

explained by Heng Monychenda (2018), “before the establishment of the Cambodian 

public school system, temple schools were characterized as popular community-based 

learning centers where Buddhist monks had the freedom to share their knowledge of the 

Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) with the lay people.” 

“A mutually beneficial connection developed between the Sangha and lay people, 

allowing monks access to the laity to perform a variety of educational, spiritual, and 
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developmental actions for Cambodian society…it was all inclusive with little 

discrimination between social classes” (Ibid, 2018). Buddhist temples were not only 

centers for monastic education, they became an integral part of Cambodia’s social capital 

(Colletta and Cullen, 2000). Similar to Heng Monychenda’s explanation, monks “taught 

children the rudiments of literacy and math, they attended to the villagers’ medical needs, 

advised the village elders from a nonpartisan perspective, and counseled individuals” 

(King, 2009, p. 9).  

As I observed many of these functions highlighted in the literature, in addition to 

teaching the dhamma, monks set a moral example and provided villagers with the 

opportunity to earn merits by practicing the virtue of generosity (dāna) in its various forms. 

Yet historian Ayres (2000) writes how under this Buddhist education system “Cambodia 

was almost uniformly illiterate without a single public school” (p. 11). It was only during 

the French Protectorate period when Buddhist education was gradually replaced by a public 

school system with lay people as primary educators instead of monks. This marked the 

beginning of a process that would gradually eliminate Buddhist temples as peace education 

centers with an education system aimed initially to serve the French colonial government 

and later the Cambodian government.  

In the 1960’s King Sihanouk began building more public schools across Cambodia, 

“which not only had the ancillary effect of involving the government in village life for the 

first time in Cambodian history” (Brinkley, 2011, p. 212), but also witnessed the steady 

decline of Cambodia’s youth visiting Buddhist temples. It was while participating in BEC’s 

peace education programs and volunteering to teach English language during evening 
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hours in various Buddhist temples, that I began to understand how Buddhism and Buddhist 

education has become a sporadic event in most temples, now attended mostly by the older 

generation. From my experience, Cambodia’s younger generation no longer come to 

Buddhist temples to learn the dhamma or practice dāna. The main attraction for mainly 

Cambodia’s poor children, is to take free English language classes when offered by either 

a bilingual monk or short-term volunteer lay person like myself. 

I was not alone with my observations, BEC monks and their core affilaites also 

recognized the importance of youth education in Cambodian society. Ackowledging the 

steady decline of youth visiting temples, Ven. Hak Sienghai decided to reach out to public 

schools as a means in which to transmit the dhamma and teach morality through BEC’s 

Youth Education program. But as Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018) pointed out, “it was during 

routine gatherings in Buddhist temples that the monks’ focus on non-duality began to have 

a positive influence on attitudes and social behavior - the importance of interconnectedness 

and friendship were taught across socio-economic lines in these temples as an integral part 

of the primary and secondary school curriculum.” In addition to these Buddhist values, the 

four sublime states of mind: compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity 

were taught (Gombrich, 2006, p. 66).  

By using self-reflection meditation during BEC ceremonies, lay people were able to 

suffuse the world with the right understanding and right thought, “as we are all 

interconnected and share the same responsibility for the well-being of humanity, the 

environment, and universe” (Phumchhon Tola, 2018). Reflecting on the symbiotic 

relationship between the Sangha and lay people, Buddhist peace education knowledge was 
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not only being transmitted to the laity during daily almsgiving, but also during more formal 

education within the more than three thousand Buddhist temples spread across Cambodia.  

Public School System. If educating a society about and for peace is as important as the 

literature asserts, then according to Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018), “the Cambodian public 

school system is the ideal place to transmit the wisdom, virtues, and mindfulness found in 

BEC’s peace education programs.” Through my experience, and as captured in the 

literature, education is by its very nature is a reflection of the society it tries to teach. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that prior to King Norodom handing Cambodia’s sovereignty 

over to France in 1863, the basis for Cambodia’s education system was synonymous “with 

its Buddhist and Hindu traditions” (Ayres, 2000 p. 13).  

“Regardless of whether you came from a rich or poor family, you were generally taught 

by monks in one of the thousands of Buddhist temples scattered across Cambodia” (Heng 

Monychenda, 2018). Monks provided classes on various topics, including morality and the 

Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). Although the process of stripping the Buddhist monks of 

their educational responsibilities began during the French occupation, it all ended abruptly 

during the Khmer Rouge genocidal period. Many temples were destroyed, monks exiled or 

killed, and the practice of Buddhism was essentially expunged. It was not until the return 

of Ven. Mahā Ghosananda to Cambodia that the tone of Buddhist moral authority and path 

towards spiritual growth began to be restored (Weiner, 2003, p. 115; Maat, 2017). 

As pointed out by former Buddhist monk and BEC volunteer Kim Khiensong (2018), 

“Buddhist education is a big part of developing Cambodian society, and BEC serves as a 

center to help the younger generation…its peace education programs are really important, 
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but many people are not aware of the importance of these programs in developing 

Cambodian society…now that public schools are separated from the pagoda [Buddhist 

temple], I see a decline in morality in Cambodian society” Although the comments made 

by Kim Khiensong were corroborated by public school students, teachers and parents, “the 

importance of Buddhist education is viewed by the Cambodian government with caution 

and mostly misunderstood by Western scholars” (Phumchhon Tola, 2018). 

While there are still a few public schools physically located in Buddhist temples, by 

law monks are prohibited from teaching in the Cambodian public school system. Many 

current and former monks believe that the Cambodian government is afraid of the monks’ 

high position in society and their potential to mobilize its people. These observations are 

valid, as Ven. Mahā Ghosananda and Heng Monychenda are cited as two historical 

examples where Buddhist monks mobilized Cambodians to reconcile social problems. 

Ven. Mahā Ghosananda is credited with calming a nation in the aftermath of one of the 

worst genocides in the modern era and leading the repatriation of hundreds of thousands of 

refugees, whereas Heng Monychenda leveraged Buddhist temples as education centers and 

the reverence of Buddhist monks in society to educate Cambodians about the HIV/AIDS 

epidemic brought on by UNTAC forces. In both cases, it was Buddhist monks who proved 

most persuasive in mobilizing society when the Cambodian government, foreign powers, 

and the international community proved incapable.  

Despite these historical examples, some Western scholars remain critical of Buddhist 

education, claiming that the Buddhist notion of individual helplessness is a central factor 

in legitimizing the traditional Cambodian conceptions of power: absolutism and the 
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primacy of hierarchy (Ayres, 2000, P. 1). What seems to be missing in Ayers’ observations, 

however, were captured in surveys conducted by my second year students at Preah 

Sihanouk Raja University was the importance of public schools as centers for BEC monks 

to teach morality and the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). According to the surveys taken at 

various primary and secondary schools in Batambang, the biggest challenge to peace, 

happiness and social harmony in Cambodia is a lack of morality – and the best way to 

address this social challenge is to allow BEC monks offer morality and monastic education 

as part of the public school’s curriculum. 

Dhammayietra Peace Walk. It is often claimed by senior monks and lay people that 

Ven. Mahā Ghosananda returned socially engaged Buddhism and peace education to 

Cambodia in 1992, when he conceived the dhammayietra peace walk across Cambodia. 

As a student of Gandhian nonviolent activism, along with organizers like American Jesuit 

brother Robert “Bob” Maat, Ven. Mahā Ghosananda began the process of rebuilding 

Buddhism in Cambodia, healing a nation, and teaching peace and spirituality through 

experiential learning. Having just returned from a nine-year meditation retreat, he was 

well-versed in the value of insight (vipassanā) meditation, which he viewed as a 

prerequisite for internal and external peace.  

The importance of dhammayietra as a form of peace education continues as an annual 

month-long event comprised of monks and lay people who continue to travel across 

Cambodia to teach and promote peace. Ven. Mahā Ghosananda was also an inspiration to 

the next generation of Buddhist monks in Cambodia, as they were encouraged to leave 

their temples and engage lay people in peace education and peace action.  
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For BEC, this served as the new paradigm in which to socially engage Cambodian 

society. Because the Cambodian government prohibits monks from teaching the dhamma 

in public schools or prisons without formal authorization, and because most Buddhsit 

temples have been politicized or coopted by members of the Cambodian People’s Party 

(CPP), BEC created an independent center in which to perform their peace work. 

Mass Media. Although BEC still reaches out to primary and secondary schools, this 

has become increasingly more difficult due to political reasons. Its Prisoner Education 

program, whose meditation sessions are said to have had tremendous positive influence on 

the prisoners, is also limited because of politics (Kim Kiensong, 2018). Therefore, BEC’s 

most popular communication channel remains mass media, mainly through Facebook and 

YouTube. This is because Facebook is the preferred form of mass media used by the 

majority of Cambodia’s youth population and among the large Cambodian diaspora living 

mainly in America, Australia and Europe (Rat Kompheak, 2018).  

As I personally experienced while participating in BEC’s Media Dhamma Talks and 

English Dhamma Talks, there can be as many as eighteen thousand Facebook viewers on 

any given one-hour broad cast. These are all live and interactive programs, where 

participants often inquire about morality-related issues and BEC monks respond 

immediately with thoughtful answers. Essentially, a live interactive dialogue is going on 

between BEC monks and participants fromm all over the world. This is a common practice 

for BEC; and albeit the technology is more advanced in the 21st century, its lineage dates 

back to over twenty-five hundred years during the life of the Buddha. But it was Ven. Mahā 
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Ghosananda’s peace walk, which helped shape the vision for BEC’s peace education 

programs, eventually becaming an integral part of a larger peace education strategy. 

While BEC’s new peace education center seems to be a positive response to 

Cambodia’s political and social obstacles, and despite BEC’s popularity as a result of its 

heavy reliance on mass media, working in isolation from the Sangha and Buddhist temples 

makes it increasingly more difficult to develop a grand strategy for socially engaged 

Buddhist monks and their peace education programs in post-genocide Cambodia, 

according to Heng Monychenda (2018). Notwithstanding the importance mass media has 

served BEC in transmitting its peace education message, some Buddhist monks and former 

monks still think that Ven. Hak Sienghai’s approach to its peace education has ignored the 

larger problem of social duality, separatism, and exclusionism. Although BEC’s peace 

education programs are open for all Cambodians to participate in, the creation of a private 

peace education center appears antithetical to the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness.  

Not only does it further marginalize Buddhist temples as centers for positive social 

capital, it seems to be following the same duality caused by the growing private education 

industry funded by a larger international community. Similar to what I experienced in 

America, it seems like the preservation of inequality and elitism through private education 

has become the new norm in Cambodian society. As Ven. Rin Phyrun (2018) opined, it 

also creates an image of a private business which causes additional concerns such as 

inequality, duality and exclusionism. 

Still Waiting on a Paradigm Shift. According to the literature, peace education 

pedagogy has been as much an issue as peace education content and form (Burns and 
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Aspeslagh, 2015, p. 13). Some scholars in the education field posit that peace education 

should be more about developing a particular frame of mind rather than simply transmitting 

a body of knowledge, as is often the case in a traditional public school system (Fals-Borda 

and Rahman, 1991, p. 34). The notion of teaching for and about peace (Reardon, 2000) 

appears congruent with BEC’s approach to its peace work. And while BEC monks also 

recognize the importance of reason and critical thinking in each of their peace education 

programs, they do not always appear proficient or consistent in following this pedagogy. 

The Buddha’s pedagogical path illustrates that the form or process of peace 

education must be compatible with peace. That is to say, it cannot only be education about 

peace, it must also include education for peace, as stressed by Reardon (2000). As I also 

observed during this PAR process, the method of transmitting peace knowledge is as 

important, as the content. From my personal experience, education is particularly effective 

when it creates conditions and a learning environments that involves participation, 

cooperation, and dialogue - conditions which eventually lead to increased self-

understanding and self-awareness. According to Kim Kiensong (2018), “our [BEC’s] 

teaching approach allows them [students] to reason and apply critical thinking so they can 

learn what is right and stop the bad things in their lives…that is the peace and happiness 

they get from participating in BEC’s Youth Education program.” 

For BEC monks, all forms of education should be compatible with peace. That is 

to say, peace education should follow a sense of interconnectedness, and a nonviolent 

pedagogy that promotes reason and critical thinking as espoused by the Buddha (Thera, 

1996). Intellectually, it is not that difficult to imagine peace education being grounded in 
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interconnectedness, nonviolence, reason, and critical thinking, but in practice it is a much 

more challenging proposition given the conditioning of greed, hatred and delusion in most 

cultures and as reflected in their social structures.  

Given the long-standing connection and contention between structure and agency 

in the social sciences and theories of change, there is a tendency to narrowly examine peace 

education and social conflict from a liberal peace paradigm perspective. That is, placing 

emphasis almost exclusively on social structures, whereas BEC’s peace education 

programs places primacy on individual agency and self-transformation. For BEC monks, a 

peace education paradigm shift begins with self or individual agency, and only through 

peaceful, nonviolent actions. As pointed out by Nhory Saratt (2018), “growing up poor and 

comimg from a poor family, I did not have the resources to attend school, but learned that 

peace and happiness does not come from external things…it comes from the mind”. 

But as I observed while teaching at the Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University 

in Battambang, Cambodia, this paradigm shift directly challenges current thinking, 

character, and a culture of silence I identified in most of my second year students. For 

Cambodia to start the process of transformational social change, its growing youth 

population would be well-served to embrace BEC’s peace education paradigm that aims to 

re-characterize Cambodia’s culture of violence into a culture of peace through the daily 

practice of the noble eightfold path and strengthened by insight (vipassanā) meditation. 

Despite the peace education efforts by BEC, a paradigm shift will take time given the 

cultural heritage and psychological origins of national identity. But as Bit (1991) points 

out and voluntary monks at BEC practice through their peace education programs, “there 
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was a time not too long ago when Cambodia was referred to as the Gentle Land of Smiling 

People” (p. xiii). 

From Peace Paradox to Paradigm: Putting the Mind in a Calming, Positive and 

Nonviolent State. According to Ven. Jaa Som Saroun (2018), meditation is a way to put 

the mind in a clam, positive, and nonviolent state. Since the beginning, meditation was 

complementary to the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). It is also embodied in BEC’s peace 

education and peace action - like participatory observation and self-reflection; it becomes 

a living activity expressed through various techniques from different traditions. What 

became clear for me, primarily by participating in BEC’s Youth Education program, 

meditation is inherently experiential not theoretical, which is a key method for acquiring 

Buddhist values and virtuous behavior. As some of BEC’s core affiliates implied, 

meditation is a process of learning to live the Buddhist way of life – it creates space in the 

mind to understand ourselves and others more clearly. Yet when I asked the younger 

generation of Buddhist monks if they meditated, they overwhelmingly claimed, never.  

Buddhist monks who teach at the primary and secondary Buddhist schools in 

Battambang confirmed that there is no specific meditation curriculum. I would later learn, 

however, that the simple act of studying the dhamma in Pāli language and chanting 

Buddhist peaceful mantra is considered a powerful form of meditation. As a youngster who 

played basketball, ran cross country, and climbed high altitude mountain, I came to realize 

that I too was meditating without knowing it by concentrating and redirecting my thoughts. 

Recognizing our epistemological differences and slight language barrier, it was not 

always easy to conceptualize meditation into one of the many techniques now culturally-
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adapted and practiced in Western societies. What I experienced with BEC monks was that 

they are constantly reflecting on their understanding, thoughts, speech, and actions. Ever 

mindful, it is a way for them to internalize the Buddha’s peace values, virtuous behavior, 

and inoculate themselves against unwholesome conditioning in the form of greed, hatred 

and delusion. For venerable monks, although I found most novice monks are not always 

conscious of the act of meditation, they are all at different stages in learning to control their 

mind and step outside of the endless cycle of imagined desires, attachment and 

unwholesome thoughts. 

I observed why Ven. Jaa Som Saroun is often referred to as a master at combining 

meditation with the Buddha’s pedagogy of reason and critical thinking when teaching the 

dhamma to primary and secondary school students. It was while participating in BEC’s 

Youth Education program on multiple occasions at various public schools that I witnessed 

how Ven. Jaa Som Saroun takes the students on a journey to gain a thorough understanding 

of the mind. His reflective, gentle, playfulness, and meditative temperament made things 

easier for the students to understand. Through introspection of various aspects of their lives 

and by incorporating stories of the Buddha’s teachings proved to be the best vehicle for 

teaching. The students were able to see things in a different light for themselves. These 

meditation sessions were so powerful that most students began to cry uncontrollably. As 

explained by Ven. Jaa Som Saroun, as the students reflected on their past thoughts and 

actions, they experienced feelings of repentence and regret that naturally brought on tears. 

From feedback provided by teachers and parents, the meditation’s calming and 

peaceful process was making the student’s lives more meaningful and understanding the 
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importance of being respectful towards others. Inherently experiential, the self-reflection 

meditation technique used by Ven. Jaa Som Saroun guided students on a spiritual journey 

to cultivate Buddhist values and nurture calm and peaceful attitudes and behavior. But this 

is not always the case, as insight (vipassanā) meditation can also be used in support of 

violent livelihoods if not used in the context of wholesome mantra as found in the four 

sublime states: compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity. An example 

of this peace paradox is currently beibg practiced by Captain Thomas Dyer, the first 

Buddhist Chaplain in the U.S. Army who relies on insight meditation to teach young 

soldiers how to concentrate in doing their job better (as cited in Youtube, 2012).  

Historically, valuable work in peace education by Theravāda Buddhist monks has 

been a central feature in Cambodian society. Strongly influenced by Ven. Mahā 

Ghosananda’s training in meditation, loving-kindness (metta) practice and peaceful social 

engagement, dhammayietra peace walks illustrates a powerful paradigm shift in peace 

education which is now reflected in BEC’s peace education programs. According to BEC 

monks, the self-reflection practice embodied in its peace education programs and 

complemented with the values found in the four sublime states, are essential in building 

peace. Because the human mind tends to ascribe some fixed, permanent and unchanging 

feature to reality to satisfy desires, cravings or pleasures (Tanabe, 2016, p. 272), self-

reflection meditation teaches personal transformation. That is to say, “we need to 

intelligently process our most difficult experiences in order to achieve balance, harmony, 

and inner-peace (Lama Surya Das, 2003, p. 182). As exemplified in BEC’s Prisoner 
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Education program, meditation intends to purify the mind of harmful social conditions like 

greed, hatred and delusion, which holds prisoners captive to negative emotional thoughts.  

What was being stressed during BEC’s Prisoner Education program was that 

human suffering and social conflict are not beyond human solution. Individuals possess 

the power to emancipate themselves from all burdens by right concentration, right effort 

and right mindfulness (Rahula, 1974). According to BEC monks, by getting the prisoners 

to focus on mantras like compassion, loving kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity; the 

prisoners learned to be more mindful about love, interconnectedness and being 

compassionate towards others. “Putting the mind into a morally and mindful state makes it 

difficult to say and do harmful things” (Yem Vanna, 2018). Because BEC’s peace 

education seeks transformational change in individual agency, its approach to wisdom 

intends to cultivate morality and mindfulness. As expressed by BEC’s core affiliates, 

mindfulness is a way to integrate meditation into action and gradually liberate the mind of 

delusion. It is further claimed by BEC monks that the content and form of their peace 

education programs influences friendships, cultural patterns, and social structures in a step-

by-step process.  

Meditation in Everyday Practice. I often wondered about the practice of meditation 

and the transforming effects it claims to have in achieving peace and happiness. According 

to Maat (2017), Mahā Ghosananda was a big advocate of using meditation to enhance his 

peace agenda during the dhammayietra peace march. Returning to Cambodia after 

spending years in exile, it was Mahā Ghosananda’s intention to heal a morally and 

spiritually troubled nation - to reconcile the suffering brought on by the greed, hatred and 
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delusion of the Cold War era which left an estimated two million Cambodians dead out of 

a population of eight million (King, 2009, p.92). This does not include more than three 

hundred thousand Cambodians killed as a result of America’s indiscriminate bombing 

missions during the Vietnam War. 

I too learned while researching and living with Buddhist monks that meditation is 

an important routine that helped bring clarity to everyday challenges and refresh one’s 

outlook on life. As most monks inferred, it’s a process of minimizing desires and 

expectations, by going to bed and waking up with positive thoughts, by focusing more in 

the present moment and less on pass events and future goals, by doing activities in a 

positive way and with a sense of interconnectedness, it’s the beginning of achieving inner-

peace and happiness. In this way, reality is easy to see, which for Buddhist monks is 

wisdom or right understanding and right thoughts. 

As the monks at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University taught me, meditation 

is used to attain inner-peace or the Buddhist way of life. A life that is not driven by violence; 

that is not conditioned by greed, hatred and delusion; and that makes life more peaceful 

and happier. For these monks, inner-peace is something that cannot be bought or quantified 

by material possessions, which I learned is often the understanding in Western circles. As 

Ven. Jaa Som Saroun (2018) explained, “[meditation] it’s an individual experience gained 

by looking within oneself.” As I learned from this research, nothing we do is in the past or 

future. Yet, it was the routine practice of insight (vipassanā) meditation that allowed me to 

reflect on the past and future, while concentrating on being in the present moment. 
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While the literature introduces many meditation techniques used to enhance the 

discovery of inner-peace and happiness, insight meditation was the technique used by the 

Buddha and now most often practiced by BEC monks. Its meaning derives from two Pāli 

words: vipassanā and bhāvanā. Vipassanā generally means a special way of seeing or 

perceiving, whereas bhāvanā is defined as a mental cultivation (Gunaratana, 2015, p. 26). 

Vipassanā or to see things just the way they are, is a very ancient form of meditation used 

by the Buddha over 2500 years ago and something I now rely on as a routine practice 

incorporated in daily swims, walks and runs to strengthen my concentration and awareness.  

Although novice monks were less accustomed to this meditation technique, at least 

from my explanation, I learned that it was widely practiced by the older generation like 

Ven. Jaa Som Saroun. After a reflective focus group with BEC core affiliates, I concluded 

that vipassanā meditation is similar to the PAR process with socially engaged Theravāda 

Buddhist monks in that they both helped me transform self and allowed me to begin the 

process of letting go of the person I used to be. Because of the centrality of self-reflection 

in PAR, vipassanā meditation and the PAR process increased awareness about the reality 

of understanding, thoughts, and actions. According Ven. Jaa Som Saroun who practices 

vipassanā on a routine basis: “the awareness and calming effect of meditating, culminates 

into a spiritual uplifting that brings me closer to reality and inner peace...it allows me to 

approach life with wisdom under all circumstance.” 

Complementary Approaches to Peace Education: The Transformative Powers of 

a Smile. While living and researching with Theravāda Buddhist monks; I became curious 

about the permanent smiles etched on their faces and the seemingly transformative effects 
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it had on those Cambodians participating in BEC’s peace education programs. The natural 

capacity of smiling went beyond the Buddhist monks, it was also genuinely illustrative in 

BEC volunteers like Kim Kiensong, So Theoung, Nhory Saratt, and Dul Vanny. As a 

retired military officer not accustomed to living in a culture of smiles, I was comforted by 

the positive energy emanating from these smiling Buddhist monks and lay people.  

Being in their presence created a happy and calming atmosphere, which seemed to 

transcend any of my feelings of pain, suffering and anger I may have been experiencing. 

Although not by original design, smiling was a natural part of BEC’s peace praxis. Over 

time, I realized that these smiling monks were actually cultivating a sense of peace and 

social harmony in an otherwise violent social system. While the intricacies of this 

complementary form of peace education goes beyond the scope of this research, as a 

scholar of conflict analysis and resolution, I was inspired by its immediate and positive 

effects on myself and those who participated in BEC’s peace education programs.  

I often observed the positive connection between a smile and happiness while 

participating in BEC’s peace work. Whether while giving dhamma classes to primary and 

secondary public school students as part of the Youth Education program or demonstrating 

acts of generosity during the Caring for the Poor and Aging and Youth Sponsorship 

programs, I always experienced the powerful effect a smile had in shaping attitudes and 

behaviors. When the monks began to engage the lay people, their faces would often light 

up with a transforming smile. There seemed to be a mysterious force in their smiles that 

helped transcend the negative conditions brought on by greed, anger and delusion. 
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Although chanting positive mantra like compassion, loving kindness, sympathetic 

joy and equanimity was also important in transforming attitudes and behaviors, it was the 

monks’ smiling faces that seemed most comforting and therapeutic. Their smiles were so 

powerful and infectious that it never took too long before participants in BEC’s peace 

education programs were smiling, laughing, and seemed to discover inner-peace, 

happiness and a sense of living in social harmony. Smiling appeared to be a path towards 

the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness. 

According to studies, there is a “certain magic in a smile that affects the brain” 

(Stevenson, 2012). From my observations, whether coming from a Buddhist monk or lay 

people, a smiling face signals friendliness and encourages positive interactions that 

dismantles barriers, fear, builds trust, and people generally tend to be drawn closer to those 

who are smiling and happy than those who are frowning and angry. There are countless 

examples of those who have used a simple smile to reduce conflict, social tensions and 

anxiety, reconcile differences, and build confidence between adversaries.  

The four smiling faces of Buddha stone statues seen across Cambodia are not only 

a reminder of the four sublime states of compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and 

equanimity – it also symbolizes the transforming powers of a smile. As posited by Thich 

Nhat Hanh (1987), “Sometimes your joy is the source of your smile, but sometimes your 

smile can be the source of your joy…by smiling, we initiate a wonderful chain reaction, 

touching the joy in anyone we encounter.” While socially engaged Buddhist monks 

understanding peace and happiness as synonymous, I experienced a nexus between peace, 

happiness, social harmony and a smile. 
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An example of the transformative powers a smile can have was captured in the 

images of Ven. Mahā Ghosananda during the dhammayietra peace walk in 1992. This was 

during an extremely dangerous and tense period in Cambodia’s history, when UNTAC 

forces failed to disarm the warring factions backed by the superpowers. As conveyed to 

me by Maat (2017), who both inspired and participated in the peace walk, “the transcending 

power of Ghosananda’s smile disarmed the hatred of the armed groups and comforted the 

hearts of those Cambodians still suffering from years of living in refugee camps.” 

It is said that smiling has been empirically associated with personal psychological 

benefits (Selig, 2016). In particular, smiling seems to help people deal with negative 

emotional events, such as genocide or the dealing with the loss of a family member. People 

with a propensity to display genuine happiness are likely to enjoy smiling and quality social 

relationships. Some Western studies suggest that smiling reduces aggression (Szalavitz, 

2013). Maybe that’s why as a former infantry officer, smiling was not something condoned. 

It was largely viewed by leaders as a sign of weakness, a character flaw that went against 

the warrior ethos and could potentially compromise the mission of killing the enemy. 

While conducting research with Theravāda Buddhist monks, I would often opine 

about these studies and their relevance in the field of peace and conflict resolution. 

Something Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018) frequently stressed was that “if in our daily lives we 

can smile, we will find peace and happy not only for ourselves, but for everyone – this is 

the most basic kind of peace education.” From my experience, I find smiling makes people 

feel safer, healthier and happier, less aggressive, and cultivates stronger friendships. It’s 

perfectly plausible that smiling monks are a unique breed found in socially engaged 



 

304 

 

Buddhist monks. Smiling may be a sign of something deeper that goes beyond the scope 

of this study. But further inquiry could present an interesting phenomenon to contemplate 

in relationship to contemporary approaches to peace education and conflict resolution. 

Gauging the Efficacy of BEC’s Peace Education Programs. In what ways do 

Theravāda Buddhist monks measure the effectiveness of BEC’s five peace education 

programs? As one of the original research questions, Chapter Nine covers this topic in 

greater detail. Yet, given its importance to this research and the existing peace education 

literature, I would like to expound on a few of the more salient points regarding how 

Buddhist monks view efficacy within the context of BEC’s peace education programs.  

First, what defines success or the efficacy of BEC’s peace education programs? For 

BEC monks, the notions of success and efficacy as framed from my Western perspective, 

had very little meaning. It was also difficult for them to fully comprehend as I shared my 

understanding of the criteria in which to measure a program’s efficacy or success. Relying 

on my experience as a former board member of a small non-governmental organization 

(NGO) called Friends of the Orphans and as founder of the Peter Michael Abbott Memorial 

Fund, I told the monks that too often programs or projects are inconsistent in their criteria 

to outline expectations and achieve intended outcomes.  

From my experience, NGOs in the humanitarian and development fields all start 

with a set of criteria about how to measure success. But overtime, there is a tendancy for 

greed and delusion to become more influential, and the original goal set for humanitarian 

and development purposes is gradually undervalued. What was consistent in my 

explanation from a Western perspective, was that the criteria shaping most organizations 
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include a minimum of the following six factors: scope, schedule, budget, team satisfaction, 

customer satisfaction, and quality of work. 

In addition to my personal views, I added the perspectives from notable scholars in 

the peace education field like Galtung (2008), who recommended that:  

Any educational form should be evaluated in terms of its structure and the 
following questions should always be asked to test validity: Does it permit 
feedback? Does it bring people together in a joint endeavor rather than 
keeping them apart? Does it permit general participation, and is the total 
form of education capable of self-generated change? (p. 51). 
 
According to BEC monks and their core affiliates, one has to respect the noble work 

accomplished by Western scholars like Galtung and others. But according to these 

venerable monks, to know what is right or sammā is a step-by-step process of developing 

wisdom, morality and mindfulness. First through years of dhamma education in the 

Buddhist primary and secondary schools, then by practicing the noble eightfold path and 

incorporating the four sublime states into daily meditation. As conveyed by Ven. Yem 

Vanna (2018), it is this notion of sammā or the way it should be that seems to be what 

drives the criteria to measure the efficacy of BEC’s peace education programs. 

During our second interview, Heng Monychenda (2018) shared with me his views 

on BEC’s peace education programs. It was during this semi-structured interview in which 

he said, “one of the most difficult things to measure in post-genocide Cambodia is social 

change, particularly as it influences social development and social behavior.” This is 

particularly true when measuring the success of BEC’s peace education programs. As an 

American scholar of conflict analysis and resolution, education is often viewed as a 

panacea or the solution for our social problems. The literature highlights the importance of 
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education about and for peace in the development of individuals and society (Reardon, 

2000). But as we have learned from history, simply teaching about and for peace has done 

very little to reverse the cycle of violence inherent in many social systems. 

From my experience during the co-development of the dissertation proposal and 

comprehensive field work, most BEC monks seemed to dismiss the idea of assessing or 

evaluating the efficacy of BEC’s peace education programs. To my frustration, their 

responses consistently relied on the same answer when I asked how they knew what they 

were doing was successful, their answers always seemed to be: “we know because our 

actions are wholesome [sammā-kammanta].” From a Buddhist monks’ perspective, kamma 

or action, not only explains the natural law of cause and effect, but also helped Buddhist 

monks understand the interconnection between ends and means or strategy. That is to say, 

right action or kamma forms the basis of BEC’s strategic vision and way of measuring 

efficacy or success. 

I would eventually learn, BEC’s criteria in which to measure the efficacy of its 

peace education programs appears entirely based on right action in the present moment. 

From my experience, every bureaucratic organization embodies some explicit or implicit 

definition of cost and benefit from which the criteria of effectiveness are derived. But BEC 

monks are not concerned about maintaining a budget or paying salaries to their volunteers. 

They are not overwhelmed with maintaining a schedule because their focus is primarily on 

the present moment and the purity of spontaneity, not necessarily some future goal or 

objective. Therefore, the scope of their programs are not distorted by lamenting too much 

about the past or excessively worrying about the future. In other words, BEC monks are 
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not overly concerned with measuring success based on past accomplishments or future 

outcomes as is the case with most NGOs. 

As further explained by Heng Monychenda (2018), because many international 

NGOs working in Cambodia become overly concerned with operating budgets and paying 

salaries, they often lose sight of their original mission. That is to say, their original work 

scope and schedule to help humanity and develop Cambodia is diluted because maintaining 

budgets and paying salaries eventually takes precedence over caring for humanity. 

To suggest that improving the efficacy of BEC’s peace education programs involves 

breaking the cycle of direct, structural and cultural violence found in Cambodia’s social 

system would not be an accurate interpretation of BEC’s stated mission and goal. Rather, 

BEC’s implied solution to reverse this vicious cycle is through the cultivation of wisdom 

(paññā) morality (sīla) and generosity (dāna). Viewed by BEC monks as a step-by-step 

process of self-transformation, this process includes the development of understanding and 

thoughts as they manifest in speech, action and effort. Therefore, BEC’s mission to 

cultivate wisdom, morality and generosity through its peace education programs, intends 

to transform greed into generosity, hatred or ill-will into loving-kindness and compassion, 

and delusion into wisdom.  

When I asked Ven. Yem Vanna how he knows if BEC’s peace education programs 

are effective or successful, he responded by saying: right action. In Buddhism, right action 

along with right speech (sammā-vacā) and right livelihood (sammā-ājīva) are categorized 

in the morality or virtue (sīla) group within the noble eightfold path (atthangika-magga) 

(Table 2). As cultivating morality is BEC’s main mission, it is implied that right action, 
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right speech, and right livelihood are informally used as criteria in which BEC monks 

gauge the efficacy of their peace education programs. For BEC monks, efficacy is about 

morality (sīla) as embodied in the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma), which is the basis of the 

Buddhist way of life. According to BEC monks, one who practices sīla, contributes to one’s 

wellbeing and that of humanity, the environment, and universe. 

Conclusion.  As the literature suggests and this research confirms, peace education 

generally remains an undervalued byproduct of hierarchical social structures. Despite being 

inextricably linked to peacebuilding in terms of its purpose to address human suffering and 

social conflict, contemporary peace education programs have demonstrated little clarity of 

content, forms, methods of transmitting peace knowledge, and criteria to measure efficacy.  

It was never proven that education within exiting cultures can be the solution to 

social problems - the context, form, method of transmitting knowledge, and criteria within 

which the success of education is measured are often set in such a way as to not allow these 

approaches to produce desired change. While BEC monks acknowledged my observations, 

it became clear that their approach to peace education is unique from that outlined in mostly 

Western literature.  

Some 2,500 years ago, the Chinese military strategist Sun Tzu wrote that to subdue 

the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill (as cited in Griffith, 1971, p. 9). In other 

words, the best peacekeeper never fights, but this approach does not dismiss the violence 

in understanding, thoughts, livelihood, and efforts. During this same time period, a once 

powerful and privileged prince from northern India called Siddhārtha Gautama, later 

known as the Buddha, offered a nonviolent corollary to Sun Tzu’s approach to peace and 
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social harmony. The Buddha’s new paradigm or grand strategy was grounded in a form of 

peace education referred to in the Pāli language as dhamma or the Buddha’s teachings.  

The content of this knowledge followed a social praxis toward nurturing wisdom 

(paññā) into the true nature of reality, namely impermanence (anicca), suffering or conflict 

(dukkha), and non-self or selflessness (anattā). This practical path covers every aspect of 

life called the noble eightfold path: right understanding, right thought, right speech, right 

action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration. This is 

complemented by internalizing the four sublime states of compassion, loving kindness, 

sympathetic joy, and equanimity. It is through self-reflection meditation in which BEC’s 

peace education programs aim to cultivate morality and the spirituality espoused in the 

noble eightfold path and four sublime states.  

As the goal for every society should be to cultivate a peaceful and harmonious 

culture, this becomes difficult because modernity and contemporary institutions have been 

conditioned on the basis of greed, hatred, and delusion (Fals-Borda and Rahman, 1991, p. 

32; Loy, 2003). Despite being a majority Buddhist state, finding the right path to peace 

and social harmony has also become difficult for Cambodians. Albeit with good intentions, 

UN Secretary General Boutros-Ghali’s (1992) prescription of a liberal peace paradigm as 

the ideal path to peace and social harmony proved insufficient in cultivating nonviolence 

and social harmony – two dimensions of peace education greatly needed in the 21st century. 

As Theravāda Buddhist monks at BEC confirmed, peace education is a nonviolent 

process to acquire the values, the knowledge, and develop the attitudes and behaviors to 

live in harmony with oneself, humanity, the environment and universe. While socially 
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engaged Buddhist monks are slowly making a comeback in Cambodia after an existential 

set back during the Khmer Rouge’s reign of power from 1975 to 1979, for grassroots 

organizations like BEC, peace education and peace action are inseparable in cultivating 

morality and teaching the dhamma through the practical application of the noble eightfold 

path and four sublime states. For BEC monks, the content of its peace education is an 

important guide in cultivating wisdom, morality and spiritual growth, and generosity. But 

as long as the condition of greed, hatred and delusion prominant in modernity continues to 

hold a higher value for Cambodia’s younger generation than the Buddha’s teachings, 

BEC’s actions and efforts may only offer a glimmer of hope for marginalized Cambodians 

still waiting for transformational social change in a structurally and culturally violent 

society.  

Despite my pessimism in BEC’s capacity to transform social structures, Cambodia 

remains a transitional society which awaits greater understanding and thoughts by socially 

engaged Buddhist monks. This is where I found the self-reflection meditation technique 

used during BEC’s peace education programs as having tremendous promise within the 

peace and conflict resolution field. As a result of this research, BEC monks also recognized 

the need for increased emphasis on meditation in their own peace education praxis. As a 

result of this renewed understanding, BEC now offers free meditation sessions to the 

general public as a key feature of their newly established peace education center. 

Notwithstanding increased emphasis on peace education and peace action as tools 

for transformational social change, I observed little positive impact in reducing structural 

and cultural violence found in Cambodia’s social institutions. After a year of self-reflection 
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while researching with Buddhist monks, I too concluded that peace education needs a peace 

culture not a war culture in order to have any chance of successfully transmitting 

wholesome peace knowledge as prescribed by BEC through its peace education programs. 

But this largely depends on BEC’s ability to transmit their peace education praxis in 

Cambodia’s public schools as encourage by the general population. The surveys conducted 

by BEC reflect the importance of morality and monastic education as part of Cambodia’s 

pubic school curriculum. 

The occurrence of mass killings in American high schools on a routine basis, brings 

into question whether cultures grounded in a livelihood of violence can realistically begin 

the process of effectively transmitting peace knowledge. As identified by Ven. Hak 

Sienghai through BEC’s peace education, it’s time for a major paradigm shift. As this study 

confirmed, “peace education in schools without a wider social campaign appears fruitless 

and disconnected from social reality” (Bar-Tal, 2002, p. 31). Peace education is invariably 

dependent on a society’s capacity for peace, and its ability to live peacefully in the present, 

not only as an imagined goal for the future. Peace education and peace action must be 

inseparable, morally grounded, and lived in the present moment as practiced by volunteer 

monks and lay people at BEC. 

There are many creative ways to transmit peace knowledge, but as recognized by 

Ven. Hak Sienghai, the most compelling approach is through the public school system. 

What makes this approach especially difficult in Cambodia, however, is that Buddhist 

monks are no longer part of the formal education process and the younger generation are 

increasingly less inclined to visit Buddhist temples. Despite ninety-five percent of the 
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Cambodian population seeking spiritual growth through Buddhism (Khy Sovanratana, 

2016), they are generally apathetic to the government’s refusal to allow Buddhist monks’ 

open access to public schools. 

Notwithstanding these obstacles, Ven. Hak Siengha’s strategic vision to expand 

BEC’s peace education into Cambodian public schools is gaining support by teachers, 

parents and students. Key to BEC’s peace work is the human potential for inner and outer 

peaceful transformation, but it has become difficult to transmit BEC’s brand of peace 

education without direct access to Cambodia’s growing youth. As Ven. Yem Vanna (2018) 

inferred, the government continues to prohibit Buddhist monks from teaching the dhamma 

in public schools without prior written approval and modernity subordinates the value of 

morality and spiritual growth among the growing youth population.  

Reflecting on my experience living and researching with Theravāda Buddhist 

monks, I gained a deeper understanding about my former livelihood and the forms of 

violence inherent in American culture. While I still harbor elements of greed, hatred and 

delusion, I am now aware of the transformative power of self-reflection meditation in the 

context of the four sublime states and noble eightfold path. Considered paramount in 

BEC’s peace education, I learned from Buddhist monks that the greater your 

understanding, the more flexible, tolerant and compassionate you become. Being mindful 

of my past, allowed me to let go of the person I used to be, and practicing the noble 

eightfold path and four sublime states in the present moment sharpens my understanding, 

tolerance and compassion towards humanity, the environment and universe. 
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Despite the important epistemological foundations of BEC’s peace education and 

peace action, to transcend an antiquated Cold War culture requires strategic vision to look 

beyond war and violence as a means to achieve peace and social harmony. Efforts to simply 

preach tolerance, empathy and compassion in public schools without the mechanism to 

internalize and contextualize these efforts, is not enough to achieve inner-peace for those 

cultures grounded in war and violence. As a part of a BEC’s peace paradigm, their peace 

education and peace action aim to ameliorate the conditions to have militaries and use 

violence to achieve peace, happiness and social harmony. But the real need for any peace 

education strategy is found in self, according to Buddhist monks. Self, according to Hak 

Sienghai (2018) is the answer to internal and external peace – it is considered the most 

important element to transformational social change.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH WITH THERAVADA BUDDHIST MONKS: 

REFLECTING ON THE EXPERIENCE 

 

Introduction. Chapter Eight intends to explain the salience and more 

transformative experiences of conducting participatory action research (PAR) with 

Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia. Choosing PAR as a research 

methodology was a significant departure from the more traditional approaches to inquiry, 

but nonetheless important in that it best suited the character and personalities of both the 

Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC) and myself. It also created 

the necessary space to take a more philosophical approach to research and bring added 

clarity to the vital question, why do research in the first place and for whose benefit? 

By following PAR’s philosophical approach, I was able to place myself at the 

center of mindful or self-reflective inquiry, which is consistent with the values and 

intellectual tradition of Buddhism and uniquely compatible with BEC monks’ way of life. 

Therefore, in addition to highlighting the epistemological dichotomy between Western and 

Buddhist concepts, Chapter Eight underlines the dialogic, catalytic and democratic utility 

of PAR as an authentic grassroots approach to research with its strong nexus between 

theory, practice and action. (Greenwood and Levin, 1998, p. 75)  
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According to Bentz and Shapiro (1998), “because research has become 

institutionalized and industrialized, it is possible to engage in it like a cog in the wheel of 

the modern industrial apparatus, without reflection as to its purpose or one’s own purpose 

in engaging in it” (p. 5). As understanding self and mindfulness are central to both 

Buddhism and PAR, I decided to merge the intellectual tradition of Buddhism with an 

adaptive version of Kemmis and McTaggart’s (1988) spiral of action research cycles 

(Figure 1) to guide and unify the process of co-developing the dissertation proposal and 

conducting field work with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks at Buddhism for 

Education of Cambodia (BEC).  

Acknowledging the differences between Buddhist monks and my Western 

approach to formulate knowledge, I organized Chapter Eight into five parts. The first part 

attempts to make sense of the research procedures by sharing the nuances of the entry 

process and the steps taken to first build relationships with BEC monks and then outline 

transcending persistence, knowledge and the purpose of PAR activities. Second, I briefly 

highlighted what I experienced within the epistemological dichotomy between a Western 

idea of insider-outsider positionality and the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness. Third, 

recognizing the codification of ethical comportment in academic research, I shared my 

experience of ethics and morality while researching with venerable monks who are often 

referred to as people of virtue. Fourth, while pilot studies can be part of both the proposal 

and the dissertation, it was here where I introduce the significance of a pilot study to help 

interpret research design and methodology, guide the co-development of the dissertation 

proposal and bridge the epistemological divide between BEC monks and myself as a 
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Westerner. Finally, I conclude this chapter by synthesizing my experiences as the first and 

only person to conduct research with BEC monks in post-genocide Cambodia. 

Making Meaning of the Research Process. As a new scholar in the field of peace 

studies, I found the term human subjects often used in more conventional methodological 

approaches to inquiry to be condescending and arrogant. These more traditional approaches 

appeared out-of-step with Buddhist notions of the four sublime states, interconnectedness, 

impermanence (anicca), and the ever changing research setting of post-genocide 

Cambodia. I suppose it was also the rebel side of my character that led me to view the idea 

of researching on or about Buddhist monks without their active participation as unjust, 

imperialistic, self-gratifying, and offering little benefit to participants in the local setting.  

BEC monks also perceived conventional approaches to social science research as 

less than skillful (kusala) and leaving many gaps in our knowledge about how Buddhist 

monks understand and think about their peace education programs. In Buddhism, kusala is 

an ancient practice used to deliver the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) to the laypeople. It is 

a social responsibility used by socially engaged Buddhist monks, which is underpinned by 

wisdom, generosity, and non-self or selflessness. According to Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018), 

“we often deal with the world as we want it to appear to us, not as it [intrinsically] is.” 

Because we only know segments of reality, not reality itself, I find the objective truth on 

which more traditional approaches to inquiry rely are inherently delusional. As Mun (2009) 

cites, “the Buddha criticized the promotion of any theoretical viewpoint and concludes that 

the world cannot understand from the limitations set by any theory” (p. lxix). 
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According to Buddhist monks, what we regard as knowledge and truth, is bound up 

in a world that we imagine and construct for ourselves based on our imagined desires. This 

is an idea that is not always acknowledged in the objectivity and neutrality more traditional 

research methodology aim to preserve. As the first and only research conducted with BEC 

monks in post-genocide Cambodia, there was an obvious dearth of scholarship conducted 

by or with Buddhist monks to uncover how these socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist 

monks think about their peace work. I found this reality particularly troubling, but perfectly 

understandable given the limited scholarship by Cambodian Buddhist monks.  

Mindful Cambodia’s violent history, Buddhism and the Sangha as a revered 

institution made up of venerable monks was nearly expunged from Cambodian society by 

the time the Khmer Rouge regime fell from power in early 1979. And although the 

reconstitution of Buddhism in post-genocide Cambodia can be characterized as a gradual 

and positive journey from near extinction, peace education is a topic that still awaits greater 

scholarship by Buddhist monks. In part, this is because of a lack of resources and the slow 

development in Cambodia’s intellectual capacity. Like the majority of Cambodians living 

in rural areas, the young volunteer monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC) 

all came from socially and economically deprived backgrounds. Growing up poor in 

Cambodia offered very little educational opportunities. Even today, the only viable option 

for many Cambodians to advance socially and intellectually is to become a Buddhist monk.  

It was during my internship with BEC monks and the initial stages while co- 

developing the research proposal, when I got my first glimpse of how our 

relationship would develop along this unchartered journey. As I reflected on this new 
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experience, it reminded me of my first trip to the Galopagos Islands in the middle of the 

Pacific Ocean. Similar to the experience I had with the various exotic plants and animal 

species, there was a mutual curiosity, respect, and sense of interconnectedness with BEC 

monks. Just as Charles Darwin’s visit to the Galopagos in 1835, inspired his theory of 

evolution, I too was inspired by the peace work BEC monks were doing in post-genocide 

Cambodia.  

This new generation of socially engaged Buddhist monks openly shared their 

understanding and thoughts about their childhood experiences and life in general. I learned 

that like the majority of Cambodian children, they simply wanted to be given a chance to 

get a formal education without causing additional financial hardship for their beloved 

family. To my surprise, all eleven monks at BEC hold at least bachelor degrees and three 

monks have master’s degrees in various disciplines from Buddhist universities in 

Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Thailand. But these monks never wrote about their experiences 

at BEC and the peace education programs they volunteered to support on a daily basis. I 

also found it remarkable that no scholar had ever conducted research with these venerable 

monks or used BEC as a case study in which to guide further research in the conflict 

anlaysis and resolution field. 

While they conducted academic research in the past, it came as no surprise that 

BEC monks had no knowledge of participatory action research (PAR) as a research 

methodology. At least as they understood PAR from my Western perspective. In an effort 

to bridge this knowledge gap, I added formal classes on PAR and included a pilot study to 

the dissertation proposal schedule. My goal was to ensure this non-traditional 
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methodological approach to inquiry was presented and understood as thoroughly as 

possible. I was confident in my ability to give the monks a quality class on PAR, as I had 

previously volunteered to give a similar class to doctoral students during a qualitative 

foundations course at George Mason University School for Conflict Analysis and 

Resolution (SCAR).  

Initially, I became less sure of their receptivity and the lasting value my formal 

classes would have on these young monks. Constantly being guided by the literature, I 

continued to remind myself that the mutual benefit of this collaborative research study 

would derive from the experience and process itself. “Through the actual experience of 

something, we intuitively apprehend its essence; we feel, enjoy and understand it as reality, 

and thereby place our own being in a wider, more fulfilling context” (Fals-Borda and 

Rahman, 1991, p. 4). Although I relied on the literature to show me the path, this was a 

new research journey in which past research had never known. Similar to my experiences 

hitch hiking, the PAR process is often an ambiguous adventure. I realized that it would be 

up to the monks and myself to find our way along this seemingly ambivalent journey, 

which suited our personalities perfectly well and the Buddhist notion of impermanence. 

As we proceeded, I discovered an epistemological dichotomy between the Buddhist 

monks’ peace praxis and my Western framework as conceptualized in a liberal peace 

paradigm. Notwithstanding these differences, I gave the monks a series of formal classes 

on both PAR and the doctoral dissertation process. Presented in English and from a strictly 

western perspective, I presented these classes at the Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist 

University in Battambang, Cambodia, which created a comfortable academic environment 
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in which to nurture scholarship. For the most part, the atmosphere was very collegial and 

everyone appeared eager to learn. Especially for the faculty members in attendance, who 

showed keen interest in these new and contextually relevant research concepts. For the 

monks, the thought of becoming scholar-practitioners, which I instilled in them as being 

one of the goals of this research, appeared to trigger special interest and a genuine 

enthusiasm to learn something new.  

But because of the unfamiliarity with the subject matter and the added language 

challenges, the President of Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University, who was also a core 

affiliate of BEC, offered one of his Buddhist monk faculty members as a qualified Khmer-

English language interpreter. Recognizing the value of these classes, BEC monks video 

recorded the power point presentations. The primary purpose of recording these 

presentations was to inform BEC’s constituants as a standard practice when conducting 

their peace education programs. It also provided reference material for those who may be 

interested in learning about PAR and the doctoral dissertation process. I later learned that 

the university faculty made copies of these classes, and BEC monks posted them on their 

Facebook home page and YouTube. 

The Entry Process and Building Relationships. As a free-spirited, adventurous and 

spontaneous person, my decision to intern and then conduct a study with BEC monks, 

partially underscores my rebellious and unorthodox outlook on life. After all, how many 

U.S. Army Second Lieutenants would defiantly travel on a tourist visa to the Soviet Union 

during the height of the Cold War, and still manage to get promoted to Colonel? This 

unorthodox adventure occurred in 1983, during a period in history when every conceivable 
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dehumanizing, disparaging and negative attribute was being carelessly used against the evil 

empire. It was a common practice then, and has only been perfected today as witnessed in 

in daily discourse at all levels. To be sure, the Soviet Union was equally extreme and 

absolute in their convictions to delegitimize Western values and defend their hegemonic 

narrative at all costs.  

Notwithstanding being relentlessly surveilled by the state security apparatus or 

KBG (Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti), my interaction with the Russian people 

and their culture was both educational and cordial. And while I found it difficult to accept 

all aspects of their way of life, I never experienced personal hardship during my visit to 

Leningrad (St. Petersburg). This example typifies many of life’s selfish and often self-

imposed imbalances that needlessly cause human suffering and social conflict. But without 

curiosity and a questioning mind, my journey behind the Iron Curtain to several Soviet 

bloc countries would have kept me trapped in greed, hatred and delusion (ignorance) – still 

not knowing what I would eventually learn from these people.  

Unfortunately, we are too often and too easily persuaded by clouded views and 

propaganda. In other words, “we know representations of reality, not reality itself” 

(Armstrong, 2000, p. 4). Similar to the blind faith I learned to follow from my Catholic 

upbringing, it is not easy to question the assumption that we know something that we really 

don’t know. Notwithstanding cultural influences, this PAR study with Theravāda Buddhist 

monks guided me along a path of Buddhist wisdom, virtues and mindfulness - one 

unchallenged by powerful social, cultural, and religious pressures. It was uninhibited by 

the quest for certainty or search for absolute truth. 
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Although PAR is congruent with Buddhist values and principles, this 

methodological approach to inquiry still required a sense of courage, adventure and 

patience. Unlike the more conventional, systematic and predictable methodologies where 

the researcher often works in semi-isolation to preserve the element of objectivity, being a 

team player is paramount to success when it comes to PAR. That is because researchers 

have to rely on their initial relationship building skills in order to establish clearly defined 

roles and responsibilities. Referred to as the entry process by Herr and Anderson (2015), 

if these steps have not been carefully arranged, collecting authentic data for analysis and 

evaluation becomes problematic (p. 115).  

The entry process for this doctoral dissertation began during my first visit to 

Cambodia from December 29, 2015 to January 12, 2016. While participating in a George 

Mason University course on Post-Genocide Cambodia, Community Development and 

Spirituality, it was here where I was formally introduced to Ven. Hak Sienghai, founder of 

Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC). Subsequently, and as part of SCAR’s 

internship program, I had the priviledge and distinct opportunity during the summer of 

2016, to once again spend nearly two months with socially engaged Buddhist monks from 

BEC. The experience living, sleeping, laughing and traveling around the Cambodian 

countryside with venerable monks on a 24/7 basis, was a real ethnographic tour de force.  

Although the Colombian Minister of Defense offered me a unique opportunity to 

conduct my doctoral studies in the Republic of Colombia where I had been appointed by 

U.S. Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta as the Senior Defense Official and Defense Attaché 

of one of the largest combined security assistance and attaché offices in the U.S. 
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Department of Defense, focusing on past Latin American experiences no longer appealed 

to me at this juncture in my life. Albeit the ongoing peace process between the Colombian 

government and Revolutionary Armed Force of Colombia (FARC) was intriguing and a 

topic in need of further scholarship, I was more inspired by my experience interning with 

Buddhist monks and the undiscovered epistemological foundations of their peace work.  

Therefore, in January 2017, I asked Ven. Hak Sienghai if he and the other monks 

would be interested in conducting a doctoral dissertation study with me, using BEC’s peace 

education programs as the focus of our research efforts. As I framed it, the monks 

immediately and unhesitatingly agreed to the idea of becoming scholar-practitioners, but 

this decision was made knowing that neither the monks nor I fully understood what 

participatory action research with Theravāda Buddhist monks meant or entailed. 

What became clear and unlike other projects I read about in the growing body of 

PAR literature, there would be no need to recruit participants, no selection process was 

necessary, and there would be no payment of stipends for the monks’ work and 

commitment to this study. This was because Buddhist rules of conduct as codified in the 

vinaya pitaka prohibit monks from recruiting, proselytizing or receiving payment. Also 

unique to this research context was that collaboration was grounded on volition (cetanā), 

which for monks means that their participation is not conditioned by payment or some 

imagined desire or pre-arranged outcome. 

Because of my increased understanding of Buddhism and BEC’s peace education 

programs, I felt ideally positioned to establish a strong relationship with BEC monks and 

their core affiliates. A relationship built on mutual trust, respect, and spiritual growth. 
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Despite the guiding principles of PAR as outlined in the literature, we never formally or 

systematically identified participatory roles and responsibilities – research guidelines were 

never seriously contemplated nor discussed. This was partially because of the influence of 

spontaneity found in BEC’s peace work, and the Buddhist emphasis on self-reflection and 

living in the present moment as a way of reconciling human suffering.  

As I desperately tried to explain the importance of establishing research roles and 

responsibilities, the monks made me aware of our mutual responsibility (obligation) 

towards each other in the context of life and this collaborative study. For them, the research 

process would be guided by the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness, the noble eightfold 

path (Table 2), and the four sublime states: compassion (karuṇā), loving-kindness (mettā), 

sympathetic joy (muditā) and equanimity (upekkhā). This seemed to imply something 

stronger, more natural and committal than an intellectual awareness and the formalization 

of agreed upon roles and responsibilities.  

I was gradually learning how the reality of this research journey with Theravāda 

Buddhist monks was a uniquely different reality from that in which I imagined after reading 

volumes of literature. Living the PAR experience with Buddhist monks was teaching me 

valuable lessons on loss, change, spirituality and self-transformation. The Buddhist idea of 

interconnectedness and the four sublime states expressed everyday in this research process 

by BEC monks through their peace education programs, added to my understanding and 

thoughts about the unique dimentions found in the PAR process. Over time, the Buddhist 

monk’ way of life and the PAR process was having transformative effects on me as a 

researcher and person. It seemed to calm the anxiety brought on by the complexity of 
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understanding research roles, positionality, values, ethics, and a seemingly endless list of 

other important requirements as outlined in Western literature.  

While I did not dismiss the important guidelines highlighted in the literature by 

Western scholars, I was mindful of how Buddhist monks’ think about research which 

seemed to be based more on wisdom, Buddhist virtues and mindfulness, and less on the 

literature and vicarious experience I offered. For Buddhist monks, their understanding and 

thoughts of humanity, the environment and universe is that they are all interconnected. 

Unlike the emphasis placed on the creation of relationship building, these four attitudes or 

sublime states followed by Buddhist monks intend to love all beings equally without 

discrimination; to be compassionate to all; to rejoice at the happiness and success of others; 

and to be even-minded and steady while facing the vicissitudes of life. 

Transcendent Persistence. Not giving way to laziness and procrastination, I still 

had to be mindful of the unusually lengthy research process involved in co-developing the 

dissertation proposal, conducting field work, and analyzing, evaluating and writing the 

dissertation. The divergence of perspectives, values, and research abilities among 

participants became clear when trying to determine which social issues resonated most with 

BEC monks. Gaining consensus on the original research questions, understanding Buddhist 

epistemology and trying to educate monks on Western research methodology, learning how 

to be both respectful and demanding of monks, and developing a reasonable timeframe that 

would allow for substantive changes were just a few of the many challenges requiring time, 

flexibility, compromise and patience. Fortunately, patience (khanti) and calmness 
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(passaddhi) make up the ten perfections (pāramī) of Theravāda Buddhism and therefore 

became essential parts of the research process with BEC monks. 

A valuable lesson to be stressed here was the extent of research collaboration, since 

PAR is valid insofar as the research is educational for all participants and stimulates action-

oriented insights or outcomes which eventually benefit the local setting. Yet the ability of 

BEC monks to keep pace with my excessively structured and diligent work schedule 

proved untenable over time. Because I had no other obligations other than to conduct 

research with BEC monks, I routinized my schedule to spend as much time with BEC 

monks as possible. I would go to the local park at 4:30 am to conduct physical training, 

followed by a forty-minute swim where I eventually incorporated insight (vipassanā) 

meditation. By 7:00 am I had already completed breakfast, usually vegetables and rice, and 

then began the half-hour walk across town to BEC headquarters. Most mornings, I would 

spend some time at the nearby Buddhist temple to feed the dogs scrap food I had collected 

at breakfast, chat with the novice monks or get into a philosophical discussion with Bob 

Maat, a former American Jesuit priest who took refuge in one of the mausoleums since 

arriving in Cambodia in the early 1970s. The remaining part of the day was spent with BEC 

monks participating in one of their peace education programs.  

Depending on what was on their schedule, which I never knew until the last minute, 

could include a variety of peace-related activities. Some days we visited one of the local 

primary or secondary schools as part of the Youth Education program, other days we would 

journey into the countryside to deliver food, clothes and money to marginalized 

Cambodians as part of the Caring for the Poor and Aging program. As part of the Youth 
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Sponsorship program, there were days when we delivered a bicycle and gave money to 

young boys or girls so they could attend school. There were also times when we would 

spend three days building a house for a poor family in need of shelter. What I found 

consistent in our relationship and my positionality was that I spent every day of the week 

in one form or another with BEC monks. Without hesitation, they always included me in 

all of their activities, whether research related or otherwise. I had lunch with them each 

day, participated in both the afternoon and evening session of BEC’s Media Dhamma Talks 

program and I would help the monks work at the site of BEC’s new Buddhist Peace 

Education Center. We became inseparable, to the point where lay people would recognize 

me in public places and refer to me as Philip, teacher or BEC’s foreign Buddhist. 

This intensive pace went on for several months, and during the entire time 

researching with BEC monks, I never once felt uncomfortable about our relationship or my 

positionality. Nor did I perceive that the monks had lost interest in the study. All the monks 

were very accommodating and extremely inclusive – there were times I felt like a Buddhist 

monk without the saffron robe. In fact, as we all had a nickname, mine became the pagoda 

boy. A name commonly used for a young boy, often an orphan who hangs out in the 

Buddhist temple doing small errands for the monks. I was also called old son by BEC’s 

financial officer, who I conveniently named young mother because of her special 

relationship with the monks and the way she cared for them. Overtime, we all carried some 

endearing nickname that seemed to ground my positionality within this research process. 

My eagerness, persistency and seemingly overzealous research pace, however, 

eventually became excessive for the volunteer monks. After following up with multiple 
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semi-structured interviews and reflective focus groups, Ven. Hak Sienghai explained to me 

that these were voluntary monks who in addition to investing an enormous amount of time 

at BEC, were also in many cases attending university courses and had other important 

obligation at their respective Wats (temples). While I did not perceive Ven. Hak Sienghai’s 

interjection as a rejection to my aggressive and more formalized pace to collect research 

data, I now recognized the unfettered and complimentary access I established with BEC’s 

core affiliates, mainly at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University. 

Although I continued to have unrestricted access to BEC monks, I became more 

mindful of their busy schedules. Fortunately for me and my high energy to acquire more 

knowledge about socially engaged Buddhist monks and how they thought about their peace 

work, the participation in this collaborative study gradually extended beyond BEC monks. 

That is to say, I not only had access to the volunteer monks at BEC, but my access also 

included a number of older monks who served as core affiliates to BEC. As core affiliates, 

they mostly served as informal advisers to Ven. Hak Sienghai, but also as active 

participants in BEC’s peace education programs. 

Several of these core affiliates also had key positions at the Preah Sihanouk Raja 

Buddhist University in Battambang. And because of my relationship with these monks, I 

was able to create an important and parallel approach in co-developing knowledge and 

gaining a deeper understanding of how Buddhist monks think about BEC’s peace education 

programs. It was because of the strong relationship I nurtured particularly with the 

university President and Dean of Academics, I was offered a teaching position. From this 

relationship I was able to expand my research positionality beyond BEC monks, which 
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allowed me access to Buddhist monks and lay students regarding their perspective of 

BEC’s peace work and other relevant topics regarding socially engaged Buddhism. 

Being able to include BEC’s core affiliates and second year university students in 

the research process, amplified our capacity to collect, analyze and evaluate data. One of 

the more salient objectives was developing, translating and administering surveys 

(Appendix D and Appendix E) to students at various primary and secondary schools used 

by BEC during their Youth Education program. The results from these surveys were 

presented by the second year university students to BEC monks, which gave further insight 

into how public school students, teachers, and parents perceived BEC’s peace activities as 

it pertained to them. It also allowed BEC monks and university students to experience a 

relatively new data collection method in analyzing and evaluating the findings.  

Satisfied with this complementary data collection effort, my second year university 

students developed another survey in both English and Khmer language (Appendix F) to 

be administered by BEC monks at the Battambang prison as part of BEC’s Prisoner 

Education program. With only a few modifications, BEC monks were very pleased with 

the work done by my second year university student as expressed by Ven. Yem Vanna 

(2018). Unfortunately, due to Cambodia’s national elections, BEC was denied access to 

the prisoners until further notification and therefore were unable to administer the survey. 

Because of the collaborative presence of Buddhist monks, there always seemed to 

be a transcending quality of equanimity that embodied this research project. It became a 

way of balancing our daily lives despite the constant disruptive presence of worldly 

vicissitudes: gain and loss, praise and blame, fame and disrepute, and pleasure and pain. 
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The Buddhist monks’ capacity to convey a sense of evenness and balance of mind during 

the research process was always reassuring. As a result, the dangers of extremism and 

absolutism seemingly present in all aspects of everyday life, manifested less frequently 

during this lengthy research process. 

Transcendent Knowledge. Upon retiring from a long military career specializing in 

Latin American politico-military affairs, my motivation for adventure and exploration 

continued to look beyond the boundaries of cultural traditions and conventional 

restrictions. To some extent, I wanted to separate myself from a livelihood I had already 

understood and once believed in. I was encouraged by the thought of new discovery, 

something both challenging and yet unknown to me. The conventional view of construing 

reality and truth through some abstract proposition or theory appeared too delusional and 

disconnected from the experiential adventures I had become accustomed to living. I was 

less interested in following an ordinary path towards predictability, but rather something 

enlightening, surprising, or even uncomfortable. I was willing to let go of my attachment 

to what I already presumed to know and believed in order to experience something 

refreshingly new 

As the initiator of this collaborative research study and having years of military 

experience, I initially envisioned this project as being guided by a cycle of planning, acting, 

observing and reflecting on the peace education programs already being done by BEC’s 

voluntary monks. This rather sequential and systematic approach to co-generate knowledge 

seemed congruent with my former regimented military background, but aspects of this 

process were not necessarily well-suited with my free spirited and rebellious character. As 
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I would learn over time, this was also true for BEC monks, who seemed to embrace the 

purity of spontaneity as expressed in the generosity and values that guided their peace 

education programs. While the literature served as a constant reminder of the ambiguities 

and iterative nature of the PAR process, the monks reminded me that knowledge and reality 

was best understood through their own experiences. As I learned from my excessive 

persistence in formalizing multiple semi-structured interviews and reflective focus groups 

with BEC monks, trying to build too much structure into the research process appeared 

somewhat problematic given the monks’s understanding of impermanence (anicca) and 

non-attachment (alobha). 

For many Western scholars, PAR is considered an experiential learning process 

whose benefits are real and reflect “what participants think and say, what participants do, 

and how participants relate to others and the world” (Kemmis, et al, 2014, p. 20). I found 

thinking of PAR in these terms reduced many of the natural tensions and research gaps in 

social science scholarship. And from my experience living and researching with BEC 

monks, I understood the Buddhist notion of a middle path and equanimity as the monks’ 

way of reducing the friction caused by duality. In the unique context of post-genocide 

Cambodia, this was a way socially engaged Buddhist monks were able to transcend the 

everyday dangers of extremism and absolutism. For me, it also became a way to achieve a 

balance between the persistence of a highly regimented military livelihood and the rebel 

side of my liberal character nurtured since childhood. In this context, liberalism reflects 

my philosophical understanding and thoughts about political, economic and social equality.  
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Since my initial correspondence with the Institutional Review Board (IRB), I 

sensed that the inherently ambiguous and iterative nature of PAR really tested IRB’s 

understanding, tolerance, and flexibility towards non-traditional methodological 

approaches to inquiry. While I recognize the importance of protecting research subjects 

from exploitation and preserving the purity of research knowledge, some criticize IRBs of 

mission creep beyond these general parameters, claiming a violation of the First 

Ammendment (Pinker, 2018, p. 402). The nature of IRB’s formal response to my co-

developed dissertation proposal lends credence to these criticisms, as IRB administrators 

were asking for propositional knowledge about an unknown research journey I had yet 

experienced with Theravāda Buddhist monks. It was like asking me to explain in details a 

hitch hiking adventure or mountain climbing treck prior to commencing on the journey.  

As I reflected on my back-and-forth email exchanges with one of the IRB 

administrators, the idea that scholarly inquiry should singularly favor a conventional 

methodology to produce knowledge, suggested that there are still elements of non-

acceptance towards a post-modernist or reformists’ approach to social science research. 

The experience of being told that “IRB does not review draft copies of dissertation 

proposals,” further guided my assumptions that IRBs and academic institutions generally 

tend to value an objectivist approach over a subjectivist or postmodernist approach to 

research as characterized in both PAR and socially engaged Buddhism.  

Notwithstanding how a quest for certainty can often make people dogmatic and 

intolerant, I learned that one must be mindful of the restrictive review procedures in which 

IRB administrators are placed, and how the iterative and ambiguous nature of PAR has the 
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potential of setting the research at odds with conventional thinking. This process uncovered 

many knowledge gaps between coming up with the right answers for IRB's review, and the 

living realities of conducting PAR with Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia. How 

was I supposed to know about the future of this research exploration when the journey for 

BEC monks kept us in the present moment? Exploring how Buddhist monks think about 

their peace work was why I decided to take this journey with BEC monks, not to anticipate 

future-based information or theory. Nonetheless, the monks were invaluable guides to this 

inquiry, and the thought of doing research on or about socially engaged Buddhist monks 

by using a more convention research methodology, or otherwise exclude the monks from 

the PAR process would have been unacceptable.  

In hindsight, there were many lessons learned from my experience trying to get my 

dissertation proposal approved by IRB administrators. In addition to the personal interest, 

support and knowledge of my dissertation chair and committee members, which was 

paramount in successfully defending my dissertation proposal and eventually satisfying 

IRB requirements in terms of providing more specificity in the research design and 

methodology, it was having the right understanding and right thoughts that proved to be 

most valuable in this entire process. For Buddhist monks, right (sammā) is not viewed as 

the opposite of wrong, but rather as the way it should be morally. According to BEC monks, 

it is closely aligned with the Buddhist notion of middle path (majjhimāpaṭipadā) and 

equanimity (upekkhā) in that it cultivates a mental state that is neither extreme nor absolute. 

This is further reflected in right effort (sammā-vāyāma) as captured in the noble eightfold 

path’s concentration group. In Buddhism, effort implies mental energy where the Buddha 
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advised to be vigilant and alert in controlling evil thoughts and cultivating healthy ones 

(Thera, 1996, p. 166).  

As I shared my IRB experience with BEC monks, their sense of wisdom as captured 

in right understanding and right thought, allowed me to look beyond the duality of my 

perceptions about a traditional and non-traditional methodological approach to research. 

While my dissertation chair was able to guide me intellectually through this seemingly 

tedious academic process, the monks also played an important role in bringing a sense of 

mental calmness and balance to the otherwise turbulent process. 

As the field work with BEC monks would eventually uncover, PAR was more fluid 

and spontaneous than I had previously anticipated. And while I always seemed to hold a 

more structured and lineal approach to research in my mind, the modified version of 

Kemmis and McTaggart’s (1982) cycles of activity in terms of planning, acting, observing, 

and reflecting on action-oriented insights and outcomes was never rigidly followed. From 

the beginning, there was a clear understanding that the research would continue to evolve 

and be shaped by the changing realities of the research context. As I made clear from the 

outset, the research is recursive, meaning that portions of this dissertation could be revisited 

any time by BEC monks to make any adjustments they deemed necessary. 

Transcendent Purpose. Why do research and enter a doctoral program? The 

purpose is varied, but initially my motivation was driven by a desire to teach at the 

university level. Having taught advanced Spanish and basic German language at the senior 

high school level, I felt my experience as a Latin American Foreign Area Officer living the 

majority of my life in numerous countries all over the world would be valuable in the 
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conflict analysis and resolution field. I imagined a journey towards sharing my knowledge 

as a university professor to be realized through this doctoral dissertation process. However, 

as experience has a way of changing the mind, the initial purpose set for this dissertation 

was constantly being challenged during the PAR experience with BEC monks. 

My goal was to pursue a collaborative, real and endogenous experience unclouded 

by my dominant Western epistemology. But because this qualitative study was done with 

people of virtue, the research design and methodology had to be compatible with Buddhist 

values and principles in order to be meaningful and sustainable. It was also important for 

the research methodology to be flexible, pragmatic and transformative, and well-suited to 

this unique research setting. Mindful of these key features, I realized that meaningful 

scholarship within the conflict analysis and resolution field necessitated surrendering 

myself to an often uncertain journey as embodied in the Buddhist way of life and PAR 

methodology. The idea of adventure, surprise and unpredictability found in the PAR 

process was captivating, which I enjoyed covering in my daily journal and weekly blog.  

Despite some anxiousness brought on by trying to stay on pace with my self-

imposed timeline (APPENDIX A) and my clinging to a preconceived notion of developing 

Buddhist monks into scholar-practitioners, I was often reminded by BEC monks that the 

underlying purpose of this research process is not so much about outcomes, but rather the 

experience of inquiry in the present moment. While the monks were always interested in 

gaining knowledge about PAR and the thought of becoming scholar-practitioners through 

this research experience, they were always mindful of the human suffering that derives 

from excessively worrying about future goals and objectives. Whether it was through this 
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research process or any other activity, BEC monks were always mindful of the suffering 

brought on as a result of my excessive persistence and diligence to meet some self-

determined timeline or to achieve a stated outcome. 

Instead of becoming excessively fixated on achieving predetermined research goals 

(Table 1) and meeting timelines in terms of the number of semi-structured interviews, 

reflective focus groups or surveys conducted, the monks seemed to place primacy on 

patience and the Buddhist virtue of right action. It was their reliance on action (kamma), 

and living this research experience in the present moment that most influenced them. As I 

discussed with BEC core affiliates some of the small changes to the original research 

purpose, they responded by saying that “one needs to consider multiple perspectives.” And 

from BEC monks’ perspective, it was through experience that wisdom, virtues, and 

mindfulness guided this research. That is to say, patience and self-transformation became 

equally paramount as an underlying purpose of this research process.  

As I would eventually learn through my experience researching with Buddhist 

monks, the purpose of research for them was always guided by wisdom, virtue, and 

mindfulness as espoused in the noble eightfold path. Similarly, Bentz and Shapiro (1998) 

seemed to categorize a Buddhist approach to research as mindful inquiry, where the 

underlying purpose is to “help connect, in a meaningful way, you as a researcher, your 

inner self, your research interests, the world in which you live, your philosophical 

assumptions and commitments, and your moral and political values” (p. xiv). 

It became clearer that for BEC monks, the purpose of this research was never about 

developing a hypothesis, anticipating information, or predicting research outcomes as 
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outlined in more traditional approaches to inquiry. While the monks acknowledged that the 

purpose of PAR is as much about self-reflection and self-transformation, trying to achieve 

and report on the validity and suitability of some theory or action-oriented outcome was 

less importance for them. I found this insightful considering BEC monk’s knowledge about 

PAR was limited to the classes I presented to them during the co-development of the 

dissertation proposal. For these monks, I was the first and only person to explain to them 

PAR as a methodological approach to inquiry, albeit from my purely Western perspective.  

Notwithstanding the bias in my Western explanation, I got the sense that the 

purpose and pragmatism contained in PAR were uniquely in harmony with Buddhism and 

the Buddhist monks’ way of life. As I told the monks, I felt as if the purpose of PAR derived 

from the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) and only arrived into Western scholarship as an 

afterthought. Could it be that the same wisdom, virtues and concentration embodied in the 

Buddhist noble eightfold path were actually codified by scholars like Kurt Lewin (1946, 

1948) and Paulo Freire (1970) into a Western approach to mindful inquiry? According to 

Buddhists, the noble eightfold path covers every aspect of life: the intellectual, the ethical, 

the social and economic, and the psychological (S. Dhammika, 2009, p.11).  

For BEC monks, the practicality of the noble eightfold path and guiding principle 

of the middle path, are not only embodied in their peace education programs, but also 

influenced the eventual purpose of this research project. And while I continued to 

acknowledge the importance of academic validity and trustworthiness, I realized that my 

experience researching with Theravāda Buddhist monks was gradually transcending the 

original purpose of this research project. According to the monks, everything a person 
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needs to lead a good life and to develop spiritually is contained in the noble eightfold path. 

As this is also embodied in BEC’s peace education programs, I realized that the purpose 

and suitability of this collaborative research study was best determined by the monks 

themselves. Although the literature continued guiding this research through me, eventually 

it became more complementary and less directive or absolute.  

Researching with BEC monks and their core affiliates also taught me the 

importance of patience and researching in the present moment, a subject not emphasized 

in the literature. As the monks often told me, much of human suffering and social conflict 

is conditioned on thinking and living too much in the past and excessively worrying about 

the future. The unpredictability, ambiguity and iterative nature of PAR can have a similar 

debilitating effect on an impatient researcher. This can be particularly problematic if the 

purpose of the research project becomes absolute or excessively framed on future timelines 

and anticipated outcomes. As the monks would often affirm, having the right understand 

and right thoughts about the purpose, as well as being mindful of the middle path, will 

make the research journey much more pleasant. In other words, research is preferable when 

done in a clam, balanced way that avoids extremism, absolutism, and dualism. 

In addition to these Buddhist ideas and their influence on the purpose of this 

research, as I reflected on the Buddhist notions of impermanence (anicca), non-self 

(anattā) and suffering (dukkha), I gained a fresh appreciation for how the monks’ 

understood and thought about the purpose of this research study. For BEC monks, the only 

thing that is permanent in this world is human suffering and social conflict (dukkha), 

conditions according them that are caused by self or egotism. Likewise, there is no 
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unchanging, permanent self. Therefore, the monks’ idea of impermanence and non-self or 

selflessness seemed to validate the ambiguous, iterative and changing nature of PAR.  

What was further reassuring and generated positive energy throughout the research 

process was the calming (passaddhi) temperament and happy (sukha) environment created 

by the presence of smiling Buddhist monks. Something not mentioned in the literature, nor 

am I convinced it is present when conducting research on or about human subjects in the 

more traditional methodological approaches to inquiry. What did this actually mean for a 

collaborative research project that straddled two epistemological worlds?  

For Westerners like myself, it is not always easy to interpret the Buddhist notion of 

mental calmness (passaddhi) as captured in the Pāli language. The best English translation 

refers to this important Buddhist idea as tranquility of the body, speech, thoughts and 

consciousness. For Buddhist monks, calmness helps guide them along the turbulent path 

of everyday human suffering (dukkha). As also explained by Ven. Jaa Som Saroun, 

calmness is an important part of meditation which helps ease the long journey towards 

inner-peace, happiness and the unconditioned state of enlightenment (nibbāna).  

In part, the gradual cultivation of passaddhi, sukha and being in the presence of 

smiling monks, gave me strength in which to address self-inflicted anxieties. I realized that 

the ambiguous and often uncertain nature of PAR as framed in the literature is not 

necessarily something bad, and that this research with Theravāda Buddhist monks would 

naturally transform beyond its originally stated purpose. Learning not cling to my original 

research purpose, it was while in the monks’ presence that I felt the most safe, content and 

happy, and loved. It became easier to let go of prior knowledge that seemed to define my 
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understanding and thoughts about this research. This was one example of many 

transcendent purposes derived from this PAR study with Theravāda Buddhist monks. 

The Epistemological Dichotomy of Insider-Outsider Positionality. Unlike 

researchers using more traditional methodologies, a central dilemma unique to PAR is the 

sometimes uncertain relationship between participants and their position within the 

research setting. In short, how did we define my relationship to the Theravāda Buddhist 

monks with whom I intended to do this collaborative study? And what was my relationship 

to the setting which encompassed the peace work being done through BEC in post-

genocide Cambodia?  

When we began co-developing the dissertation proposal, I interpreted my 

relationship with Buddhist monks and their setting as being semi-established as a result of 

my multiple visits to Cambodia over a period of two years. Notwithstanding our existing 

relationship and my familiarity with BEC’s peace work, there were occasions when I felt 

like a foreigner in an unfamiliar place. One of these awkward moments occurred while 

giving a formal power point presentation on the research process and PAR methodology. 

This was the first time I felt isolated and alien to this group of monks with whom I shared 

endless time, laughing, eating, traveling and discussing various aspects of socially engaged 

Buddhism and the peace work being done through BEC.  

While the monks never openly criticized me, there were times during these classes 

when I perceived subtle resistance to the Western ideas and concepts I advocated. My 

intuitions were confirmed when I introduced the concept of positionality in terms of insider 

and outsider to the research process. Despite my best efforts and with the assistance from 
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a capable Buddhist monk interpreter, the struggle revealed on the monks’ faces could not 

be disguised. As they tried desperately to grasp at these distinctively Western ideas, I could 

tell that my presentation was not always resonating with the monks as originally desired. 

At least that was my initial understanding. And despite their transcendent calmness and 

seemingly permanent smiles, there was little they could do to reassure me of the contrary. 

Although I acknowledged the epistemological divide between the monks and 

myself, I still struggled in my attempt to bring a sense of clarity to these Western terms. I 

even introduced emic and etic to illustrate two types of field research often done by 

anthropologists. But to no avail, I explained that emic means from within the social group 

or from the human subject’s perspective, and etic means from outside or from the 

perspective of the researcher or observer. I then proceeded to draw the image of a house 

on an easel board with magic markers, placing the Buddhist monk stick figures inside the 

house and me standing outside as a way to illustrate my teaching objective. The reaction 

from the monks became emotional, as if the image of me standing alone outside of the 

house represented separation from the research group. One of the monks said with a smile: 

“but Philip, you are with us!” This reassurance seemed to capture the Buddhist notion of 

interconnectedness and summarized our understanding of the research relationship. 

Albeit with my best intentions as the initiator of this study, and while trying to 

encourage a positive and collaborative relationship with the monks, I realized how 

adversarial and extreme the notion of an insider and outsider positionality to the research 

process was being perceived by these people of virtue. As explained by Buddhist monks, 
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the notion people of virtue comes from the monks practicing right speech, right action and 

right livelihood or the three virtues (sīla) as categorized in the noble eightfold path.  

With the helpful explanation from BEC’s core affiliates, I was able to get a better 

appreciation of why I was getting an uncomfortable reaction from BEC monks when 

talking about positionality during the co-development of the research proposal. According 

to Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018), my Western ideas came across as favoring dualism and 

separatism which seemed antithetical to the Buddhist principle of interconnectedness. For 

Buddhist monks, they view everything in the world as being interconnected…“we are not 

only connected to other people, but to the environment through our breathing and to the 

universe through light” (Phumchhon Tola, 2018). But as much as these Buddhist concepts 

pose difficulty for most Westerners to understand, it was equally difficult for BEC monks 

to associate Western concepts like positionality or relationship-building with being 

interconnected or having some kind of symbiotic relationship as is the case between the 

Sangha and the Cambodian laity.  

I was later told by Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018) that presenting foreign ideas and 

concepts to BEC monks was often misunderstood because of the language and cultural 

barriers. He also went on to explain how my formal presentations and method of delivery 

were generally being interpreted by the monks as authoritative and dictatorial. This was 

not surprising as I learned during my internship when Ven. Hak Sienghai corrected me for 

inadvertently placing my hands on my hips while speaking to BEC monks. Similar to my 

military experience, there is also a special etiquette governing the interaction between lay 

people and monks. Although not always enforced, lay people are expected to act and speak 
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to monks using submissive gestures and even specific linguistic pronouncements. While I 

was generally familiar with these unique cultural norms from my experience interning with 

the monks, I can honestly say that I generally opposed those monks who demanded special 

social privileges and powers. For me, while I recognized the unique and venerable status 

Buddhist monks command in Cambodian society, to demand this seemed to encourage a 

duality which was something the Buddha opposed through the Dhamma and Sangha. 

Although I never purposely violated Buddhist protocols, I quietly questioned those 

monks’ who insisted that lay people follow what I perceived as unqualified personal 

demands. From my interpretation of Buddhist literature, it seemed uncharacteristic for 

these monks to insist on being worshiped or treated as if they were some Devine being. 

“Just as the Buddha insisted on being treated, we as lay people should be inspired by and 

have admiration for Buddhist monks, but always with good reason” (Kim Prichet-Chhon, 

2018). As people of virtue in a Theravāda Buddhist country, monks naturally command 

special privileges and powers because of their superior knowledge about the dhamma, and 

abilities to share their wisdom, virtues and methods of concentration with the laity. From 

my perspective, informed by both my experience living with monks and the literature, these 

are powers and privileges that are understood through a symbiotic relationship between the 

Sangha and laity dating back over 2,500 years. But they are powers and privileges that 

should naturally command respect, and never be demanded on the laity as is sometimes the 

case with certain monks. 

As a retired U.S Army Colonel, I always tried to lead by example. From my military 

experience, I learned that when a leader begins to demand respect from subordinates, he or 
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she will never command respect. I felt this same leadership style would benefit BEC’s 

younger generation of monks and the overall Sangha in the age of modernity. What I most 

admired about these peace practitioners was their advanced display of wisdom, virtues and 

concentration, as demonstrated in all aspects of their peace education programs. This is 

something I never experienced during my military career, even those special military 

leaders for whom I held the highest respect and admiration seemed to lack this unique 

combination to command authority.  

Reflecting on these observations, I began to view those like myself, who chose the 

military as a right livelihood to secure peace, as being delusional to horrific consequences. 

Although choosing the military as a profession is incompatible with the wisdom and virtues 

expressed in the noble eightfold path, BEC monks and their core affiliates were not as 

absolute and seemed more mindful before judging and comparing. While right livelihood 

is a virtue often expressed in each of BEC’s peace education programs, the monks were 

always mindful of the other two virtues expressed in their peace education programs - right 

speech and right actions as it pertained to the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness.  

My idiosyncrasies notwithstanding, our relationship continued to mature as we co-

developed the dissertation proposal and conducted extensive field work together. After 

reviewing the video recordings taken of BEC’s peace work, I concluded that my 

positionality depended greatly on the particular activity in which we were engaged. That 

is, although we acknowledged the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness and non-duality, 

we were never really considered equals. In other words, my positionality would be as both 
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an insider and outsider, but I would always be considered socially and spiritually inferior 

to BEC monks.  

Because Buddhist monks follow an ascetic life that earns them supreme respect as 

living embodiments and spiritual generators of Buddhism, this sets them apart from the 

secular world (Ebihara, 1968, p. 158). As I observed while living with BEC monks, a 

symbiotic relationship between Buddhist monks and the laity remains widely understood 

and accepted by most Cambodians. Cambodia’s Sangha and laity willingly accepts the 

notion of supreme hierarchy both within the Sangha and Cambodia’s social system. While 

the rigid hierarchical nature of Cambodian society appears to be an extreme cultural drift 

from the Buddhist culture envisioned by the Buddha over 2,500 years ago, Bit (1991) 

points out how this is part of the cultural and religious influences derived from India (p. 

17). The absolute power afforded the King or king-like-figures is all part of this dynamic 

change process to adapt to foreign influences and the traumatic events of recent history 

(Ibid, p. 25). Similar to the cultural concept of a fixed social class system, status 

consciousness and now the higher value placed on materialism and the accumulation of 

wealth has become a normalized and an adaptive version of the Buddhist way of life.  

As is customary practice, the laity provides monks with four basic needs: food twice 

a day, a saffron colored robe once a year, lodging in the form of the Wat or temple, and 

medical support as necessary. In the monasteries, lay people generally cater to the monks’ 

basic needs, and in return, the monks offered to teach the laity the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma). As a foreign lay person conducting research with Theravāda Buddhist monks, 

my positionality also assumed both a symbiotic relationship and quasi-subservient position 
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during this collaborative study. A symbiotic relationship that began during my internship 

with BEC monks, and continued throughout the research process.  

It was during my internship when I provided Ven. Hak Sienghai and BEC monks 

with much needed English language capacity during the hosting of the first International 

Buddhist Conference held in the Kingdom of Cambodia. The trust and reliance of this 

mutually beneficial relationship strengthened during the co-development of the dissertation 

proposal and further enhanced during the lengthy field work. The monks also benefited 

from my presence and active participation in their peace education programs, it was my 

command of the English language that allowed them to expand BEC’s Media Dhamma 

Talks program beyond Cambodia and the Khmer language.  

It was through my participation in many of BEC’s peace education programs that 

gave the monks an opportunity to reflect on complementary epistemological perspectives 

related to their approach to peace education. The benefit of this symbiotic relationship for 

me was not based on a long standing tradition followed by the Cambodian laity of 

providing food, a place to live, robes or paying for medical care for Buddhist monks. For 

me, it was more about unfettered access to BEC monks, their core affiliates and bi-lingual 

second year students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University.  

As someone who firmly believes that experience is key to transformational change, 

I was more interested in learning from my research journey with BEC monks, their core 

affiliates and participants in BEC’s peace education programs. And because of my unique 

experiences researching and living with BEC monks, my positionality strengthened within 

BEC’s organization and beyond. My positionality in the research setting allowed me to 
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gain valuable experiences not only through my participation in all of BEC’s peace 

education programs with the only exception being the Prisoner Education program, but 

also teaching second year students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University and English 

language to marginalized children in the evening hours at several Buddhist monasteries at 

the request of BEC monks. 

Notwithstanding my special experience researching with Buddhist monks on a 

daily basis and my seemingly expanded positionality within the research setting, there were 

moments when I found myself positioned somewhere to the left or right of the middle of 

this insider-outsider continuum, but never to one extreme or the other. While my multiple 

positions never had a negative impact on the research study, I was always mindful of the 

delicate balancing act I had to perform given the cultural supremacy of Buddhist monks in 

Cambodian society. 

Thanks to the comforting advice by BEC core affiliates, I found it constructive to 

reflect on the Buddhist concept of the middle path and equanimity. This allowed me to 

think beyond the culturally-conceptualized duality found in the Western understanding of 

insider-outsider positionality – it gave me the impetus to harmonize these two opposite and 

sometimes extreme positions. The Buddhist notion of middle path and equanimity also led 

me to further interrogate Western concepts generally, from a more non-Western 

epistemological lens. Interestingly, some scholars also viewed the idea of insider and 

outsider positions as potentially being two extremes along a continuum (Herr and 

Anderson, 2015, p. 39). As I expressed to the Buddhist monks, I began to see myself as 

harmonizing both Western and Buddhist epistemologies. I viewed the notion of 
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harmonizing extremism and absolutism as being congruent with both Buddhist monks’ way 

of life and the PAR process. 

I concluded that because this study was being done in collaboration with socially 

engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks, my positionality was somewhere in the middle of this 

insider-outsider construct, which seemed to be more in line with participatory or 

collaborative research. Following a middle path of positionality in terms of relationships 

and research setting, also influenced how we conceptually framed and designed ethical 

considerations, methods of data collection and analysis, and how to address the issue of 

validity and trustworthiness. 

Defining Ethics When Researching with People of Virtue. On the wall outside the 

entrance to Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University at Wat (Temple) Damrey Sor in 

Battambang city, the following quote best captured the ethical considerations of this 

collaborative research study: “Not to do evil, to cultivate good, to purify one’s mind - this 

is the teaching of the Buddha.” According to BEC monks, “this is the way it should be,” 

and this alone should satisfy the ethical norms for this research. Because monks practice 

the three Buddhist virtues (sīla) embodied in the noble eightfold path: right speech, right 

action and right livelihood; the Cambodian laity refer to monks as people of virtue. 

While I presumed that the inclusion of Theravāda Buddhist monks as research 

participants would enrich the research design across a broad scope of Western and Buddhist 

epistemologies, including morality, I never imagined being mandated by the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) to give formal classes to Buddhist monks regarding Western ethical 

norms as a prerequisite to conducting research that involves human subjects. Although I 
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oppose the idea and never viewed BEC monks as human subjects, I nevertheless explained 

to them that institutions like George Mason University have a contract called an assurance 

with the federal government, which outlines their collective obligations and responsibilities 

to protect human subjects and maintain research integrity when conducting research 

associated with the university. These multiple assurances require ethical review of all 

human research as codified under defined rules. Therefore, as mandated by U.S. Federal 

and state regulation, this collaborative study with BEC monks had to be reviewed and 

approved by an IRB administrator before participating in any research-related activities, 

and was subject to continuous review (George Mason University, 2017). 

Therefore, as a George Mason University student, I was expected to conform to 

research procedures as codified in U.S. federal and state regulation. The Buddhist monks 

found the practice of institutionalizing morality or ethics as a means of research conformity 

intellectually amusing. While they understood the importance of regulations, rules and laws 

to ensure some degree of conformity towards culturally defined values, for them, moral or 

ethical purity or impurity depends on self. For these monks, institutionalizing morality for 

academic research can neither purify nor defile a human being.  

It was through BEC’s peace work, where they advocated that ethical practice had 

to be lived each day according the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). Morality (sīla) for 

Buddhist monks is understood in the context of the noble eightfold path, where the purity 

of speech, action and livelihood leads to ethical perfection and virtuous behavior (Thera, 

1996, p. 127). Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018) explained how the various levels of morality are 

not attained immediately through institutions, it is a gradual process requiring continuous 
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self-reflection that eventually leads to self-transformation. For Buddhist monks, the daily 

practice of insight (vipassanā) meditation guides monks in developing what is referred to 

as right effort to control evil thoughts and cultivate healthy ones (Thera, 1996, p. 166). 

Interestingly, morality is one of the three integral factors in Buddhist meditation 

and used in BEC’s peace education activities, along with wisdom and concentration. While 

ethics and morality are concepts often used interchangeably by monks, from a Western 

perspective they are different. Ethics refer to rules or codes of conduct provided by an 

external source as codified in a legal system, which relates to the idea of right and wrong 

conduct. On the other hand, morality refers to an individual's own principles regarding 

right and wrong. In Buddhism, morality or virtue (sīla) is the foundation for the Buddhist 

way of life, which is manifested through the conduct of body, speech and mind, moral 

precepts training, and the development of wholesome habits (Gunaratana, 2015, p. 17). 

As I would later learn during the pilot study and extensive field work, Buddhist 

monks view morality as the beginning of spiritual growth, and thus served as the 

framework for this collaborative study. For Buddhist monks, morality is the underlying 

principle to successfully develop human potential, and the most effective way to 

accumulate positive karmic energy of morality is through the buildup of wholesome habits 

of mind, body, and speech (Sivaraksa, 2005, pp. 44-45). Mindful of the tremendous 

influence IRBs have on academic research projects, it came as no surprise that the way I 

explained ethical research considerations to BEC monks was received with the same degree 

of puzzlement and confusion as my formal class on positionality. As they would often 

mention, virtues or morality begins with right understanding, right thought and right effort. 
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That is to say, if your understanding, thoughts and efforts are conditioned with greed, 

hatred and delusion; your virtues or speech, actions and livelihood will also be clouded 

with these negative attributes. Likewise, if your understanding, thought and efforts are 

grounded in generosity, compassion and loving-kindness, and wisdom; your speech, 

actions and livelihood reflect more positive qualities. 

Notwithstanding the pressure I experienced in bringing clarity to the dissertation 

process, I was mindful of the Buddhist-Western epistemological divide when citing 

Western ethical principles of trustworthiness, respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. 

Albeit somewhat condescending, I was careful when explaining to BEC monks that these 

educational sessions on Western ethics were necessary to ensure all research participants 

had a clear understanding of important research concepts before commencing with the 

research study. Not surprisingly, the monks refrained from making judgements or 

comparisons, and seemed content with their understanding and practice of ethics as 

embodied in the noble eightfold path.  

In a subtle and compassionate way, I was later reminded by the Ven. Hak Sienghai 

about the vinaya, a collection of early Buddhist text regarding monastic discipline. Based 

on sīla (morality), the vinaya (Rules governing the life of Theravāda Buddhist monk and 

nuns) provides the ethical foundation for all Buddhists monks. Interestingly, this was one 

of the topics covered during a Dhamma English Talks, which was broadcasted live on 

Facebook. I would also learn during a reflective focus group session with BEC monks how 

the central idea of Buddhist morality is grounded in kamma (action), the principle that all 

actions have consequences. In other words, actions performed based on negative volition, 
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such as greed, ill-will (hatred) and delusion (ignorance), will at some point have a negative 

effect on the person committing them – causing suffering to all concerned. Conversely, 

actions performed based on positive mental states or efforts, such as generosity, 

compassion, loving-kindness, and sympathetic joy, have a positive effect, resulting in 

peace and happiness for the doer and others.  

I learned from this research that the underlying moral code of Buddhism is reflected 

in the notion that understanding, thought, speech, actions and livelihood have power, value 

and significance. And they generate either wholesome or unwholesome attributes which 

are carried forward from life-to-life. Now mindful of Buddhism’s ethical framework as 

generally embodied in the noble eightfold path and my Western understanding of ethical 

ramifications as outlined in social science research, I recognized that this research journey 

transcended dominate Western ethical principles mandated through IRBs. It is here where 

the research began to transform into a spiritual journey more in line with the Buddha’s way 

of life and uniquely guided by the daily practice of the noble eightfold path. 

Notwithstanding the moral code already practiced by BEC monks, I proposed to 

the monks that they conform to Western ethical practices and sign the informed consent 

forms. Because of the inherent reverence and supremacy Buddhist monks hold in 

Cambodian society, this presented the monks with yet another awkward and unusual 

practice. As the first and only person to conduct research with BEC monks, encouraging 

their consent to Western ethical practices prior to using data collected and posted on 

Facebook or shared on YouTube was indeed unusual. As the monks explained, the Western 

idea of informed consent is implicit for Cambodians who choose to participate in BEC’s 
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peace education activities. According to BEC monks, participants in these programs never 

questioned their morality or motives. After all, in this Theravāda Buddhist culture, BEC 

monks are considered people of virtue, and the imposition of Western ethical standards 

formalized by a foreign university openly challenged the reverence held by these monks.  

While my experience with the IRB was both educational and cordial, just like the 

principles embodied in PAR, it was the Buddhist monks who demonstrated tremendous 

patience, flexibility and compromise. The monks unhesitatingly obliged to IRB’s 

culturally-invasive requirements by signing informed consent forms in both English and 

Khmer language before any research activities began. Recognizing the nuances of ethical 

conformity and the ongoing need for reflexive reasoning, ethical principles from both 

Western and Buddhist perspectives coalesced in the co-development of the dissertation 

proposal and later during extensive field work. The monks’ flexible approach towards 

collaborative research reduced the tensions caused by epistemological duality. It was the 

monks’ unifying approach and right understanding that served as a practical guide for this 

PAR study to follow the right ethical path in protecting participants, preserving research 

integrity, and bringing the praxis of morality (sīla) into trustworthiness and validity.  

The Significance of a Pilot Study.  While co-developing the dissertation proposal 

with Buddhist monks, the many challenges of teaching a new and complicated research 

methodology through a translator became my reality. This was particularly revealing with 

participants whose cultural, linguistic and epistemological foundation was distinct from 

mine. I recognized that for these young monks to comprehend a non-traditional Western 

approach to inquiry, I would have to rely on a more experiential approach to learning. 
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Reflecting on my experience trying to adapt to the rote learning method taught in the Indian 

education system, I gained comfort in the idea of learning by doing, which also has a strong 

link to PAR.  

As experiential learning is participative, interactive, and applied, it was only while 

conducting a pilot study on one of BEC’s peace activities (Caring for the Poor and Aging), 

that we learned these socially engaged Buddhist monks were actually incorporating many 

of PAR’s key characteristics in their day-to-day peace praxis. The Western lexicon of terms 

I used to outline the dissertation proposal’s conceptual framework and research design 

made it difficult for the monks to fully comprehend in a non-contextual, purely academic 

setting. In addition to contextualizing Western concepts into a non-Western research 

setting, the pilot study was significant in that it diminished incongruities between 

theoretical statements and concrete practice. By provoking new meaning of knowledge, the 

pilot study allowed the Buddhist monks and myself to reflect on the notion that the 

proposition of some abstract theory fits all contexts.  

Moreover, by allowing the research team to sample the data collection, analysis and 

evaluation instruments, research participants were able to test the original research 

questions within a semi-structured cycle of inquiry. While this process was less formalized 

than depicted in Figure 1, it still involved the process of planning, acting, observing and 

reflecting. The practice of video recording BEC’s peace work and later posting the effects 

of these activities was a way to self-reflect and served as the basis for further planning, 

decision making and subsequent action. 



 

355 

 

The pilot study also identified the principle data collection methods BEC monks 

were naturally using, albeit unknowingly as I had defined them during the formal classes: 

participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and reflective focus groups. The video 

recording of BEC’s peace work was recognized as another data collection method, which 

also became an integral part of a larger marketing, resourcing and educational strategy. 

That is to say, the monks were addressing many of their strategic needs by downloading 

video recordings of selected peace activities and posting them on Facebook, which is 

linked to their web site. 

According to Ven. Rat Kompheak (2018), “with more than one billion people 

downloading Facebook since its inception, this form of social media has enormous 

popularity in Cambodia.” Facebook’s attraction has been a cost-free means for monks to 

dialogue with those who participate in BEC’s peace work. It has also served as a catalyst 

to educate both the researcher and participants in Buddhist values and principles. While 

these data collection methods usually entail the systematic recording of events, behaviors, 

and objects in the social setting through detailed and comprehensive written field notes 

(Marshall and Rossman, 2006), video recording BEC’s peace work evolved into a standard 

data collection practice with which the monks became intuitively comfortable and 

complemented the art of written field note taking. As depicted in Table 1, the pilot study 

also served as a way to gauge research quality through five validity criteria: process, 

dialogic, catalytic, outcome, and democratic, which are linked with the five inherent goals 

of this doctoral dissertation.  
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While I found video recording an ingenious method to enhance data collection, 

critical reflection and analysis, the pilot study and later field work made clear that gaining 

permission from participants to be video recorded was neither a routine procedure nor an 

expressed concern for both the Buddhist monks and lay people. And despite my growing 

anxiety to detail what I observed during the pilot study as part of IRB’s application process, 

everything went considerably smoother than anticipated. In fact, the feedback from the IRB 

administrators was helpful in that it forced me to bring more clarity into an otherwise 

ambiguous and iterative process. This was particularly well-illustrated in the level of 

specificity added to the original research questions for semi-structured interviews and 

reflective focus groups for BEC monks and lay people (Appendix B and Appendix C). 

Trying to harmonize the dichotomous nature of co-developing a dissertation 

proposal and conducting field work across a cultural, linguistic, and epistemological divide 

was not always easy. But as I reflected deeper on what I had observed during this pilot 

study, I was most impressed by the way in which these socially engaged Buddhist monks 

conducted themselves and the response they commanded during their peace work. Rather 

than sadness and despair, I saw hope in the faces of all participants – BEC’s peace activities 

seemed to be strengthening the social capital of this economically fragile community. This 

was the opposite reaction I witnessed while overseeing U.S. government humanitarian 

assistance in Honduras in the aftermath of Hurricane Mitch.  

Instead of arriving in a white twelve passenger van with a few bags of rice, meager 

supplies and warm penetrating smiles, U.S. Marines appeared on the north coast of 

Honduras in huge cargo helicopters armed with weapons to deliver tons of food and water 
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to villagers cut off by the hurricane’s destructive force. What was noticeably missing in 

the U.S. Marines’ actions besides comforting smiles, was the level of wisdom, virtue and 

mindfulness found in BEC monks during their peace education programs.  

As I reflected on these two unique experiences, I began to take notice of how my 

experience in Cambodian villages with BEC monks was enormously different from my 

experience in Honduras. In this case, an extremely small act of generosity, both spiritually 

and materially, relieved the mental and physical suffering in those who had participated in 

BEC’s peace work. The village was now at peace knowing one of the poorer families had 

been visited by Buddhist monks. I came away with the impression that even the dogs and 

stray cats who made their presence known, were also at peace and much happier. This 

special occasion was a true expression of compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy 

and a sense of interconnectedness.  

When I shared my thoughts about the village dogs and cats with the monks, almost 

in unison they began to giggle like little children, which set the tone for our happy journey 

back to BEC headquarters. As a final note, what should be stressed here is the spiritual 

power and sense of patience, calmness, understanding and interconnectedness these peace 

practitioners exemplified during the pilot study. It was a lesson in participatory action 

research that I was simply incapable of articulating clearly enough during the classroom 

sessions at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University. The actions by BEC monks during 

this pilot study further exemplified the wisdom, virtues and mindfulness embodied in their 

peace education programs and their own unique version of the PAR process. 
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 Conclusion. At the very beginning of this research process, I asked myself: what 

am I searching for and am I willing to let go of personal attachments and clinging to what 

I already believe and know in order to learn something new? The answer to my question 

was that I really wanted to understand how BEC monks think about cultivating morality 

and a culture of peace, happiness, and social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. And in 

order to freely explore this inquiry, I had to be mindful of my own understanding, thoughts, 

and propensity to cling to prior knowledge.  

As is the case with PAR, “inquiry usually requires giving up ego and transcending 

self, even though it is grounded in self and requires intensified self-awareness” (Bentz and 

Shapiro, 1998, p. 7). For the Buddhist monks, these Western ideas are best captured in the 

Pāli word suññatā (voidness or emptiness), which takes on multiple meanings depending 

on the context. It is either an ontological feature of reality, a meditation state, or a 

phenomenological analysis of experience (Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, 1994). 

The salience of this PAR experience with Theravāda Buddhist monks was that it 

taught me that clinging to prior knowledge and beliefs can often become obstacles to 

learning about BEC monks’ reality. As someone who has lived and traveled extensively 

around the world, I find these experiences tremendously important. But as I would learn, 

this knowledge is only a segment of reality which can be easily misguided by the delusion 

of self or ego. Moreove, if experience acts out in some unwholesome or immoral way, it 

can be socially dangerous and cause human suffering. As exemplified by socially engaged 

Buddhist monks through their peace work, there must be a sense of equanimity and 

interconnectedness in all that we do. One must be mindful (sati) of the middle path 
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(majjhima-paṭipadā) as practiced in the noble eightfold path and our interconnectedness 

not only with humanity, but also the environment and universe. Peace scholars like 

Lederach (2005) seem to think along these same lines, realizing that if there is no capacity 

to imagine being part of a web of interdependent relationships, peacebuilding fails (p. 173). 

Having visited nearly one hundred countries in my brief life on earth, I found the 

experience of travel to be one of the most sacred human freedoms and generators of 

knowledge. This is partially because we view the world as it appears to us, so if we travel 

and explore the world, our intrepretations may be more accurate than others, but still 

limited. Traveling for me remains a genuinely powerful experience and way of learning. 

One in which I found closely aligned with the PAR process and Buddhist values and 

principles in that it breaks down the many self-imposed, intellectual barriers we artificially 

create as humans. This is best illustrated in the Western idea of insider and outsider 

positionality, which influences how we think about power relations, research ethics, and 

the validity or trustworthiness of the study’s findings (Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. 3).  

My frequent journeys also opened space for mindful or insightful inquiry, it allowed 

me to reflect critically on the adversarial nature of most forms of governance that also seem 

to be structured on this notion of insider and outsider positionality instead of embracing 

the Buddhist practice of  equanimity, middle path and interconnectedness. This element of 

duality was pointed out by my second year students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist 

University, our liberty to learn beyond scripted narratives is frequently inhibited by selfish 

social structures that not only promote elements of greed, hatred and delusion (ignorance), 

but also categorize or position us socially as insiders and outsiders. According to BEC 
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monks and as reflected in the organizational structure of the Sangha, societies should be 

harmoniously interconnected, not divided. But the ongoing connection and contention 

between individual agency and structure played out in current social structures is a clear 

illustration of the separatism and social division being practiced in a globalized world. 

The seemingly destructive political and economic divisions brought on by selfish 

social systems also extends to academia. Albeit to a lesser extent, the ongoing debate over 

whether PAR should be considered a science or art attempts to diminish PAR’s academic 

validity and trustworthiness. Unlike more traditional methodological approaches to 

inquiry, researchers employing PAR often have to prove legitimacy to more conventional-

minded scholars or Institutional Review Boards (IRB) who may not be comfortable 

working with ambiguous and open-ended research designs. One of the most frequent 

criticisms of PAR as posited by Young (2006), is that from a scientific perspective, PAR 

is considered a soft method of research, which emphasizes voice and everyday experiences 

and not necessarily hard data.  

The seemingly condescending judgements about PAR coupled with the rebel side 

of my character are precisely what attracted me to PAR. But perhaps more importantly, the 

Buddhist notion of interconnectedness suggested that PAR is a much better fit as a research 

methodology in the multi-disciplinary field of conflict analysis and resolution than the 

more conventional approaches that limit transformative vision because of the emphasis on 

objectivity and individualism. When conducting qualitative research in the social sciences, 

the conventional idea of proposing some abstract theory based on a literature review, and 

then trying to defend a hypothesis based on an ever changing, impermanent context, 
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appears unreasonable from a Buddhist monks’ perspective. This becomes clearer when 

considering the Buddhist notion of impermanence (anicca). 

Given the numerous challenges researchers using PAR may face in societies fixated 

on conventional wisdom, it is important for doctoral students to determine carefully which 

research tradition is congruent with their own character, beliefs, values, commitment to 

social change, and tolerance for ambiguity (Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. xi). Fortunately 

for me, the philosophical underpinnings of PAR are in harmony with Buddhism emphasis 

on right understanding and right thought. And because I developed a passion for my 

research topics (conflict resolution, peacebuilding, peace education and socially engaged 

Buddhism), research setting (post-conflict Cambodia), and research participants (BEC 

monks), utilizing PAR to inform my doctoral studies was a natural fit.  

Similar to PAR’s more practical rather than theoretical process, Buddhism is also a 

more pragmatic way of life which essentially guides the transformation of individual 

agency through experiences grounded in the noble eightfold path: right understanding, 

right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness 

and right concentration. In the final analysis, I found this qualitative study with Theravāda 

Buddhist monks to be as much about self-reflection and self-transformation as it was about 

co-generating knowledge and achieving action-oriented outcomes for the benefit of the 

local setting.  

PAR allowed me to explore reality through a new epistemological lens, and to view 

life through experiential learning with people of virtue. That is to say, the ethical foundation 

of this research was grounded in the principles of Buddhist morality as expressed in right 
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speech, right action, and right livelihood. This collaborative study with Theravād Buddhist 

monks, rather on or about them, gave me a partial glimpse of reality that went beyond my 

Western perceptions and concepts. It was unclouded by dominant and culturally-

conceptualized narratives often found in conventional approaches to research. But PAR is 

only successful insofar as the researchers are open to the possibility of inconceivable 

knowledge and someone else’s reality. When we are willing to think critically about what 

we already know and stand for, and we are open to new experiences that lie beyond what 

we already understand and believe to be true, then we can begin the process of seeing a 

small segment of reality as it really is. For example, the Buddhist notions of impermanence 

(aniccā), suffering (dukkha), and non-self (anattā). 

What surprised me as I went through the research process was how few 

academicians are trained in action research, and fewer scholars who are poised to explore 

this nontraditional approach to mindful inquiry. As the literature also uncoveres, what is 

more alarming despite the myriad dilemmas action research presents for doctoral 

dissertations, there is a tremendous need for more scholarship and documentation (Herr 

and Anderson, 2015, p. 7). This is generally true in the conflict analysis and resolution 

field, and more specifically when it comes to research being done by socially engaged 

Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia. 

As a final note, conducting a pilot study with Theravāda Buddhist monks in the 

research setting was invaluable given the cultural, linguistic and epistemological 

differences between Buddhist monks and me. While conducting a pilot study on one of 

BEC’s peace activities did not guarantee success in the main research study, it increased 
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our collective understanding of some unique and complicated concepts and practices. As a 

commonly used experiential learning experience, the pilot study succeeded in bringing 

more clarity to the formal classes I presented on PAR and the dissertation process. It was 

also helpful in testing the original research questions through multiple data collection 

methods organic to BEC’s peace activities such as video recording their peace education 

activities. The pilot study recognized the already common practice by BEC monks to 

analyze and evaluate the information collected and reflect on their experiences as they 

pertained to BEC’s peace work. It allowed us to recognize the inherent, but more 

spontaneous practice of planning, acting, observing and reflecting as outlined in Figure 1. 

Conducting a pilot study with BEC monks fulfilled a broad-range of important functions 

and provided valuable insights from which other researchers can benefit and learn. 

To be sure, PAR should not be viewed as a panacea for scholarship in the conflict 

resolution field. As this research project showed, however, PAR or self-reflective inquiry 

does provide a simple and powerful framework for people to more clearly understand their 

situation and to emphasize grassroots solutions to the problems they face based on their 

own experiences and decisions. Regrettably, because of academic protocols governing 

doctoral students, the Buddhist monks where not included nor did they fully benefit from 

actually writing the dissertation.  

Mindful that I wrote the dissertation without any assistance from BEC monks, I 

returned to Cambodia in November 2019 to conduct a series of semi-formal presentations 

with Ven. Hak Sienghai for the benefit of BEC monks, their core affiliates, and faculty 

members and students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University. The eight semi-formal 
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presentations mainly on Chapter One, Introduction; Chapter Nine, How Buddhist Monks 

Preceive Challenges and Efficacy; and Chapter Ten, Conclusion consisting of research 

strengths, limitations, and areas for further research – was my attempt to maintain purity 

in the PAR process. The live video recordings of these semi-formal presentations not only 

expanded participation to over one thousand additional viewers, but added a dialogical 

venue to share co-generated knowledge with a broader audience and in addressing the 

validity and trustworthiness of the research process and findings. 

.   
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

HOW MONKS PERCEIVED CHALLENGES AND EFFICACY? 

 

Introduction. Despite having extensive global journeys and living the majority of 

my adult life overseas, the basis of my knowledge as a scholar of conflict analysis and 

resolution was framed primarily through a Western cultural lens. It was only while living 

and researching with Theravāda Buddhist monks that I began to understand the profundity 

of Buddhist epistemology. It was through my lived experience with socially engaged 

Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC), that I was afforded the 

unique opportunity to explore how BEC monks understand and think about the challenges 

and efficacy of their peace education programs.  

Given the importance Buddhist monks place on developing wisdom and cultivating 

Buddhist values, I learned that the Buddhist notion of right understanding, right thought 

and right mindfulness was how monks framed Western concepts like challenges and 

efficacy. That is to say, wisdom (paññā), virtue (sīla), and the foundation of concentration 

(samādhi) manifests how BEC monks would think about these concepts within the context 

of their way of life. Guided by my observations, multiple semi-structured interviews and 

reflective focus groups, Chapter Nine is divided into two parts to reflect these findings.  

Although the monks initially struggled with Western epistemology, conducting a 

pilot study during the dissertation proposal created the necessary space for the monks’ 

thoughts to come alive as embodied in their peace education programs. Thus, the first part 



 

366 

 

of Chapter Nine explains how BEC monks understand the Western concept of challenge 

in the context of their peace work and what they perceive as relevant. And unlike my 

Western understanding of efficacy or success, which is generally based on goals and 

outcomes, the second part of this chapter briefly illustrates how BEC monks direct their 

actions (kamma) and efforts (vāyāma) to reference efficacy as it relates to BEC’s five peace 

education programs: Youth Education, Prisoner Education, Media Dhamma Talks, 

Children Sponsorship, and Caring for the Poor and Aging. 

BEC’s Perceived Challenges. Recognizing the epistemological division between 

Theravāda Buddhist monks and myself, I made an attempt during the co-development of 

the dissertation proposal to ensure the concept of challenge was universally understood, at 

least from my Western perspective. It was only while conducting a pilot study of BEC’s 

Caring for the Poor and Aging program that the monks were able to bring clarity and 

meaning to the Western idea of challenge. By contextualizing BEC monks’ practice of 

right understanding, right thoughts and right mindfulness as expressed in their peace work, 

we eventually expanded the understanding of challenge to include obstacle, impediment 

and hindrance. In the end, this preliminary process helped define BEC monks’ imagined 

challenges as they pertained to their peace education programs. 

The clear difference between my imagined understanding of Western epistemology 

or origin of knowledge, and that of BEC monks, is an interesting cultural dichotomy worth 

fleshing out here, if only briefly. As an American who grew up in a Western military culture 

but also lived for extensive periods overseas, I realized that cultural experiences can greatly 

influence perceptions. As a career military professional, my Western culture gave special 
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importance to exceptionalism and individualism, with a preference towards self rather than 

others. Yet, I think it was my experience as a basketball player, complemented by my 

worldly experiences that would greatly shape the way I understood and thought about the 

world around me.  

I learned that my more inclusive views were similar to BEC monks, whose lives 

are guided by the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness or being equally connected with 

humanity, the environment and universe. That is to say, the imagined idea of 

interdependence practiced by BEC monks, is mutually incompatible to the prominence 

placed on individual rights and a sense of separation from the world around us as imagned 

in most Western cultures. This general characterization of self, as exemplified in American 

domestic and foreign policies, is a reality that permeates social structures and conditions 

individuals with a sense of greed, hatred and delusion. 

For Buddhist monks, however, self is the cause of human suffering and social 

conflict. There is no fictive sense of self, nor are there self-existing things like the 

environment, and universe. Everything Buddhist monks experience and conceptualize, 

including the Western notion of challenge, is understood and thought of as interconnected. 

Despite the imagined differences my understanding and explanation of challenge 

conveyed, the monks’ intellectually unifying thoughts about challenges gave little space 

and reason for disagreement and confrontation.  

From my experience developing U.S. foreign policy, challenge at the inter-agency 

level was not generally thought of as an intellectually unifying process. In practice, it was 

understood as an open objection of something with a demand for proof of being either right 
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or wrong. Each government agency assumed a separate and individual role in the inter-

agency process, where the other agencies are perceived as a threat or challenge to their 

individual equities. From these experiences, my understanding and thoughts of challenge 

became grounded in duality and a sense of selfishness, which unlike BEC monks, offered 

little intellectual space for reconciliation and social harmony. There was little room for 

self-examination and self-critique to even consider complementary possibilities. Unlike 

Buddhist monks, to practice self-criticism both in order to improve relations with others 

and to become skilled in solving problems is something I rarely witnessed at inter-agency 

policy coordination meetings. 

As I learned, it was precisely because Buddhist monks’ grounding in equanimity or 

calmness and evenness of temperment, that allowed them to avoid extreme and absolute 

thoughts about Western concepts like challenge. Unlike my thoughts, the monks imagined 

a more intellectually unifying position while formulating their perceptions about BEC 

challenges or problems. Even when viewed from my Western perspective, they recognized 

that there may be something positive or beneficial from a perceived challenge. This points 

out how the monks’ unifying understanding and thoughts in all circumstances can help 

avoid extremism and absolutism. For Buddhist monks, this balanced approach or middle 

path is nurtured through wisdom or right understanding and right thought  

But because much of our imagined life is embedded in individualism and 

materialism, right understanding (sammā diṭṭhi) and right effort (sammā vayamo) aimed 

at avoiding unwholesome thoughts becomes a challenge. As expressed by more vocal 

monks, modernity has stimulated social tension where speech and actions are seldom 
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expressed with calmness and mindfulness. According to BEC monks, right understanding 

and right effort means to imagine things as they really are and not as they appear to be or 

how you wish them to be. As the first factor in the noble eightfold path, right understanding 

is of the highest importance because it guides BEC monks in the practice of the other seven 

factors. From my experience, we are often unwilling to reveal the true nature of our lives. 

And because we tend to live a delusional or mind-made paradise of self, we often fail to 

understand the true nature of challenge.  

This is where the Buddhist notions of middle path, equanimity and 

interconnectedness helped BEC monks avoid extremes and the negative effects of duality. 

As I reflected on my experience and the ways in which Buddhist monks imagine a 

challenge, in both theory and practice the Western approach is dissimilar to BEC monks’ 

understanding. For example, one Western model uses strength, weakness, opportunity and 

challenge (SWOC) analysis as a strategic planning tool to identify the external and internal 

factors that play a part in whether a business venture or project can reach its objectives. 

From a Buddhist monks’ perspective, more emphasis is placed on internal factors with 

primacy placed on being right (sammā) in the present moment. For Buddhist monks like 

Ven. Yem Vanna, right is not understood as the opposite of wrong, but rather “as it ought 

to be” or manifesting morally high principles in a balanced way. 

Notwithstanding the theoretical benefits of this analytical approach, from my 

experience as a former career military officer and now scholar of conflict analysis and 

resolution, I find it rarely practiced. Instead, there is a tendency to view challenges or 

conflicts as an open objection. Imagining selfish desires, offers little room to have an 
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intellectual conversation about a particular challenge that could lead to a more unifying 

understanding. For BEC monks, these forms of absolutism, extremism and dualism built 

into understanding and thoughts are dangerous challenges or obstacles to peace, happiness 

and social harmony. 

But as the monks often told me, no one is perfect. By practicing right mindfulness 

was how monks suspended judgement and making comparisons until right understanding 

and right thoughts were forthcoming. This discreet practice of self-reflection and self-

observation became clearer for me over the course of conducting semi-structured 

interviews, reflective focus groups and while participating and observing BEC’s day-to-

day peace education activities. It was during these sessions when BEC monks confirmed 

the Buddhist belief that self, I and egotism are underlying causes of human suffering and 

social conflict; and that greed, hatred and delusion are the main conditions in perpetuating 

suffering and social conflict. It was during this research process that BEC monks and their 

core affiliates identified eight challenges as relevant to their peace education praxis: The 

danger of BEC being perceived as a business, the lost practice of almsgiving, budgets and 

salaries, volunteerism and the mobilization of lay people, objectification of the Buddha, 

capacity building, meditation as a routine practice, and the lack of a grand strategy. 

The Danger of BEC being perceived as a business. One alarming revelation was 

the perception that Cambodian people think BEC monks are running a business. As Ven. 

Rin Phyrun explained, “some lay people believe BEC monks are running a business for 

their own personal benefit.” Also voiced by other monks, this has become a growing 

concern for them. While I did not entirely agree with these discernments, I can easily 



 

371 

 

understand why this would raise their anxiety. For Buddhist monks to run their own 

businesses would be incongruent with the vows they took as ordained Buddhist monks and 

the laws of conduct as codified in the vinaya. But more importantly, it could potentially 

bring into serious question their revered status as people of virtue in a society where the 

majority of Cambodians still claim to be Buddhist.  

If the Cambodian laity understand this to be true, it could tarnish the monks’ exalted 

status in Cambodian society, disrupt the symbiotic relationship between the Sangha and 

laity, and obstruct the monks’ chosen path towards enlightenment or awakening (nibbāna). 

According to Buddhist monks, it is only through non-attachment (alobha) that the 

Buddha’s path of quenching one’s desire (taṇhā) or clinging (upādāna) that enlightenment 

can be achieved. Yet amid the temptations and confusion of the modern world, it is 

understandable how BEC monks could fall victim to greed (lobha), ill-will or hatred (dosa) 

and delusion (moha). Throughout its long history, Buddhism has been subjected to 

continual adaptation, depending on the culture and influence of its adherents (Hansen, 

2007, p. 180). And despite being mindful of the Buddha’s characterization of right effort, 

it is not always easy to refrain from unrighteous action (kamma). This is particularly true 

when earning profits becomes the main goal of running a business, and the confines of a 

right or morally correct action and livelihood becomes blurred by greed and delusion. 

As the monks recognize that “no one is perfect,” this gave them more reason to 

practice right effort through meditation to withstand the unhealthy conditions and pressures 

of greed, hatred and delusion. This is particularly true for BEC’s younger monks, who have 

only begun their journey to imagine the Buddhist notions of non-self or selflessness 
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(anattā), impermanence (anicca) and the cause of human suffering (dukkha). In the age 

where materialism is highly valued, being involved in any type of business practice could 

potentially cause BEC monks to become attached to desires or wishes (taṇhā) which would 

be incompatible to the exemplary behavior expected of monks.  

Recently in Cambodia and neighboring Thailand, there has been an influx of fake 

Buddhist monks, who have helped shape the understanding and thoughts of many 

Cambodians. The growing images of a small group of lay people dressing up in saffron 

robes during the day, only to benefit from the daily practice of almsgiving, has given rise 

to these negative suspicions. Viewed as one of many profitable scams perpetrated over the 

past several years, BEC monks find this trend understandable given the struggle most 

Cambodians face to carve out a meager livelihood. This illegitimate way of making a living 

has become more prevalent in the capital city of Phnom Penh, where imposters are difficult 

to identify. Lay people and monks openly shared common experiences with me; as they 

conveyed how “certain males are dressing up as Buddhist monks during the day in order 

to benefit from almsgiving, and during evening hours frequent bars and the urban drug 

scene with their girlfriends.” But more conservative monks attributed these immoral 

actions to the relaxation of the vinaya, where money is now routinely given to monks 

instead of placing food in their alms bowls.  

While these narratives may be slightly embellished and sometimes attributed to 

urban legend, some casual followers of BEC’s peace education programs have begun to 

raise their eyebrows at the lifestyle of BEC monks. Although I find these perceptions 

unfounded, what inspired understanding and thoughts about BEC monks were the 
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photographs and videos posted on Facebook of Ven. Hak Sienghai flying to various global 

destinations at the invitation of a large Cambodian diaspora.  

Notwithstanding the seriousness of these assertions, during my nearly four years 

interning, living, and researching with BEC monks, it is impossible for me to substantiate 

or corroborate the damaging information circulating as though it was true.  As Ven. Rin 

Phyrun mentioned, “some organizations collect money and use the money for 

themselves….when the people look at our Facebook page or website, they too may think 

by our activities that BEC’s staff benefits from the donation, but this is not true…why the 

lay people understand this to be true or think like this is a big challenge, because BEC 

monks and staff don’t get salaries.”  

Although Ven. Rin Phyrun’s question why lay people perceive BEC to be a 

business benefiting monks remained unanswered, what became more concerning was the 

potential vulnerability of BEC succumbing to the powerful influence of Western business 

models and the increasing pressures of modernity. In the name of sustainability and a 

growing desire to market BEC as a sustainable model for socially engaged Buddhism, I 

witnessed several prominent donors encouraged Ven. Hak Sienghai to venture into more 

profitable business schemes. One of these initiatives called for the start-up of an internet 

café to be located at BEC’s new Buddhist Education Center. While I have yet to see this 

idea resonate among BEC monks, the transcending influence of these thoughts are 

everywhere and overtime may become too powerful for even venerable monks to resist. 

We have already witnessed the realization of this phenomenon with the relaxation of rules 

prohibiting monks from touching and using money in some of their daily activities.  
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In summary, while the literature points to the socially destructive influences of 

Western culture and modernity in Theravāda Buddhist countries (Buddhadassa, 1986; 

Tarantino, 2012), I remain hopeful that the purity of generosity (dāna), compassion 

(karuṇā), and wisdom (paññā) as expressed in BEC’s peace education programs will stand 

firm against the scourge of greed (lobha), hatred (dosa), and delusion (avidyā). Over the 

past three years while living and researching with BEC monks, I have little reason to 

believe that the pragmatic use of the noble eightfold path currently practiced by BEC 

monks will degrade as a result of 21st century pressures. But given the strong influence 

Western culture and modernity have on Cambodian society, it has yet to be proven whether 

there is enough space in the lives of Cambodia’s younger generation for the Buddha’s 

teachings (dhamma). 

The Lost Practice of Almsgiving. My understanding of almsgiving as I observed 

being practiced in Cambodia by Buddhist monks has a uniquely different meaning from 

the concept of begging as often presumed by many Westerners. According to some 

catholics, giving money to beggars and the poor sustains a degrading lifestyle with the 

added danger of falling into “an attitude of protective paternalism.” (Catholic Herald, 

2017). For Ven. Vy Sovechea, almsgiving or the act of giving with a mindset of generosity 

(dāna), teaches the laity compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy and a way to 

cultivate happiness and inner-peace. It is not viewed as degrading, but rather right action 

in which all Buddhists are encouraged to nurture. “Dāna should not be exclusively thought 

of as giving money or material things, as right understanding, right thoughts, right words, 

and right actions are equally important forms of generosity.” (Vy Sovechea, 2018). 
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I learned that BEC monks never asked directly for someone to fund their peace 

work, nor does the Cambodian government provide BEC with assistance. As a guiding 

principle, Theravāda Buddhist monks are not allowed to ask for support, unlike most NGOs 

with whom I’m familiar. That is to say, all funding for BEC’s peace work comes from 

unsolicited, voluntary sources. The reason behind this Buddhist principle is to preserve the 

purity of giving, as spontaneity reflects our deepest intentions. According to BEC monks, 

“the purest form of generosity (dāna) is based on spontaneity or an action that comes from 

the heart.” Asking for support, whether it be during almsgiving or in support of BEC’s 

peace education programs, would only lessen its value and further bring into question 

whether the deed was done through compassion or a sense of pity. But as a point of 

clarification, Ven. Phumchhon Tola said that “all acts of generosity are good, even those 

actions done in pity or self-aggrandizement.” 

Traditionally, monks only eat twice daily because like the Buddha, eating breakfast 

and lunch for Theravāda Buddhist monks is simply to sustain life. It is not necessarily to 

be enjoyed as is the case for lay people like myself. But while living and researching with 

BEC monks, I noticed that they were always mindful of my cultural differences. And 

although I failed to follow the monks’ strict regiment, they never judged me or compared 

me with their chosen approach to enlightenment (nibbāna). I never felt that I was being 

held to follow the same practices of non-attachment (alobha) as BEC monks. Instead, they 

would intently watched me eat with a sense compassion and loving-kindness as reflected 

in their broad smiles. And although the meals prepared by volunteer lay people were not 

always appealing to me, they seemed to understand as demonstrated in their giggling.  
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Having experienced being on State welfare for a brief period as a young boy, I 

always got enjoyment from eating most everything served. This was not dissimilar to 

Cambodian families, as most parents also struggle to put food on the table. Nonetheless, 

my attachment to food was stronger than BEC monks who all experienced similar 

backgrounds. But as Ven. Yem Vanna explained, “the Buddhist idea of non-attachment is 

not that you [lay people] should not enjoy eating or owning material possessions, but that 

excessive desires or clinging to things and feelings will eventually be lost to impermanence 

and cause suffering…that’s why I am just as content eating rice with or without chicken.” 

As I reflected on my daily routine with BEC monks, I realized that Ven. Hak 

Sienghai and the other monks had not participated in daily almsgiving since BEC’s 

inception on July 4, 2012. It was their noticeable absence from daily almsgiving and the 

appearance of their frequent travels and participation in international conferences that 

seemed to lend credence to a growing perception that BEC monks were gradually deviating 

from Buddhist traditions. 

Although central to Buddhism, I was surprised BEC monks no longer practiced 

almsgiving in the more traditional sense like other monks. A daily practice dating back to 

the time of the Buddha, this activity allowed monks to circulate the areas around their 

monasteries (Wats). It was not only a way for the laity’s generosity (dāna) to sustain their 

life, it was also an opportunity to remain connected to lay people and teach them the art of 

dāna in its various forms. Unlike many misperceptions formed by Westerners about 

Buddhist monks, they never ask for food. In fact, for a monk to ask for anything would 

stand in contradiction of the Buddha’s teachings and undermine the purity of generosity. 
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Notwithstanding a growing concern over imposter monks engaging in daily almsgiving, 

since the introduction of Buddhism to Cambodia, lay people continue to care for monks as 

a way to demonstrate generosity and earn merits for the next life.  

From my experience, however, not all monks benefitted from being served two 

meals a day. For example, there was no guarantee that those monks studying in the 

university and separated from their Wat would be fed. As I frequently traveled with BEC 

monks around the Cambodian countryside, these hardships were never the case for BEC 

monks. Although the feeding arrangements changed, there were many times when we were 

invited to eat at the restaurant of wealthy Cambodians. It was on these occasions when 

generosity appeared more priviledged than most monks experienced when practicing the 

more traditional method of circulating among the general population. From my experience 

with BEC monks, there appeared to be more of a desire on the part of the wealthy restaurant 

owners to earn merits for the next life. A kind of quid pro quo that seemed to dilute the 

purity of almsgiving. 

I was never permitted to eat with the monks or talk with them while they were 

eating. I was required to wait patiently until the monks finished with their meals before I 

could join the other lay people and begin eating what was left over. Unlike me, eating 

breakfast and lunch was not viewed by the monks as a social event as I was culturally 

accustomed. It was through semi-structured interviews that I learned how the quiet 

criticisms regarding BEC monks not participating in the daily Buddhist tradition of 

almsgiving was beginning to affect the monks. As people of virtue, it became clear that the 

lay people’s perceptions of the monks can cause suffering.  
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But as I learned, there was a simple explanation for BEC monks not participating 

in almsgiving in the more traditional sense. As explained by Ven. Hak Sienghai, “BEC 

monks are busy administering the five peace education programs, many of these young 

monks are enrolled in university courses and have other activities in their respective 

monasteries. The fact that these monks volunteered at BEC seems to justify Ven. Hak 

Sienghai’s explanation, the peace work done at BEC seems to serve as an appropriate 

alternative to the more traditional almsgiving taking place throughout Cambodia. 

In synthesizing this section on almsgiving, the challenge is often associated with 

the lost practice of almsgiving. As Ven. Vy Sovechea puts forward, “almsgiving or 

generosity (dāna) comes in many forms…it is a way to teach the laity right understanding, 

right thoughts, right speech, right action and right effort.” As I observed, BEC monks are 

also circulating outside the Buddhist temples to teach the lay people the importance of the 

Buddha’s teachings and generosity. It is now through BEC’s peace education programs 

that this new generation of monks are sharing their knowledge of both āmiṣa dāna (material 

generosity) and dhamma dāna (spiritual generosity). Therefore, the challenge has become 

more about a shifting culture of almsgiving as now practiced by BEC monks through their 

peace education programs. 

Budgets and salaries. As pointed out by former Buddhist monk, Dr. Kim Prichet-

Chhon, “many large organizations get donations by investing a lot of time preparing 

proposals and documentations outlining their budget and justifying expenses…these large 

NGOs claim to be non-profit organizations but a significant sum of their budget is used to 

pay salaries to its professional staff and volunteers.” Although not yet practiced at BEC, 
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former Buddhist monk Heng Monychenda (2018) explained that “overtime donors and 

organizations lose sight of humanity because the goal to increase budgets and satisfy 

personal interests eventually becomes the priority.” For many NGOs, it is the budget and 

salaries that tends to drive the conversation about an organization’s future and serves as 

the strategic criteria in which to measure efficacy and success.  

As I learned, the approach by BEC monks was different. For these socially engaged 

Buddhists, primacy is placed on right understanding (sammā diṭṭhi), right thought (sammā 

samkappa) right speech (sammā vācā) and right action (sammā kamma). It’s about being 

in the present moment, where there was little discussion regarding budget forecasting and 

paying salaries to their volunteers. This is partially because BEC gets most of its donations 

from a large Buddhist diaspora who learned about BEC’s peace education through BEC’s 

Facebook page. Based purely on volition, there are no requirements to prepare a funding 

proposal or formally justify how and for what purpose the donations are to be spent.  

Indirectly, BEC is telling potential donors through Facebook and YouTube, how 

and on what they are investing their time and resources. It is a unique way of validating the 

trustworthiness of their peace activities. As I observed, there are currently no conditions 

placed on BEC’s peace education programs that would alter their strategic vision as 

outlined in the mission statement. That is to say, unlike dependency organizations that 

struggle to maintain large operational budgets through their continued alignment with 

donors, BEC monks have successfully avoided a similar path until now. 

Notwithstanding BEC’s miniscule operating budget and the lack of interest by most 

monks to increase their resources or focus on a budget and paying salaries. There are those, 
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however, who see this as a potential problem when framed as a need to improve BEC’s 

sustainability. I witnessed a growing attraction by international organizations to be aligned 

with Buddhist-monk-led organizations because of the trust, influence and mobilization 

power of Buddhist monks in Cambodia. I participated in meetings where international 

NGOs openly judged Ven. Hak Sienghai and BEC’s small operating budget. They often 

questioned BEC’s sustainability as a vulnerability. As I experienced on several occasions, 

the international peacebuilding community would like to leverage BEC’s unique capacity 

and revered position in post-genocide Cambodia to push their own special interests. 

Fortunately, BEC has not yet succumbed to these growing pressures. But as inferred by 

Ven. Hak Sienghai, the socio-cultural norms brought on by modernity will continue to 

present BEC monks with the challenge of maintaining a budget and paying salaries. 

Traditionally, monks are not permitted to touch money as prescribed in the vinaya. 

But as I experienced while living with Theravāda Buddhist monks, these rules have been 

relaxed to accommodate the complexity of living in the 21st century. Mindful of the 

Buddha’s notion of equanimity, reason and critical thinking, a few exceptions have been 

unofficially made that allows Buddhist monks to now handle money. One of these 

exceptions is if a monk needs to travel great distances, then he can hire a moto or pay for 

the bus fare to take him to his destination. As many monks attend university courses, it is 

theoretically during these unique circumstances that monks are permitted to handle money. 

But Buddhist monks are strictly prohibited from using money to acquire material 

possessions, and are not authorized to manage a business. Outside of BEC, I have since 

learned that some monks are actually paid salaries and hold bank accounts. 
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While discussing this issue with my second year university students, I was surprised 

that some of the monks called out others for engaging in business practices taking place 

within the Buddhist temples (Wats). It was claimed that young monks were collecting 

plastic bottles and cans to earn money in order to buy flavored drinks. In addition to 

practicing English, the positive aspect of this conversation was that it provoked rational 

and critical thinking as was encouraged by the Buddha. Through right understanding and 

right thought, the monks themselves recognized the dangers of this business practice taking 

place in Buddhist temples across Cambodia. While the lay students were generally silent 

during these conversations, they too saw the practice of collecting plastic bottles and cans 

as a kind of business practice that could eventually obstruct the young monks’ path towards 

wisdom (paññā) and Buddhist virtues (sīla). According BEC affiliates, if monks are 

collecting bottles and cans to earn money, the purity of insight (vipassanā) into the three 

marks of existence: impermanence (anicca), non-self or selflessness (anattā) and suffering 

(dukkha) could eventually become clouded by greed, hatred and delusion. 

In BEC’s case, all finances are handled by a volunteer lay person. Having been with 

BEC since its inception, So Theong manages BEC’s basic accounting needs like paying 

the bills and depositing donations into a local savings account. It is important to note here 

that So Theong’s duties go beyond paying bills and depositing donations into a modest 

bank account, she is essentially the general care-taker of BEC monks. Like the other 

volunteer lay people, she cooks their lunch every day, organizes their trips, participates in 

the peace education activities and often serves as an additional voice between the 

marginalized Cambodian people and BEC monks. Yet, unlike volunteers at non-Buddhist 
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monk led NGOs, BEC’s volunteers are not compensated for their full-time devotion. BEC 

pays no salaries for volunteer monks and the small staff of lay people. While the strength 

and purity of volunteerism is found in the Buddhist notion of sympathetic joy (muditā), 

many former monks vocalized their opposition of not compensating lay people. 

Although former monks believe volunteers at BEC should get allowances to cover 

personal expenses, BEC volunteers never complained and seemed content with their 

current situation. According So Theong and other volunteers, compensation is found in the 

happiness that comes from the well-being of others as a result of BEC’s peace education 

programs. However, what appeared more troubling for BEC monks was the perceived 

misunderstanding and thoughts circulating among lay people. Some monks voiced concern 

that the images on Facebook of the Ven. Hak Sienghai traveling to foreign countries on the 

invitation of a large Cambodian diaspora, gives the wrong impression and challenges the 

formulation of right understanding and right thought about BEC. These Facebook images 

seem to lend credence to claims that “Ven. Hak Sienghai is traveling to far away 

destinations to collect money in order to finance his business and give salaries to his staff.”  

While I know these perceptions to be unfounded, they are often imagined and 

therefore sometimes posed as being true. This is where the Buddhist notion of wisdom 

(paññā) through the application of right understanding and right thought is important. As 

is the case when analyzing social conflicts, we are often fooled by what is imagined. As I 

learned from this research process, too often our perceptions are erroneously distorted by 

self and further conditioned by greed, ill-will or hatred and ignorance. According to BEC 

monks, right understanding is foundational and serves as a way to transcend unwholesome 
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thoughts, speech, actions and efforts. For them, it is of the highest importance in a process 

of examining self or understanding oneself. As the basis of wisdom, right understanding 

guides the remaining seven factors of the noble eightfold path (Thera, 1996, p. 89). 

In summary, despite the importance Buddhism places on wisdom (paññā), virtues 

(sīla) and practicing mindfulness (sati) or being mindful of right understanding and right 

thought, this research did little to reconcile BEC’s perceived budget and salary challenges. 

It did, nonetheless, generate awareness and valuable discussion among both Buddhist 

monks and lay people regarding budgets and salaries within the context of socially engaged 

Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia.  

Volunteerism and the mobilization of lay people. From my experience, 

volunteerism is a relatively new concept in Cambodia. Outside of BEC’s permanent staff 

made up of Buddhist monks and a few dedicated lay people, there is little volunteerism in 

Cambodia. Bit (1999) highlights how “Cambodian culture has developed very few social 

institutions or groups beyond the family structure and Buddhist temples (Wats), where 

volunteers come together for a common purpose” (p. 49). A visit to any Wat across 

Cambodia, especially around lunch time, offers a valuable perspective of volunteerism as 

generally practiced in Cambodia. Primarily made up of women, these volunteers are 

preparing the afternoon meal for the monks, cleaning and tidying the grounds around the 

Wat, managing the financial matters, and conducting general administrative functions for 

the monks who take refuge in thousands of Wats spread across the Cambodian countryside  

But as I observed while conducting this research, volunteerism in Cambodia does 

not extend much beyond the symbiotic relationship between Buddhist monks and the laity. 
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Since originally conceived by the Buddha, lay people have been providing the monks with 

their four basic needs (food, shelter, robes, and medical support) and the monks have been 

sharing their knowledge about the Buddha’s teaching (dhamma) with the lay people. 

During several reflective focus groups with second year students at Preah Sihanouk Raja 

Buddhist University, the young monks and lay students conveyed a general interest in 

volunteerism. In fact, many proudly commented how they volunteered in various capacities 

in the past. But according to these students, volunteering is difficult because they have very 

little time…“there is no time, money, and some people are selfish…they don’t want to give 

up their own time to help others.” 

Interestingly, all lay people volunteering at BEC come from financially poor 

families. There are no rich volunteers at BEC, and the monks and lay people who volunteer 

their time are not paid salaries. As the monks and lay people explained, their compensation 

comes from being content with what they have and what they are doing; “we become happy 

and gain inner-peace by participating in good action.” In Buddhism, as is embodied in 

BEC’s five peace education programs, right action is grounded in morality and the four 

sublime states of compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. 

It is the love for wisdom and commitment to helping humanity that motivates 

monks and lay people to volunteer at BEC. But having grown up financially poor in rural 

Cambodia, most monks were not afforded the opportunity to advance their education and 

express their compassion and love for the Cambodian people through organizations like 

BEC. Similar to many Cambodians, they were forced to drop out of school to reduce the 

family’s financial burden of paying for books, uniforms, food and transportation. Now 
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these socially engaged Buddhist monks are in a position to realize their compassion and 

love for the Cambodian people by volunteering at BEC. But they are not inclined to 

encourage lay people to volunteer at BEC. As conveyed by Ven. Yem Vanna and witnessed 

during Mahā Ghosananda’s peace walk (dhammayietra), this is because volunteerism 

adheres to the Buddhist principle where its purity is based on volition. 

In summary, the challenge here is that despite acknowledging a great need for 

volunteerism in post-genocide Cambodia, BEC monks are reluctant to actively recruit 

volunteers. This is because monks are guided by the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) where 

will and imagination depends on self or their own conviction, not to be pressured by 

external forces. Unlike what I experienced to be customary in most religions and many 

NGOs whose business model relies primarily on volunteerism, BEC monks refused to 

leverage their influence in Cambodian society to encourage volunteers to participate in 

their peace work. For BEC monks, asking lay people to volunteer or asking for money from 

potential donors is considered a lesser form of generosity (dāna) because it would no longer 

derive from individual will or volition. Whether in the form of volunteerism or financial 

donations, the purity of dāna is paramount. This is why spontaneity for BEC monks is 

considered the least conditional and preferable approach to socially engaged Buddhism. 

Objectification of the Buddha. If the purpose of BEC’s peace work is to stay within 

the traditional meaning of Buddhism, then there may be some inconsistencies between 

what is actually practiced by the Cambodian laity and what the Buddha envisioned for the 

Sangha. Now more than 2,500 years old with approximately 380 million followers 

worldwide, it is not surprising to learn of the many different definitions, meanings, and 
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ways of engaging Buddhism. In fact, the Buddha claimed that after 5,000 years, Buddhism 

would no longer be understood and practiced the way he originally intended, as amply 

covered in the literature (Rahula, 1974; Gethen, 1998). Within the context of BEC’s peace 

education programs, the relevancy of this topic resonated with Theravāda Buddhist monks.  

What I discovered was that Buddhism has evolved into many different forms, 

approaches, and the way it is practiced to satisfy myriad personalities and cultures. As Ven. 

Vy Sovechea noted, “the mission of Buddhism over the past century has been reinterpreted 

in ways to remain culturally relevant and attractive for each generation.” From my 

experience living and researching with Buddhist monks and Cambodian lay people since 

2016, I realized that the Buddha has become more of an object of worship rather than as 

an inspiration for showing a path to reconcile human suffering and social conflict. 

As someone who was born into the Catholic faith, I learned to worship God - I 

praised him, made offerings while attending church services, and asked for favors – I was 

taught to believe God would answer my prayers. In a similar way in which I was taught to 

worship God, I observed Cambodians worshiping statues of the Buddha whether in a 

Buddhist monastery or in public spaces. In other words, instead of following the human-

dimension embodied in the Buddha’s teachings, many Cambodians view the Buddha more 

as a god-like-figure where the spiritual path is located outside of self, not within. 

Despite BEC’s vision to maintain the purity of the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) 

through its peace education programs, the legacy of a Hindu social philosophy appears 

more commonly practiced in Cambodia through Buddhism. Understandably, as Hinduism 

was one of the Khmer Empire's official religions, and Cambodia is the home to one of the 
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only two temples dedicated to Brahma in the world. As a popular tourist destination, 

Angkor Wat in Siem Reap, Cambodia is the largest Hindu temple in the world. Because 

Hindus believe in a universal soul or God called Brahman, this cultural adaptation has 

added confusion to the meaning and practice of Buddhism as originally prescribed by the 

Buddha. According to Ven. San Sochea and other venerable monks as captured in the 

literature (S. Dhammika, 2009), it is true that some of the things Cambodian Buddhists do 

have their origin in popular superstition and misunderstanding rather than in the purity 

found in the Buddha’s teachings. This common link is identified in spirit houses. A shrine 

to protect the spirit of the place, it is located outside the dwelling of nearly every 

Cambodian household, and sometimes with the blessing of a Buddhist monk. 

While Buddhism or any religion should not be judge by those who don’t practice it 

properly (Phumchhon Tola), this poses a challenge for BEC in achieving its stated mission 

and goal. As I observed in Cambodia’s older generation, and frequently mimicked by the 

younger generation, these misunderstandings and superstitions have restricted individual 

freedom of understanding and thought as originally espoused by the Buddha. A limited 

capacity to reason and think critically has also caused many Cambodian Buddhist to 

become victims of absolutism and dogmatism. “Instead of looking at a statue or painting 

of the Buddha to remind us of the Buddha’s human dimension, Cambodians often distort 

the spiritual path of the Buddha and his teachings as if they are god-centered” (Uy Sithorn). 

According to the literature, the Buddha did not believe in a Devine being or God, 

nor did he wish to be idolized as such (Thera, 1996). The Buddha saw religious ideas, 

especially ideas associated with a God as having their origin in anxiety and fear. Yet, I 
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often observed lay people and even Buddhist monks exercising religious-like-rituals. 

Similar to what I practiced while attending Catholic Church services, they idolized statues 

of the Buddha as if the Buddha was a God. The way many Cambodians worshiped the 

Buddha appeared to be a misunderstanding in practice as Dhammika (2009) explains: “A 

statue of the Buddha with its compassionate smile reminds us to strive to develop peace 

and love within ourselves, the perfume of incense burning reminds us of the pervading 

influence of virtue, the flames from the candles reminds us of knowledge, and the lotus 

flowers, which fade and die, remind us of impermanence.” 

In Buddhism, the statue of the Buddha is meant to serve as an inspiration and 

remind us of the human dimension in Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). Unlike my experience 

growing up in the Catholic Church, where I was taught to believe in God’s Devine power 

because as humans we are presumed weak and lack the strength to help ourselves, 

religious-like-rituals and the belief in a Buddha as a supernatural being is also commonly 

practiced by Cambodian Buddhists. As pointed out by Ven. Yem Vanna, “as Buddhist 

monks and lay people, we all have the potential to become a Buddha [or enlightened].” 

This understanding of the Buddha is contrary to my understanding of God, because as 

practiced in the Abrahamic religions, there is only one God. 

Although the Buddha taught the Sangha to find inspiration not in some external 

power, but from within, objectifying the Buddha as a supernatural being has slowly 

stripped away the power of individual agency over the milenium. Understanding the four 

noble truths and practicing the noble eightfold path was the Buddha’s way of reconciling 

fear and suffering with rational thought not irrational belief. And while the Buddha was 
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not opposed to those who followed a religion to achieve peace and happiness in their lives, 

he placed primacy on self or individual agency over the claim that belief in god is the only 

approach to a happy and meaningful life. And because Cambodians are generally opposed 

to studying the dhamma (Rat Kompheak, 2018), belief in a supreme power or supernatural 

being and the objectification of the Buddha poses a challenge for the Sangha and BEC. 

Capacity-Building. As a participant observer during this research with Buddhist 

monks, I recognized that beyond a general orientation of its peace education programs, 

BEC has no organic training program in which to teach its young volunteers. While this 

reality is generally acknowledged by BEC monks and lay people, it rarely resonates as a 

limitation or organizational concern. The knowledge to perform the functional duties as an 

administrative, financial and operations staff officer is gained primarily by on the job 

experience, not through a formal training program. This also pertains to program managers 

and staff members managing the five peace education programs. As shared by So Thoeng, 

BEC relies on the process of learning by doing. And while So Thoeng may have mastered 

basic financing via this process, many organizational challenges are exacerbated as I 

frequently observed during the Youth Education program.  

Along with BEC’s Prisoner Education and Media Dhamma Talks, sharing the 

Buddha’s teavhings (dhamma) through these programs requires some pedagogical acumen. 

Similar to the Buddha’s vision for the Sangha, BEC’s primary mission is to teach the 

dhamma, and how BEC monks teach the dhamma is important. As some monks have 

inferred, the pedagogical approach used by BEC monks should be more closely aligned 

with the principle of reason and critical thinking as originally espoused by the Budhha. By 
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encouraging this teaching method, a monk is capable of interpreting the full context of the 

educational situation and at the same time draw on existing knowledge and experiences to 

create a broader and more effective learning environment (Ven. Jaa Som Saroun). 

Notwithstanding the psychological and spiritual power, for monks to effectively share their 

knowledge about the dhamma in the age of modernity, there is a call to expand the teaching 

capacity of these young monks which goes beyond chanting mantra and the basis of rote 

memorization used to learn the Pāli language in order to understand the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma). As offered by former monks, “there tends to be an over-reliance on being 

revered by the laity as people of virtue, which gives the monks a false sense of 

effectiveness” (Kim Prichet Chhon, 2018). 

As I learned, Buddhist monks have extensive primary, secondary and tertiary 

education in the dhamma, but they are generally unskilled teachers. How they share their 

knowledge about the dhamma with the laity is often an obstacle to learning how to practice 

the dhamma. Ironically, despite the primacy placed on teaching the dhamma to the lay 

people, pedagogy or the method and practice of how to teach is not part of the curriculum 

in Buddhist primary and secondary schools. It is only when monks reach the university 

level are they offered the opportunity to gain advanced skills in the art of teaching. 

However, this challenge goes beyond pedagogy as shared by Uy Sithorn. The fact that 

BEC’s peace education programs are presented in both Pāli language and Khmer language 

creates additional barriers for lay people. Unlike the years of Pāli language training 

Buddhist monks acquired as a prerequisite to enrollment into Buddhist primary school, 

most Cambodians are unfamiliar with Pāli. These drawbacks are amplified during daily 
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almsgiving when chants given in Pāli instead of the Khmer language are said to have little 

practical meaning other than the merits gained from their generosity. 

Some former monks attributed the slow pace of social change on the way in which 

the dhamma is taught and subsequently understood and practiced by Cambodian society. 

Because the teaching method used by most Buddhist monks is based on traditional norms, 

not necessarily through experiential understanding, there is little space to apply reason and 

critical thinking. Unlike the original pedagogical approach used by the Buddha, “monks 

today do not always encourage the practice of questioning why - there are few opportunities 

to question why, which would allow one to naturally discover the reason why” (Kim 

Prichet-Chhon). As I observed while teaching second year students at Preah Sihanouk Raja 

Buddhist University, Cambodians are culturally unfamiliar with the practice of questioning 

superiors. I tested this theory during my English Communication class by occasionally 

misspelling words on the easel board. Despite encouraging my students to always question 

why and apply reason and critical thinking to their instincts – only by mustering 

tremendous courage did some students challenge me. But they never questioned a monk.  

I learned that the same cultural impediments I experienced in my classroom were 

amplified when receiving the Buddha’s teaching from BEC monks. This seems to affect 

Cambodia’s cultural landscape as pointed out by Kim Prichet-Chhon: “respect is good, but 

respect in an extreme way as often practiced between Buddhist monks and lay people, it is 

not good…this is because if the lay people blindly respect monks, it easily disqualifies 

open communication between them.”  
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This notion of applying reason and critical thinking to challenge superiors appears 

to be a commonly accepted Western practice. From my experience, it is something often 

encouraged at the collegiate level between professors and their students. Reflecting on this 

Western idea, I often wondered how a lack of reason and critical thinking has affected 

Cambodia’s social structures. Could this be part of how the Sangha and monks are able to 

exist the way they do in post-genocide Cambodia, is it because of blind respect and the 

legacy of a symbiotic relations grounded in earning merits for the next life? 

Notwithstanding the value in these perceptions, there are those who suggest the 

need for a paradigm shift in how monks teach the dhamma. As someone who has a teaching 

degree from one of the Buddhist universities and many years of practical experience, Ven. 

Jaa Som Saroun has rediscovered and harnessed what many monks perceive as Buddha’s 

unique methodological approach to teaching as originally conceived. As I observed on 

multiple occasions during BEC’s Youth Education program, Ven. Jaa Som Saroun serves 

as an exemplar for BEC’s less experienced and younger monks. By relying on a pedagogy 

of reason and by encouraging critical thinking through vipassanā (insight) meditation, Ven. 

Jaa Som Saroun demonstrated unprecedented influence in the classroom. It was through 

his skillful blend of the dhamma and meditation in both a practical and meaningful way 

that enabled him to get primary and secondary school aged students to internalize and 

contextualize his spiritual message.  

Ven. Jaa Som Saroun’s Youth Education sessions routinely began with a colorful 

joke and smile, with the aim to calm the students and dismantle perceived barriers between 

monks and lay people. Then he would introduce a common social theme in the form of 
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music to draw the students closer to the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). An example was 

having respect and caring for your mother. Finally, Ven. Jaa Som Saroun guided the 

students through a self-reflection meditation session using positive mantra like generosity, 

compassion and loving-kindness to help transcend some of the negative aspects of life that 

may be clouding the students’ minds. Historically, the reasoned formulation of the dhamma 

was complemented by the practice of meditation, which enabled [lay people] to realize it” 

(Armstrong, 2000, p. 96). The Buddhist monk-led meditation sessions were believed to 

have a calming, psychological and spiritual influence on the students, which seemed to 

induce an altered state of consciousness as I witnessed most students weeping 

uncontrollably during these sessions. 

As I learned through reflective focus groups and casual feedback, BEC’s Youth 

Education sessions led by Ven. Jaa Som Saroun were always perceived by parent, teachers 

and students as transformational. While this was a new experience for me, the roots of this 

pedagogical approach dates back to the time of the Buddha (Ibid, p. 96). According to a 

survey we conducted, this pedagogical approach to share the dhamma makes self-

transformation a real possibility. Despite the infrequency in which BEC monks ewere 

allowed to teach in Cambodian public schools, the short-term effects of these sessions on 

the student’s attitudes and behavior were considered positive by teachers and parents alike.  

It is fair to conclude that the train-the-trainer concept as mentioned by Ven. Rin 

Phyrun has never really formalized or been replicated in any of BEC’s peace education 

programs. As a result of this research, there has been a renewed intellectual discussion on 

how to improve the Buddhist monks’ educational system, and the capacity of young monks 
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to teach the dhamma as socially engaged Buddhist monks. There are former monks, 

however, who find this challenge insurmountable because of the lack of a grand strategy.  

Meanwhile, BEC has few options but to depend on Ven. Jaa Som Saroun and a few 

of the more experienced monks to build a teaching capacity in its younger volunteer monks. 

As the former Youth Education program manager, Ven. Rin Phyrun’s vision to build 

capacity in all of BEC’s peace education programs never came to fruition. As a way to 

compensate for this lack of capacity, BEC’s Youth Education program is often scheduled 

around Ven. Jaa Som Saroun’s availability and on the infrequent occasion when the 

government permits BEC monks to teach the dhamma in Cambodia’s public school system. 

Meditation as a Routine Practice. Meditation (bhāvanā) is something that holds 

profound importance in Buddhist thought and practice (patipatti). It literally means to 

develop or cultivate the mind, which according to the Pāli cannons was the path used by 

the Buddha to attain enlightenment or awakening (nibbāna). While the Buddha 

experimented with different meditation techniques, including yoga, the oldest technique 

used by Theravāda Buddhist monks is insight meditation (vipassanā bhāvanā). While BEC 

core affiliates admit that meditation does not hold all the answers, it allows monks and lay 

people the mental space to understand the true nature of reality as defined in suffering or 

unsatisfactoriness (dukkha), non-self or selflessness (anattā), and impermanence (anicca). 

In Buddhism, meditation is an exercise in concentration and the development of 

awareness or mindfulness (sati). It is also important in cultivating morality. As explained 

by Ven. Hak Sienghai, “while our minds are easily conditioned by the greed, hatred and 

delusion, it is our egos and the notion of I or self that greatly distorts our understanding and 
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thoughts.” “It’s easy to judge, but more difficult to understand, because understanding 

requires compassion, patience and a willingness to think beyond self” (Vy Sovechea). 

Judging and making comparisons can often obstruct wisdom (paññā), which for 

Buddhist monks is formed from right understanding and right thought. As originally taught 

by the Buddha, concentration on breathing (ānāpānasati) aims to achieve right mindfulness 

and equanimity as embodied and practiced by BEC monks through the noble eightfold path. 

For Buddhist monks, right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration are to accept 

everything without judgement or comparing, it is a process of living in the present moment 

without drifting excessively into the past or future. According to Ven. Jaa Som Saroun, 

“meditation is not understood as unique or separate from everyday life…it is a way to 

liberate our life from the realm of insatiable desires and clinging, which often obstructs our 

path to right action and ultimately peace, happiness and social harmony.” 

Although not always expressed as meditation, BEC’s peace education programs 

aim to cultivate morality and purify the mind of psychic irritants like greed, hatred and 

delusion. These are defilements, which are viewed by BEC monks as conditions for human 

suffering and social conflict (dukkha). In Western parlance, transcendental meditation 

techniques are forms of silent mantra meditation, which has become popularly followed to 

achieve a particular psychological state or the awareness to transcend ingrained mental 

habits. Notwithstanding various meditation techniques being practiced, its overarching 

purpose as expressed by Buddhist monks is for self-transformation on a spiritual path 

towards enlightenment (nibbāna). While meditation is considered an integral part of 

Buddhism, it was not consciously understood as such by most monks surveyed. 
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It was only during semi-structured interviews and reflective focus groups with BEC 

monks when I learned that most of these younger monks claimed to have never meditated. 

The older monks, however, dismissed these claims, saying that Buddhist monks are always 

meditating throughout the day. They are said to be meditating during formal ceremonies, 

while walking to school, or chanting the Buddha’s teachings during almsgiving. The monks 

simply don’t define it as meditation as practiced and understood in most Western cultures. 

The transcendental nature of mantra meditation has its origin in Buddhism, where 

a word or sound is repeated to cultivate concentration and mindfulness. But when I asked 

the Buddhist monk teachers at Buddhist primary and secondary schools, they too said that 

teaching meditation is not a formal part of the curriculum, it is simply practiced. 

Along with wisdom (paññā) and virtue (sīla), the noble eightfold path includes the 

discipline of meditation (bhāvanā) as expressed in right effort, right mindfulness and right 

concentration. It was through this research that the monks began to realize that meditation 

is something not necessarily emphasized during BEC’s peace education programs. In 

addition to the scientific benefits of meditation as recently recognized in Western practice, 

for millennia Buddhist monks have meditated in order to rid the mind of the defilement of 

greed, hatred and delusion (ignorance) that often cloud our minds and perceptions. The 

wiser monks understand that different actions (kamma) have different effects; meditation 

in Buddhism is considered an important way to gain merits or wisdom (paññā). As 

explained by Ven. Vy Sovechea, “the three main ways of collecting merits are through: 

generosity or giving (dāna), morality (sīla), and meditation (bhāvanā).” 
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As I reflected on my observations and conversations with Buddhist monks, I found 

the younger monks different in many ways from the older generation. This led me to 

wonder whether in their understanding of meditation they were also divided generationally. 

Although BEC monks were not as open with their responses, it was interesting that BEC 

core affiliates acknowledged my insights and suggested a need to improve education in 

Buddhist primary and secondary schools with the right understanding and right thoughts 

about meditation as it pertains to practicing the dhamma and cultivating spiritual growth. 

Lack of a Grand Strategy. From a strategic perspective, the seemingly bold and 

independent vision of Ven. Hak Sienghai when establishing BEC, took on expressed 

concerns regarding BEC’s approach to socially engaged Buddhism. As posited by Heng 

Monychenda, “a real grand strategy would include the Sangha and thousands of Buddhist 

temples scattered around the Cambodian countryside as the ideal setting to build peace, 

happiness and social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia.” According to BEC affiliates, 

the necessary infrastructure and Buddhist monks’ capacity to spiritually mobilize the laity 

is abundantly available.  

Yet, instead of relying on the democratic and higher value of community as 

originally precribed for the Sangha through Buddhist temples, we are witnessing a new 

brand of socially engaged Buddhist monks as expressed in the creation of BEC. For many 

older monks, this is a major departure from the socially-oriented community life originally 

envisioned by the Buddha. For them, a more persuasive strategy would encourage socially 

engaged Buddhist monks to rely on a more unifying Sangha and plethora of Buddhist 

temples as the ideal setting in which to share the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). 
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More vocal and highly admired former monks like Heng Monychenda claim that 

BEC has little strategic vision to accomplish its peace education goal of cultivating 

morality by teaching the dhamma to the Cambodian laity. This gentle, but mindful 

conceptual disapproval was also echoed by several of BEC’s core affiliates. While BEC 

monks claim to take refuge in the Sangha, as expressed routinely through chants, in reality 

BEC monks have consciously distanced themselves from the Sangha’s hierarchy and 

community setting found in Buddhist temples (Wats). 

While BEC monks were less vocal about this presumed challenge, some of the 

younger monks and lay volunteers found it easy to legitimize Ven. Hak Sienghai’s strategic 

decision. They generally claimed that the Wats became politicized as a result of the 

Supreme Patriarch becoming a key member of the Cambodian People’s Party (CCP), and 

his close alignment with Prime Minister Hun Sen’s political agenda, made it difficult for 

BEC to operate independently and free from political coercion. Despite Ven. Hak 

Sienghai’s vision for socially engaged Buddhist monks as expressed in BEC’s peace work, 

it is important to consider what Thich Nhat Hanh (1999) had to say about the Sangha; “by 

sticking to your Sangha or by taking refuge in the Sangha, you will have the wisdom and 

support you will need – you won’t fall into negative habit patterns” (p. 165). 

Although Thich Nhat Hanh’s view of the Sangha does not appear to hold true in 

post-genocide Cambodia, many feel Ven. Hak Sienghai’s decision to distance BEC from 

the Sangha is analogous to being blind to the need of a grand strategy for socially engaged 

Buddhist monks. Because of the nexus between the Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha and Laity, 

it is strategically important to invest in the Sangha, despite Cambodia’s social and political 
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challenges. As Heng Monychenda (2018) pointed out, it is common knowledge understood 

by all Buddhists that the Buddha is considered the teacher showing the spiritual path to 

enlightenment, the Dhamma is the daily practice as embodied in the noble eightfold path, 

and the Sangha exemplifies a harmonious community that brings peace and happiness into 

everyday life for the laity. 

As conceptualized by the Buddha and often mimicked by BEC monks, the idea of 

a Sangha reflects peace, happiness and social harmony; a peace paradigm that aims to 

transcend violent social structures. What I observed in Cambodia, however, is that the 

Sangha no longer completely serves its original purpose as espoused by the Buddha and 

embodied in the dhamma. Some former monks believe that instead of exemplifying a 

positive force in which to unify a divided society, BEC is practicing a form of dualism by 

creating a separate peace education center independent of the Sangha and Buddhist 

temples. As emphasized by Heng Monychenda, BEC’s approach to socially engaged 

Buddhism is not the chosen model, but rather an important pilot study to be reviewed in a 

more holistic way. Suggesting that a Buddhist monk-led study is a prerequisite in creating 

a grand strategy for socially engaged Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia.  

Efficacy: How it Pertains to BEC’s Peace Action? This section illustrates how 

BEC monks perceive the Western notion of efficacy within the context of their five peace 

education programs: Prisoner Education, Youth Education, Caring for the Poor and Aging, 

Children Sponsorship, and Media Dhamma Talks. Additionaly, the section uncovers 

nuanced understanding regarding BEC’s new Buddhist Education Center. 
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A major gap identified in the peace education literature is a dearth of reliable 

assessments, evaluations or measures of effectiveness. It is not because of a lack of 

creativity, however, as there are many scholars conceptualizing the use of various indexes, 

matrices, statistics, quantitative analysis, and scientific formulas to gauge success. But 

efforts to assess or evaluate the desired outcome of a particular peace education program 

have been less convincing in practice. In an effort to find common understanding of 

efficacy, I shared with the BEC monks Schirch’s (2013) model as an example that used the 

acronym SMART to identify the goals that are claimed to be Specific, Measurable, 

Attainable, Realistic, and Timely (p. 7). Although illustrative of a larger peacebuilding 

context that recognizes the changing nature of conflicts and a need for ongoing 

assessments, this Western theory to measure outcomes did not resonate with BEC monks.  

Initially, I attributed the monks’ disinterest in learning about Western evaluation 

models to cultural indifference and a lack of clarity on my part. But I realized that the 

epistemological approach followed by Schirch and other Western scholars and 

practitioners are generally not congruent with Buddhist monks’ understanding and 

thoughts. During the research process, we discussed ways in which Theravāda Buddhist 

monks measured the effectiveness of BEC’s five peace education programs. In other 

words, how do BEC monks actually know when they achieve their stated goal?  

As articulated in BEC’s website, it is through youth education in which BEC’s goal 

aims to promote high moral principles for a cohesive and peaceful society. Relying on 

experience, I explained my understanding of efficacy as the ability to produce a desired 

result or outcome, or getting the job done satisfactorily with the resources available. What 
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we eventually learned from this research, however, was that my Western understanding of 

efficacy or success was in many ways inconceivable for these Buddhist monks. Partially 

because of their limited exposure to Western ideas, but more importantly, the very notion 

of measuring outcomes based on how well programs satisfy future goals is not necessarily 

aligned with their perspectives of being in the present moment.  

Despite the Buddhist principle of non-attachment (alobha), BEC monks did not 

suggest that their peace education goals should be completely dismissed. For them, 

extremes or anything excessively desired, like the idea of excessively clinging to future 

goals could in itself cause human suffering and social conflict (dukkha). Becoming overly 

attached to something or excessively desiring an outcome from a stated goal is what the 

monks are trying to avoid as to not obstruct their spiritual path to enlightenment (nibbāna). 

As explained by BEC monks, “most of what the Buddha taught was based on the 

present, not the future.” That is to say, “when we do something good in the present, the 

future will be good (Yem Vanna).” For BEC monks, the success behind their peace 

education programs is based on good action [kamma] in the present. But as I learned from 

BEC monks, this is because primacy is placed on wisdom or right understanding and right 

thought. Yet, many of the older generation of lay people, now being passed down to their 

children, think that the Buddha’s teaching (dhamma) is based on the future because of a 

common misunderstanding of kamma (action). Many Cambodians do good actions for the 

personal benefit of future merits, which according to some Buddhist monks distorts the 

purity of generosity (dāna). 
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When contemplating measuring the effectiveness of BEC’s peace actions, it was 

during a pilot study of Caring for the Poor and Aging that helped answer my original 

question; why was the Western paradigm used to measure desired outcomes 

epistemologically difficult for BEC monks to fathom? As the monks explained, the success 

or efficacy of BEC’s peace education programs is predicated on right action (kamma) in 

the present. For them, the criteria in which to measure the efficacy of BEC’s peace 

education programs begins with right understanding and right thought. BEC monks place 

primacy on generosity (dāna) as embodied in the four sublime states: compassion (karuṇā), 

loving-kindness (mettā), sympathetic joy (mudita) and equanimity (upekkhā). Although 

BEC monks were reluctant to dwell on the notion of efficacy as it pertains to their peace 

education programs, Heng Monychenda (2018) the measured efficacy of BEC’s peace 

education programs on the purity in which BEC monks conveyed the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma) to the laity. In other words, where the Western approach to measure the success 

of an organization’s programs is typically based on a desired outcome, BEC monks viewed 

the input as the true measure of success. This is because excessive desire (taṇhā) or clinging 

upādāna to a preconceived goal or future outcome can potentially increase human suffering 

and social conflict.  

Because BEC is less dependent on foreign and domestic influences like most 

NGOs, their understanding and thoughts about efficacy has its advantages. For example, 

the pressures associated with writing a formal proposal and articulating desired outcomes 

to justify funding from would-be-donors is a process not experienced by BEC monks. That 

is because for monks to ask for anything, particularly money, would be in violation of the 
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guiding rules for ordained monks as codified in the vinaya. The daily routine of almsgiving 

connotes the virtue of generosity (dāna), it is through this practice that Buddhist monks 

attempt to cultivate the purity of generosity. 

It is here where the idea of measuring the effectiveness or success of BEC’s peace 

action takes on a whole new meaning. It’s an epistemological approach to peace and 

conflict resolution that is not always easy for Westerners like me to understand. Mostly 

because of our cultural conditioning and the higher value placed on greed, hatred and 

delusion in American society, there is a tendancy to link efficacy with monetary outcomes 

and little consideration for equanimity. Epistemologically, BEC monks are able to view 

their peace education programs by balancing wisdom and compassion. As I learned through 

this research process, the three characteristics of nature or existence greatly influenced the 

Buddhist monks’ understanding of efficacy as captured in the notion of impermanence 

(anicca), non-self or absence of ego (anattā), and suffering or dissatisfaction (dukkha).  

As I learned while conducting semi-structured and reflective focus group 

interviews with both Buddhist monks and lay people, and by observing and participating 

in hundreds of hours of BEC’s peace actions, it was clear that the way Buddhist monks 

understand and think about measuring the effectiveness of their peace education programs 

was uniquely different from my Western approach. These socially engaged Buddhist 

monks are less concerned with results or outcomes as they are with right understanding, 

right thought and right action. Because more emphasis is placed on input rather than 

output, the purity of action (kaama) more broadly serves as the guiding principle in which 

to gauge the success of BEC’s peace work. 
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But as several of BEC’s core affiliates pointed out, “because BEC’s peace 

education programs only reach a few minds, you cannot say that BEC’s strategy is really 

effective in bringing peace and social harmony to post-genocide Cambodia on a large scale, 

but it certainly helps.” While measuring efficacy through observations and by participating 

in BEC’s peace work may seem unscientific, the feedback through surveys, interviews and 

focus groups suggests that BEC’s approach works. Albeit not on a strategic level, the 

following summaries intend to gauge the efficacy of BEC’s five peace activities and 

potential value in developing a grand strategy as suggested by Heng Monychenda. 

Prisoner Education Program. My understanding of America’s judicial system is 

based on the premise that punishment is justifiable for those who violate the rules. Inflicting 

the same pain on criminals is an accepted practice in Western cultures, it is how criminals 

re-pay their debt to society for sins committed. While BEC monks acknowledged the need 

for law and order in society, they view justice through punishment as having little influence 

on changing attitudes and behaviors. BEC monks believe in a step-by-step process of self-

transformation, and cultivating spirituality as being the most effective approach. It is by 

balancing wisdom, virtues and mindfulness that strengthens the efficacy of their actions. 

Because Buddhist monks draw a link between poverty and criminality, they are 

troubled by extreme actions to reconcile social failures. For them, the roots of violence and 

criminality are often caused by the very social system that creates laws. Consequently, if 

the goal is to rehabilitate criminals and reverse the cycle of violence in society, this Western 

approach demonstrated little positive effect on desired outcomes. It is here where BEC 

monks’ understanding, thoughts and actions through their Prisoner Education program 
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exemplyfies strategic efficacy. The paradigm shift from punishing criminals to educating 

them as practiced by BEC monks through their Prisoner Education program, seems to 

address a common social challenge found in most societies.  

According to BEC’s web site, the Prisoner Education program serves to restore the 

Buddhist notion of interconnectedness or broken relationships between convicted criminals 

and society. That is to say, instead of emphasizing individualism and separatism, BEC 

monks place primacy on the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness, where they try to instill 

a sense of responsibility towards each other in an otherwise divided society. 

Subject to approval, voluntary monks share the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) and 

insight (vipassanā) meditation sessions with inmates at the Battambang Rehabilitation 

compound once weekly. As vipassanā is inherently experiential, not theoretical, this 

approach intends to teach criminals how to live calmly and non-violently. It is a meditation 

technique that allows space to cultivate the four sublime states of compassion, loving-

kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity. According to BEC monks, the introduction of 

these four sublime states into insight meditation sessions has had transformative effects on 

the prisoners. They are said to think and feel more interconnected or act collaboratively on 

the basis of shared human conditions and concerns. Rather than continue their lives along 

a path of separatism and individualism, many prisoners openly embraced the Buddhist 

notion of interconnectedness as a value to guide their lives against the destructiveness of 

comparative judgements and social categorizations. 

As is a routine practice during BEC’s peace education programs, the Prisoner 

Education program also includes sharing knowledge about various aspects in the noble 
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eightfold path. For example, the monks emphasize the importance of right understanding, 

right thought and right speech. The aim here is to teach the inmates how unmindful 

communication can cause discord, division, human suffering and social conflict. 

According to Buddhism, right speech is a virtue premised on wisdom as embodied in right 

understanding and right thought (Thera, 1996, p. 78). From my experience, this is an 

important aspect of conflict analysis and resolution that is rarely emphasized.  

BEC’s Prisoner Education program focuses on another Buddhist virtue, right 

action (kamma). As I often observed, the monks routinely teach right action by 

incorporating the five mindfulness trainings into their meditation sessions: not to kill, lie, 

steal, drink excessively, or engage in sexual misconduct. Although I was not authorized 

access into the Battambang Rehabilitation compound, my experience as a participant 

observer during many visits to Cambodian primary and secondary public schools as part 

of the Youth Education program and as a routine participant in the Media Dhamma Talks, 

monks become proficient in chanting as a pedagogy to internalize the four sublime states, 

which eventually gives rise to positive speech, action, and livelihood.  

Notwithstanding the psychological benefits of BEC monk’s alternative pattern of 

thinking in the field of restorative justice, this program has not yet been easily implemented 

under Cambodia’s current political context. It was only after being granted permission from 

local government officials that prison administrators extended a formal invitation 

authorizing only those monks already pre-screened to teach the dhamma and conduct 

meditation. Due to popularity, BEC monks conduct two sessions, a morning session for 

male inmates and an afternoon session for female inmates. But according to BEC monks, 
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the high demand for these weekly sessions greatly exceeds BEC’s capacity. Unfortunately, 

BEC has no plan to expand the program to accommodate the high demand, nor has the 

Sangha’s hierarchy assumed a more strategic role to improve the situation. 

Despite living in a society where employment is scarce and wages are low, 

choosing the right livelihood when leaving prison is something strongly emphasized by 

BEC monks. For socially engaged Buddhist monks, to practice the right livelihood is to 

find a way to earn a living without transgressing the Buddha’s values and principles as 

embodied in the dhamma. According to BEC monks, a vocation can either promote 

generosity (dāna), compassion (karuṇā) and wisdom (paññā) or their complete opposites 

as expressed in greed (lobha), hatred (dosa), and delusion (moha) or ignorance (avidyā). 

As a former American military officer whose livelihood was based on killing, I now 

struggle with its inherent violent and horrific consequences. Regrettably, my personal 

struggle with all forms of violence does little to transcend American culture, where a 

growing reliance on a military economy and punishment-oriented judicial system has 

become a normalized practice. 

In spite of the efforts to corroborate the monks’ positive feedback, a survey 

prepared specifically for BEC’s Prisoner Education program was not administered to the 

inmates. In fact, prison authorities told BEC monks that this program would be suspended 

indefinitely due to national elections. Notwithstanding my frustration, feedback from the 

prison administrators indicated that the attitudes and overall behavior of those prisoners 

who participated in BEC’s dhamma classes and meditation sessions changed in a positive 

way. This unofficial report was further corroborated by the inmates themselves. Some of 
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the former participates in BEC’s Prisoner Education program who decided to visit BEC 

upon their release from prison, informed Ven. Hak Sienghai about the transformational 

benefits BEC’s program had in guiding their lives along a more positive and spiritual path. 

While I found the feedback by prison administrators and former inmates helpful, I pushed 

for a survey to be adminsitered. Interestingly, BEC monks assured me that the success of 

this program should not be predicated on feedback, but rather on right understanding, right 

thought and right action during the dhamma classes and meditation sessions. 

Youth Education Program. According to BEC’s website and published brochures, 

the Youth Education program offers morality training to communities and educational 

institutions throughout the country. The purpose of this program is to teach primarily 

Cambodia’s youth how to live their lives peacefully and harmoniously. Lending credence 

to Ven. Hak Sienghai’s strategic vision when asked during a survey: what is the biggest 

challenge to peace, happiness and social harmony in Cambodia; the majority of students 

answered that “a lack of morality was the biggest obstacle.” I got the same response during 

reflective focus groups with both Buddhist monks and lay people. 

Notwithstanding overwhelming support for BEC’s Youth Education program as 

expressed by students, teachers and parents, the Cambodian government has been cautious 

about the idea of Buddhist monks teaching in the Cambodian public school system. As 

people of virtue who are generally trusted and revered in Cambodian society, there are 

historical examples that illustrate the latent potential of Buddhist monks to mobilize the 

population. But unlike Mahā Ghosananda during his peace march (dhammayietra) and 

Ven. Heng Monychenda’s leadership during the AIDS epidemic, BEC monks rarely 
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exercised their unique mobilization potential. From my experience, BEC monks make 

every effort to illustrate the value of their peace education programs, but are reluctant to 

pose a direct threat to the current social structures.  

BEC’s peace education has had a direct and positive influence on student attitudes 

and behavior as confirmed in feedback from students, teachers and parents. This was 

corroborated further during semi-structured interviews, focus group sessions and a survey 

administered by second year students from Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University. And 

although the overwhelming majority of those surveyed favored BEC’s Youth Education 

program, the government is generally opposed to the idea of socially engaged Buddhist 

monks teaching the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) in Cambodian public schools. It is only 

after government approval that BEC can proceed to teach the dhamma in the public school 

system. Given the uncertainty of the current political climate in Cambodia, there is no 

guarantee BEC will be granted permission. It is only after going through the lengthy 

process of submitting a formal request to local government authorities, waiting on a 

favorable bureaucratic response and coordinating potential visitation dates with public 

school administrators, that Buddhist monks are finally authorized to teach the dhamma to 

a growing youth population in public schools.  

Caring for the Poor and Aging. As a way to invest time and resources on a large 

abandoned population, primarily in rural areas like Battambang Province, BEC’s Caring 

for the Poor and Aging program offers humanitarian assistance to address some unmet 

basic needs and alleviate the suffering of Cambodia’s most marginalized citizens. Although 

this program brings about a needed awareness to care for the poor and aging in post-
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genocide Cambodia, it has been one of BEC’s most controversial program. For many 

former monks, socially engaged Buddhist monks should not be participating in these types 

of activities. Because monks wield supreme power in Cambodian society, there is 

unconditional respect for these people of virtue.  

As such, it is generally understood and thought that monks should use their 

influence to mobilize the lay people to care for the poor and build them houses. According 

to BEC’s core affiliates, “it is lay people who should be providing the basic needs for 

marginalized Cambodians, not Buddhist monks. But as expressed by BEC monks, this is 

the program that most attracted them to volunteer at BEC, because this program allowed 

them to exercise the two components of dāna: Āmiṣa (material) and Dhamma (spiritual). 

It is through this program where socially engaged Buddhist monks have the opportunity to 

address the laity’s material and spiritual needs. 

Children Sponsorship Program. This program focuses on education for orphans 

and poor children most in need of social assistance. The emphasis here is to extend financial 

support and school supplies to disadvantaged children so the opportunity to get an 

education is not lost. From my observation, this program has demonstrated limited 

sustainability capacity. In other words, there are simply too many Cambodian children 

needing support and BEC’s budget is too small to reverse this vicious cycle of inequality. 

This is something in which most volunteer monks at BEC also faced growing up. In 

Cambodia, the demand for these poor children to be utilized as additional sources of family 

income is higher than the cost-benefit of getting an education. In other words, these 

children are integral to the survival of the family unit, so the decision to quit school at a 
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young age comes relatively easy. In most cases, without these children collecting plastic 

bottles, tin cans or selling trinkets on the streets to earn additional income, it would be too 

difficult for most Cambodian families to simply feed themselves.  

Attending Cambodian public school comes at a high price for the poor in terms of 

uniforms, books and school supplies, food and additional tutoring cost for teachers. These 

costs may only amount to a couple dollars a day per student, but for families living on less 

than one US dollar a day, school easily becomes an unaffordable luxury in the hierarchy of 

basic human needs. As discussed with BEC’s core affiliates, this is an area where BEC 

monks could teach the rich people how to be more generous with their resources – they 

could leverage their position in society to mobilize the wealthy. “Instead of the wealthy 

families visiting the Buddhist temples to demonstrate their generosity in return for merits, 

they could demonstrate the same generosity by sponsoring poor children unable to feed 

themselves on a routine basis” (Uy Sithorn, 2018). 

To be effective, BEC’s paradigm for socially engaged Buddhist monks awaits a 

grand strategy (Heng Monychenda, 2018). A strategy that would expand BEC’s minimalist 

capacity and capability by including the Abbots and monks in each of the thousands of 

Buddhist temples scattered throughout Cambodia’s countryside and cities. It is only by 

unifying BEC’s peace actions and efforts to include the larger community of monks as 

reflected in the Sangha, that poor families will be offered the same opportunity as rich 

families to attend public schools without the family suffering the consequences going 

hungry because they decided to send their children to school. 
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Media Dhamma Talks. Live on the radio every day, BEC’s Media Dhamma Talks 

program promotes Buddhist principles and values by sharing the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma) to thousands of listeners on a global scale. By reaching out to Cambodian society 

in this form, BEC monks intend to talk about the cause and conditions that lead to human 

suffering and social conflict. Relying on their wisdom, virtues and mindfulness, the monks 

guide their listeners on a Buddhist path of self-transformation. It is implied that through 

this program, selfishness and egotism along with insatiable desires that feed greed, hatred 

and delusion can be reversed through right understanding, right thoughts and right 

mindfulness about the cause and conditions of human suffering and social conflict.  

While there are various means in which to transmit BEC’s education about and for 

peace, modern communications through Facebook is widely used in Cambodia. I learned 

that there can be as many as eighteen thousand Facebook viewers of BEC’s Media 

Dhamma Talks on any given one-hour broad cast. This is complemented by similar peace 

activities like Dhamma English Talks and Dhamma Book Ceremonies. These are all live 

and interactive programs, where the participants ask questions and the Buddhist monks 

respond with thoughtful answers. Essentially, a live dialogue is going on between BEC 

monks and participants. Although the technology and data collection methods provided an 

alternative context, this dialogue or semi-structured interviewing between BEC monks and 

lay people is a common practice with its lineage dating back to over twenty-five hundred 

years during the time of the Buddha himself (Thera, 1996, p. 26). Despite observing the 

live feedback from participants, from my Western perspective it was not always easy to 

measure how effective this program has been. What was clear for BEC monks, however, 
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efficacy was not measured by statistics or the large number of viewers. For BEC monks, 

efficacy is measured on the purity or how well the monks convey the Buddha’s teachings 

through these peace education programs. 

But as I would learn, teaching the dhamma in its purest form as well as feedback 

from the laity is equally important. According to young lay people like Uy Sithorn, “if you 

listen to the right monks, dhamma talks can help understand life…but many monks simply 

chant in Pāli language without explaining the real life.” For many marginalized 

Cambodians like Uy Sithorn, the strength of dhamma talks should be measured on its purity 

and how practical the message can be applied to reality. But I learned that BEC monks 

don’t always focus on the relevancy and practicality of their messaging. For example, Uy 

Sithorn’s mother has been listening to dhamma talks her entire life. She frequently visits 

Buddhist temples with friends, occasionally helps feed the monks, and often gives them 

money. She listens to positive mantra focusing on generosity in terms of loving kindness, 

compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity, but according to her daughter, “she still does 

not understand how to apply the Buddha’s teachings…she easily gets angry, she finds it 

difficult to be calm, and she cannot find the courage to forgive…this is because she listens 

to the wrong monks.” When I asked Uy Sithorn if she ever listened to BEC monks, she 

said only on a few occasions but found their dhamma talks only marginally helpful. 

While Uy Sithorn’s expressed understanding and thoughts about BEC’s Media 

Dhamma Talks has been repeated by many others, there are generally three areas in which 

BEC monks gauged the success of this program. First, the direct feedback by thousands of 

daily participants through the interactive feature of Facebook. Second, having become 
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somewhat of a model for other socially engaged Buddhist monks, a number of monks rely 

on BEC for instruction on how to build capacity and as a training guide for their individual 

programs. Through casual conversation and as captured on BEC’s web page, Ven. Hak 

Sienghai has become somewhat of a local hero for many young monks and lay people – an 

inspiration that has attracted thousands of daily followers. This was perceived by BEC 

monks as another indicator of efficacy. Finally, BEC has become a knowledge-sharing-

organization for other socially engaged Buddhist monks and organizations. Because of his 

growing prominance, Ven. Hak Sienghai has been invited to lecture globally about BEC’s 

peace education programs which serves as another indicator of success.  

Buddhist Education Center Project. One of the more controversial issues 

discussed about BEC was the construction of its new Buddhist Education Center. Despite 

Ven. Hak Sienghai’s vision to provide the highest international standards in Buddhist 

education for up to 600 students, his initiative comes with considerable criticism. From the 

perspective of BEC’s core affiliates, building a Buddhist Education Center creates dualism 

and a form of separatism within the Sangha. For some monks, moving the practice of 

socially engaged Buddhism outside of the Buddhist temples is a departure from the 

Buddhist notion of taking refuge in the Sangha and relying on Buddhist temples as social 

centers to unify and rebuild Cambodia’s moral fabric.  

Notwithstanding Cambodian politics and the reason behind Ven. Hak Sienghia’s 

decision to move BEC from Wat Kampheng, Heng Monychenda thinks BEC’s effort to 

build a separate and independent Buddhist Education Center illustrates a lack of 

commitment to the Sangha as a unified community of Buddhist monks and nuns. Mindful 



 

415 

 

of the Triple Gem or the mantra heard by monks during daily chants, it is this chosen path 

where monks recognize the salience of taking refuge in the Buddha as the fully enlightened 

teacher, the Dhamma as taught by the Buddha, and the Sangha as a wise, virtuous and 

mindful community in which to share their understanding and thoughts about life.  

For some former monks, BEC’s efforts are perceived as a slight departure from the 

Buddhist notion of interconnectedness. Heng Monychenda insists that a unifying effort is 

urgently needed within the Sangha to develop a grand strategy. These thoughts about 

BEC’s efficacy and their seemingly independent path to realize socially engaged Buddhism 

in post-genocide Cambodia, has little strategic impact in reversing the breakdown of basic 

values, norms and social cohesion, according to BEC core affiliates.  

Acknowledged as one of BEC’s challenges, there is a perceived need to improve 

the capability and capacity of socially engaged Buddhist monks to teach the dhamma in its 

purest, most practical and relevant forms. Former monks believe that the development of a 

grand strategy for socially engaged Buddhist monks must begin with a unified Sangha and 

reconstituting Buddhist temples as attractive education centers for Cambodia’s growing 

youth population. While there are monks who view BEC’s new Buddhist Education Center 

as illustrating a powerfully new paradigm for socially engaged Buddhist monks, several 

former monks believe that the efficacy and continued relevancy of monks has to be 

grounded in a unified and apolitical Sangha with Buddhist temples serving as the 

community focal point for spiritual growth.  

Conclusion. This chapter is probably the most important for BEC monks. Not only 

does it uncover how they understand and think about efficacy, it highlights a few of the 
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challenges they and their core affiliates identified during this research process. By relying 

on the strengths of participatory action research (PAR) as a methodological approach to 

mindful inquiry, the monks were able to formalize the iterative process as generally 

illustrated in the ongoing spiral of action research cycles of planning, acting, observing 

and reflecting. Similar to the transformative potential expressed in the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma), the PAR process was also meaningful in that it allowed the monks to benefit 

directly from their own research findings and continue the process into the future.  

While the framing of BEC’s challenges and understanding the efficacy of its peace 

education programs will no doubt extend beyond the scope and timeframe set for this 

particular study, BEC monks were able to deepen their understanding and thoughts about 

the challenges identified and broaden their inquiry about efficacy. As scholars and peace 

practitioners, the monks are empowered to address the challenges and efficacy of BEC’s 

peace education programs if and whenever they choose to do so through their own volition 

and timeline. 

Challenges. While the BEC monks and their core affiliates validated all of the 

challenges listed in Chapter Nine as relevant, capacity-building and meditation as a routine 

practice were considered paramount in answering the important question: How do Buddhist 

monks think about improving peace education? There is also the importance of thinking 

strategically. That is to say, if the Buddha created the Sangha as a communal body in which 

to teach the dhamma to lay people, then the capacity of Buddhist monks to teach 

proficiently in the age of modernity demands additional emphasis on improving the quality 

and ability to deal confidently with these changes and the growing number of Cambodia’s 
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youth. Yet as the research uncovered, neither meditation nor the art of teaching are part of 

the curriculum in Buddhist primary and secondary schools. It is only during tertiary 

education where Buddhist monks are afforded the opportunity to learn the skills to be 

pedagogically effective teachers. But as this research uncovered, many monks prefer 

learning English language and taking business management courses over subjects in the 

much needed education field. 

It is here where the recommendation to use this research as a pilot study holds 

tremendous promise. For the benefit of designing a grand strategy for socially engaged 

Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia, discussing the challenges and efficacy of 

BEC’s peace education programs from a macro level perspective would provide the needed 

forum to tease out strategic ideas and shape strategic thinking. As further suggested, 

involving academia such as the faculty and student body at Paññāsāstra University and 

Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University in both Phnom Penh and Battambang, would be 

a way to be more inclusive and expand the focus beyond BEC. And while Ven. Hak 

Sienghai’s strategic vision is commendable on several fronts, there are numerous 

limitations with his micro-approach to socially engaged Buddhism.  

One of the more significant issues is the recent creation of BEC’s new Buddhist 

Education Center, which seems to be promoting a sense of separatism and dualism within 

the Sangha. Rather than seeking a higher, more unifying approach to socially engaged 

Buddhism, BEC’s strategy has taken steps to marginalize further the role of the Buddhist 

temples (Wats) from its original purpose as a center to teach the dhamma and build positive 

social capital. For example, instead of investing valuable resources to prioritize capacity-
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building and meditation as a routine practice within the already established Buddhist 

temples and Buddhist primary and secondary schools, BEC monks have essentially 

divested themselves and their resources from the large community of Buddhist monks.  

By deciding to invest their donations on building new infrastructure for an 

independent Buddhist education center, runs counter to the principle of unity of effort and 

the need for a more strategic outlook for socially engaged Buddhist monks. Instead of 

looking into strategies to unify and attract the growing number of Cambodian youths to 

visit Buddhist temples, BEC has skillfully pulled them away from these once vibrant 

centers for dhamma education. While there are still a significant number of programs being 

conducted in the Buddhist temples for Cambodia’s mostly marginalized youth, BEC’s new 

center may have created a dangerous paradigm shift for the next generation of socially 

engaged Buddhist monks to follow. And under such circumstances, people generally tend 

to take care of themselves rather than think of others in a more interconnected way. 

Granted, it was only since the departure of the Vietnamese in 1989, when the first 

Buddhist schools were re-opened in the Buddhist temples. Although several generations of 

Buddhist education were lost to the Cambodian Civil War and Khmer Rouge period, the 

infrastructure already existed throughout Cambodia within which to begin the process of 

rebuilding the teaching capacity of Buddhist monks and reconstituting the Buddhist 

temples as important centers for youth education. In addition to the hollowing out of the 

Buddhist temples as centers of youth education, the approach to education remains largely 

antiquated. “You still have mostly less educated monks with limited knowledge of the 

dhamma and less understanding of meditation and experiential learning, teaching a mostly 
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poor, uneducated population of monks and lay people from the countryside” (Vy 

Sovechea). While there are a few former Buddhist monks whose expectations for 

organizations like BEC remains low (Monychenda), Ven. Hak Sienghai still commands a 

strong following from the younger generation of monks. This next generation of monks are 

eager to share their knowledge about the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) and gain practical 

experience by volunteering at organizations like BEC. But a challenge not often discussed 

during this research was the growing attraction by this next generation of Buddhist monks 

to leave the Sangha and actively participate in modernity as lay people. 

Efficacy. Within the context of the Sangha’s main mission to teach the dhamma, 

“this is not necessarily a very strategic or effective approach to promote the role of socially 

engaged Buddhist monks” (Heng Monychenda). The larger strategic questions derived 

from this research with Theravāda Buddhist monks was: Why the Sangha and the Abbots 

in most Buddhist temples remain quiet when it comes to socially engaged Buddhism? Why 

has there not been more of a concerted effort to develop a grand strategy on socially 

engaged Buddhism, a strategy that includes the Sangha and more specifically the Buddhist 

temples as education centers for and about peace? Why aren’t the Abbots in Buddhist 

temples collectively and in a coordinated fashion leveraging their power as people of virtue 

to mobilize the laity to build houses, sponsor children and care for the poor and aging? 

These are a few of the questions derived from this research with BEC monks, which call 

for deeper scholarship beyond the scope of this study. 

According to BEC’s core affiliates, the capacity for strategic change exits in post-

genocide Cambodia. There is a growing number of monks with doctoral degrees and 
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leadership skills in which to mobilize strategic thinkers and activists to improve the efficacy 

of socially engaged Buddhist monks. And Ven. Hak Sienghai clearly represents the next 

generation of promising, young Buddhist leaders. But as often pointed out, they still need 

permission from the top, and the leadership within the Sangha is not one of enviable 

strength when it comes to strategic vision (Heng Monychenda). Some have called on age 

limitations as a way to purge the Sangha of weak leaders who lack the capacity and 

character to lead by example. Others have claimed that the weakening of the Sangha and 

the politicization of its leadership and the Buddhist temples, makes it almost impossible to 

imagine developing a grand strategy that would effectively improve the teaching capacity 

and efficacy of socially engaged Buddhist monks.  

When we talked specifically about BEC’s peace education programs, trying to 

gauge the strategic effectiveness of these actions appeared to present a unique dilemma for 

the young monks. Many had little or no context or contact with international NGOs, who 

generally place primacy on desired outcomes as a way to measure the success of their 

programs. For BEC’s core affiliates who demonstrated keen experiential knowledge from 

working with international NGOs to bridge two unique epistemologies, clearly they had a 

better understanding of how Westerners like myself perceive efficacy and its strategic 

importance. As initially explained by BEC’s core affiliates and later demonstrated by BEC 

monks through their peace actions, Buddhist monks view efficacy quite differently from 

me as a Westerner and most international NGOs.  

The Buddhist monks’ epistemological perspective of efficacy uncovers an 

important aspect of socially engaged Buddhism in post-genocide Cambodia, which may be 
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particularly pertinent for scholars and practitioners in the field of conflict analysis and 

resolution. For international NGOs whose mission is ostensibly to educated for and about 

peace, placing primacy on desired outcomes as expressed in their goals, objectives and 

mission statements warrants further scrutiny. According to BEC monks, worrying about 

future outcomes or desired goals and objectives is not necessarily effective because there 

may be a tendency to overlook right actions in the present moment. That is to say, by 

simply measuring efficacy on outcomes such as how much money donors contributed to 

budgets and salaries, how many houses were built or how many people were converted 

towards a particular special interest – speaks nothing of right understanding, right thought 

and right action. This is where the monks’ idea of efficacy in the context of their peace 

education programs was particularly intriguing. 

For BEC monks, the notion of a desired outcome is incongruent with Buddhist 

thought of non-attachment, craving and clinging – all elements that are considered the 

underlying root cause of human suffering and social conflict. Therefore, the notion of 

effectiveness to measure the success of BEC’s efforts, takes on a whole new meaning. An 

epistemological approach to peace education that is often difficult for Westerners like 

myself to culturally understand. Although rarely discussed in these terms with Buddhist 

monks, kamma (action), which more broadly refers to the law of cause and effect, is the 

guiding principle in which to gauge the success of BEC’s peace education programs. 

Unlike a Western approach to devise some quantifiable formula in which to measure 

success based on outcomes, BEC monks are less focused on objectives, goals and results. 

For Buddhist monks, right action in the present is what matters most.  
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According to Heng Moneychenda, “the preferred criteria to measure the 

effectiveness of BEC’s peace education programs should be based on the purity of these 

programs or how well they follow the Buddha’s original thoughts for the Sangha as 

outlined over 2,500 years ago.” In other words, when it comes to socially engaged Buddhist 

monks, the success of activities should be gauged on wisdom and compassion and how 

purely it aligns with what the Buddha told his monks to teach the lay population. The true 

measurement of effectiveness is not necessarily gauged on the laity’s reaction to the 

Buddha’s teachings (dhamma), but rather the purity of wisdom, virtue and concentration 

followed by BEC monks. 

As a practical guide to follow the Buddhist way of life, “the Four Noble Truths and 

the Noble Eightfold Path also serve as overarching criteria in which to gauge efficacy. 

Unfortunately, many of us [socially engaged Buddhists] forget these criteria when 

conducting activities in the name of engaged Buddhism” (Heng Monychenda). According 

to Ven. Yem Vanna, our thoughts and actions are what determines the success of BEC’s 

peace education programs. And although mutually dependent, cause has primacy over 

effects or success. It is here where the efficacy of BEC’s peace education programs are 

informally measured by the four sublime states of mind (brahma vihārās): compassion 

(karuṇā), loving-kindness (mettā), sympathetic joy (muditā), and equanimity (upekkhā).  

While reflecting on this uniquely Buddhist understanding of success, I 

contemplated, how many international organizations, ostensibly operating in Cambodia 

under the guise of peacebuilding, are actually guided by these same principles and values 

to determine the success of their programs? According to Heng Monychenda, not many. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction. Since I was a little boy, I always felt the lure of the unexplored, a 

compulsion to journey where others had not been, and to think beyond the duality and 

exclusionism often found in traditional education. For me, primary and secondary school 

confined my creativity and ability to act independently with reason and critical thinking. 

Pedagogically, I perceived public school to be very hierarchical with little dialogic and 

catalytic space to share one’s dreams, beliefs, fears, and challenges. Through this rigid 

educational paradigm, the process of learning denied the power of individual agency to 

reflect on the unknown and conditions of one’s existence. Not to air on the side of sounding 

victimized, I found binary thinking divisive and dehumanizing that placed primacy on 

conformity and maintaining the status quo rather than promoting self-realization. In other 

words, the public education system that I grew up in offered little room for reflexivity, 

reason and critical thinking. 

As the first and only person to conduct participatory action research (PAR) with 

Theravāda Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC) in post-

genocide Cambodia, I feel that this academic and spiritual journey allowed me the space 

to dismantle barriers often found in traditional education. It gave me an opportunity to 

travel along a path with unique participants in a setting that few explored or tried to 

understand. This research experience allowed me to adventure into the unknown of 

Buddhist epistemology, where instead of focusing entirely on solving problems, I was able 
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to stay in the present moment questioning how socially engaged Buddhist monks think 

about their peace education programs and attempted to cultivate morality and a culture of 

peace, happiness and social harmony.  

Notwithstanding the important work completed by Western scholars about and on 

Cambodian Buddhism, of which their scholarship remains foundational to the limited 

literature available on Cambodian Buddhism, my most fond memories of this participatory 

action research process with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks were the long 

sessions discussing the meaning of Buddhism and socially engaged Buddhist monks in 

post-genocide Cambodia. It was something in these conversations that I found missing in 

the literature I read about Cambodian Buddhism. Often with a fervor that surpassed my 

level of Buddhist knowledge, both BEC monks and their core affiliates always engaged me 

deeply, tapped into my idealism, and indirectly challenged me to better understand 

Buddhist epistemology and the Buddhist monks’ way of life in the context of their peace 

education programs. 

In synthesizing this study, I organized Chapter Ten into three broad sections. The 

first section identifies three research strengths: Methodological approach to inquiry, 

Research participants and setting, and Expanding the framework of contemporary conflict 

analysis and resolution. The second section discloses the three research limitations or 

imperfections that stood out most: Khmer language proficiency, Clinging to prior 

knowledge, and Unmet expectations. The final section proposes three areas for further 

research with potential to complement this study and benefit the research participants and 

their setting: The politicization of the sangha: How to transcend violent social structures 
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in post-genocide Cambodia? Socially engaged Buddhist monks: In serach of a grand 

strategy. Maintaining relevancy in the age of modernity and a growing youth population: 

How to transform Buddhist primary and secondary education in post-genocide Cambodia? 

Research Strengths. My experience conducting participatory action research 

(PAR) with Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia had multiple 

limitations as well as numerous strengths. In addition to the process of transforming self, 

as highlighted in Chapter Four, this section briefly summarizes three of the more salient 

research strengths: Participatory action research (PAR) as a methodological approach to 

inquiry, Research participants and setting, and Expanding the framework of contemporary 

conflict analysis and resolution. 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) as a methodological approach to inquiry. 

Revolutionary thinkers like Paulo Freire (1970) were suspicious of researchers, planners, 

and technocrats arriving in communities with more answers than questions. The Buddha 

also did not support the imposition of solutions from outsiders, as he felt the answers must 

come from the participants themselves or from within (Armstrong, 2000, p. 142). As I 

reflected on my experience growing up, I too recognized the arrogance often found in those 

who invalidate the knowledge and experience of others because they perceive their own 

understanding and thoughts as more valuable.  

For me, the patronizing superiority, duality and prescriptive nature inherent in more 

traditional research methodologies appeared inconsistent with the openness, creativity and 

unifying principles of my personality typology and what was being espoused by Theravāda 

Buddhist monks. Traditional approaches to inquiry appear less democratic, dialogic and 
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catlytic because the research is done on or about subjects rather than with them. The 

dualism and binary thinking found in traditional approaches to research makes it difficult 

to connect with research subjects because primacy is place on individualism and separatism 

rather than collectivism and a sense of interconnectedness – two areas not emphasized 

enough in peace education content as illustrated in Chapter Seven 

PAR’s democratic, dialogic, and catalytic nature, coupled with its iterative and 

reflective processes, were uniquely aligned with the selflessness, impermanence, and 

insightfulness embodied in Buddhist epistemology. In addition to being guided by the 

Buddhist notion of middle path and equanimity to avoid dualism and extremism, BEC 

monks’ pragmatic attitude, personal experiences, and being in the present moment were 

characteristics found in their peace education programs. And because the Buddhist 

understanding of interconnectedness and mindfulness forms an integral part of BEC 

monks’ daily outlook on life, relying on PAR as a methodological approach to inquiry was 

uniquely-suited to explore how Buddhist monks think about their peace education 

programs and aim to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and social 

harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. 

Similar to Buddhist philosophy, PAR is also grounded in subjectivity and a 

humanizing pedagogy where personal experiences, interpretations and biases added a local 

perspective of the setting that few traditional research studies are able to replicate. It was 

mostly because of the democratic, dialogic and catalytic nature of PAR, coupled with my 

experiences, character and psychological typology that eventually guided me towards the 

same principles and values being lived each day by BEC monks. Also considered 
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congruent with the Buddhist philosophy, PAR follows a democratic, equitable, liberating, 

and a life-transforming process that is distinct from more traditional methodologies (Koch 

& Kralik, 2006. P. 5). Because the philosophical underpinnings of PAR are in harmony 

with Buddhism, the qualitative features of the way BEC monks live their lives, being 

mindful of the noble eightfold path became inherent to the research process.  

As the conflict resolution literature infers, much of the world’s struggles have been 

exacerbated because of exclusionism and binary frames used in analyzing and reconciling 

conflicts. Not only did PAR allow me to follow more unifying and inclusive conflict 

transformation processes, it created space to be an equal participant, facilitator, and student. 

Learning the closeness of my personality type as a teacher, counselor and champion with 

that of BEC monks, added value to the research process. In addition to being congruent 

with the Buddhist principles and values, the PAR study contained a local perspective and 

benefit to participants and their setting few traditional research methodologies can produce 

because of the primacy they place on neutrality and objectivity.  

Notwithstanding action research’s general goal to effect positive social change 

(Lewin, 1946, 1948), self-transformation emerged as paramount in this research process. 

According to Buddhist monks, positive social change begins with self - it is the 

internalization of the four sublime states: compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy 

and equanimity that effects external changes in the family, community, nation and world. 

The origin of this peaceful mantra embodied in BEC’s peace education programs was also 

practiced during the dhammayietra peace walks led by Mahā Ghosanada.  
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As Buddhist monks acknowledged, the research experience is a lengthy process 

best understood when lived in the present moment. And like most things in life, it takes 

time and patience to fully appreciate the PAR journey. But because of a human tendency 

to live in the future by overly imagining the research journey, the experience can sometimes 

become difficult and inconsistent with one’s expectations. To really understand the 

participants, setting and research process, the researcher cannot be in a rush to arrive at a 

predesignated research destination. In other words, trying to find a quick solution or answer 

to the research question may confine or obstruct our understanding and efforts. I also 

learned from this PAR experience that inquiry is not restricted to answering the original 

research questions and action-oriented outcomes. The PAR process conducted with BEC 

monks facilitated self-discovery and self-transformation. 

As Bentz and Shapiro (1998) pointed out, “good research should contribute to your 

development as a mindful person, and your development as an aware and reflective 

individual should be embodied in your research (p. 5).” It was here in the research process 

where both Buddhist values and personal experiences helped shape the conceptual 

framework in answering the vital question – why do this research in the first place? The 

transforming effect I experienced during the PAR process is something not often 

mentioned in the literature.  

Albeit important, PAR dissertations are frequently critiqued for writing about 

process rather than finding solutions to problems (Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. 91). 

According to Buddhist monks, however, that depends on how one defines solutions to 

problems. As I experienced, problems in Buddhism are both caused and reconciled by self. 
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The importance placed on self-reflection in Buddhism and the PAR process served as a 

catalyst to learn about self and a path towards self-transformation. This research with 

Theravāda Buddhist monks, rather than on or about them, allowed me to let go of the 

person I used to be and awaken the Buddha within me in terms of wisdom, virtues, and 

mindfulness. That is, the PAR process and living with Buddhist monks made it possible to 

gain access to my true self and the world around me in terms of impermanence, non-self or 

selflessness, and suffering. 

Notwithstanding PAR as a catalyst for self-transformation, BEC monks and their 

core affiliates were clear that it is not always easy to liberate oneselves from the inhumanity 

found in selfishness and individual clinging to unwholesome desires. Having already been 

liberated from a nearly thirty three year military career, this research experience with 

socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia had a uniquely 

profound and lasting effect on me and my outlook on my previous understandings, 

thoughts, actions, livelihood and efforts. In reflecting on my world-wide-experiences, I too 

recognized greed, hatred and delusion as conditions to human suffering and the ease in 

which one succumbs to these conditions.  

As I mentioned in chapter four, playing basketball with four teammates taught me 

the importance of an identical set of ideas as the Buddhist notion of selflessness and 

interconnectedness. Having learned similar thoughts, I found basketball allowed complete 

strangers to play the game in relative harmony only by unifying the unique and individual 

capabilities of each player. On a much larger scale, these same imagined concepts also 

benefit the society that learns to understand their collective and transcending importance. 
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Because education can serve as a practice of liberation and path towards wisdom, I found 

the principles and values embodied in both the PAR process and Buddhist way of life as 

spiritual guidance in which to begin the process of transcending the negative aspects of ego 

and individualism that cause or serve as conditions for human suffering and social conflict.  

Paired with the PAR process, the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) was a way to deal 

with these seemingly intractable influences. It was the practical application of the four 

noble truths and the noble eightfold path that served as a complementary way to analyze 

and reconcile the nature of human suffering and social conflict. Enhanced by the Buddhist 

way of deconstructing the dualist and binary story of self, it was the PAR process of self-

reflection and the practice of insight (vipassanā) meditation that helped me navigate the 

complexity of what I already presumed to understand. Because PAR places primacy on 

self-reflection and Buddhist monks place primacy on individual agency and meditation, 

this created the necessary space to challenge many of the assumptions I once held about 

myself and reality. 

This study with Theravāda Buddhist monks, rather than on or about them, valued 

experiences derived from realities lived through direct participation as well as sharing 

stories of self. In other words, research was not observed from a neutral or disconnected 

objective position, but rather lived, felt, and experienced. PAR offered a perspective that 

was finely attuned to both an iterative process and reflective practice, which provided the 

intellectual creativity and space for more unifying Buddhist traditions as embodied in the 

Buddha’s teachings (dhamma). Reflexivity and mindful meditation helped expand my 
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awareness and connect with my thoughts. It also allowed me to focus and accept what is 

now, because the past is gone and the future is yet to exit, according to Buddhist monks. 

Structuring the research process of being aware of self and living in the present, 

was an integral part of the PAR process. While Buddhist monks do not view things as being 

fixed or linear, the research generally followed a spiral of action research cycles consisting 

of four major phases: develop a plan of action to improve what is already happening in 

BEC’s peace work, act to implement the plan, observe the effects of action in the context 

in which it occurs, and reflect on these effects (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988). I emphasize 

generally followed a spiral of action research cycles (Figure 1), because to strictly follow 

a prescribed model challenges the purity found in spontaneity and BEC’s actions. It also 

assumes that BEC’s peace education programs need improvement and that the process to 

reconcile these problems is found in a fixed and external paradigm. 

Similarly, internalizing fixed and prescribed research rules were viewed as an 

obstacle that would confine open communications and our knowledge about reality. This 

is why being mindful of multiple perspectives was paramount when deciding on which 

research approach would be most suitable in guiding the research process. How to best 

integrate research methodology with an understanding of self and what you intend to gain 

from the research and life became equally as important as achieving action-oriented 

outcomes. If Greene (1992) was correct in pointing out that “the real issue for 

[participatory] action research [PAR] is less about getting it right than making it meaningful 

(p. 39),” choosing the right methodological approach to inquiry is paramount as it must 

also conform to the participants’ and researcher’s personality typology and character. 
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For the less adventurous, however, ambiguity and exploring the unknown can be 

frightening. Despite its richness, there is an inherent fear and resistance to the unknown. 

Generally, humans prefer the familiarity of concepts, ideas, routines, and relationships, 

rather than venturing out of their comfort zones. As I experienced while mountain climbing 

or hitchhiking, there is no certainty in traveling from one point to the next, and any delusion 

to the contrary is the quickest way to the wrong destination. There is a propensity to focus 

on arriving at our destination at the expense of experiencing the journey. Similarly, 

research proposals can give the impression that we already know where we are going, but 

this presumes that the researcher has already been there and will arrive at the same place.  

Indeed, the PAR process can test the limits of our knowledge, patience and capacity 

to acknowledge our ignorance. Critical self-reflection can also summon suffering as one 

uncovers reality and the painful information about self. But as shared by Buddhist monks, 

meditation not only sharpens concentration and thinking power, it helps develop a calm 

and mindful mind with an emphasis on staying in the present moment. Yet, PAR remains 

a methodological approach to inquiry few doctoral students have experienced. And trying 

to open up graduate students, who have learned to try to be objective and distance 

themselves from the forces of subjectivity, is an on-going challenge given the inherent fears 

of ambiguity and the unknown. 

According to the literature, the two primary goals of action research are “solutions 

to immediate problems and contribution to scientific knowledge and theory” (Bentz and 

Shapiro, 1998, p. 128). However, as I learned from this research experience, Buddhist 

epistemology has a deep and comprehensive understanding of the human mind, where 
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addressing human suffering and social conflicts is mainly psychological and subjective. It 

was within this context that I began to view PAR more as a catalysit to enhance wisdom, 

virtues and mindfulness, and less as a problem-solving activity focused on improving the 

efficacy of BEC’s peace work. Although this chapter covers challenges identified by BEC 

monks, the creativity and innovation embodied in the PAR process, helped eliminate 

research boundaries, encouraged reflexivity, and provided therapeutic benefits. 

In highlighting the transformative potential of PAR, coupled with the Buddhist way 

of life, the monks openly explained how they think about their peace education programs 

and how they attempted to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and social 

harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. As expressed further in Chapter Nine, the process of 

reflecting and sharing their experiences with me encouraged BEC monks to deepen their 

own understanding and thoughts about the reality of their peace work. It was through this 

PAR process that the dialogic, catalytic, and democratic validity or trustworthiness of this 

study strengthened. That is because BEC monks associated the Western concepts of 

dialogic with the Buddha, catalytic with the Dhamma, and democratic with the Sangha. In 

Buddhism, one takes refuge in the Three Jewels – the Buddha (wisdom), the Dhamma 

(spirituality path), and the Sangha (social harmony). 

Research participants and setting. Having been nearly expunged during the Khmer 

Rouge reign of power from 1975 to 1979, followed by the Vietnamese occupation of 

Cambodia until 1989, it was only recently that Theravāda Buddhism began to reconstitute 

itself in Cambodia through socially engaged Buddhist monks. And while contemporary 

peacebuilding theory and practice has been informed by a very large body of literature, 
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there is little input from Cambodia’s Buddhist monks. As pointed out by Tanabe (2016), a 

topic generally underdeveloped in contemporary conflict resolution is how individual 

agency can engage in a qualitative self-reflexivity or critique in understanding conflict 

dynamics and resolution (p. 364). Despite valuable work by Western scholars and 

practitioners, a Buddhist epistemological perspective is rarely understood and often 

undervalued in analyzing and resolving human suffering and social conflicts. 

Besides the co-development of the dissertation proposal and research questions 

being site specific, what was the rationale and strength that made this research with socially 

engaged Theravāda Buddhist monk in Cambodia more appropriate than other research 

participants and settings? In addition to being the first and only Westerner to conduct 

participatory action research (PAR) with BEC monks, there were five characteristics that 

strengthened this research. That is, where entry is possible there is a higher probability that 

a rich mix of the processes, people, programs, interactions, and structures of interest are 

present; the researcher is likely to build trusting relations with the participants; there is a 

higher probability that the study will be conducted and reported ethically; and that data 

quality and credibility are reasonably assured (Marshall and Rossman, 2016, p. 107). 

Entry process. Recognizing the importance placed on a careful initial building of 

relationships and negotiating roles as part of an entry process (Herr and Anderson, 2015, 

p.114), the relationship-building process of this research was all very spontaneous and built 

on volition during five distinct phases: field study in Cambodia which was complemented 

with an independent research project, internship with BEC monks, co-developing the 
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doctoral dissertation proposal and pilot study, co-generating knowledge through field work, 

and the co-presentation of research findings to a broad cross-section of BEC participants.  

The first phase consisted of a field study in post-genocide Cambodia. It was 

Professor Al Fuertes (2015) who introduced me to socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist 

monks at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC). This two week course offered by 

George Mason University on Cambodia: Post Genocide, Commnity Development and 

Spirituality, served as the initial phase of this research process. As a follow up to this field 

study, I conducted independent research using Sandole’s (2010) peacebuilding model to 

analyze, assess, and map Cambodia’s peacebuilding progress. This was invaluable to the 

overall research and complementary to the entry process. 

Not only did it allow me to gain much-needed knowledge about peacebuilding in 

post-genocide Cambodia, but it gave me added credibility with BEC monks and their core 

affiliates. During an independent study at SCAR, I was able to use Professor Dennis 

Sandole’s conflict analysis and resolution model to frame my assessment of the lessons 

learned from UN Secretary General Boutros-Ghali’s An Angenda for Peace paradigm to 

uncover significant findings as pertinent background information for this research. As 

illustrated through the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) 

mandate, the salient lesson derived from this research was that the liberal peacebuilding 

paradigm places primacy on structures over individual agency. I also learned through this 

research that despite Buddhism giving primacy to self-transformation, morality, cultivating 

mature relationships and spiritual growth, the liberal peace paradigm undervalued these 



 

436 

 

important attributes to engaged Buddhism - dimensions of peacebuilding desperately 

needed in the 21st century.  

Also, very much spontaneous, it was during the second phase of this entry process 

when I decided to intern with BEC monks. Living with Buddhist monks on a 24/7 basis for 

nearly two months, allowed me to gain valuable knowledge about socially engaged 

Buddhism and BEC’s peace education programs. It was also an opportunity to begin the 

process of understanding the Buddhist way of life and Buddhist epistemology.  

As a result of my field study in Cambodia, independent project, and internship with 

BEC monks, there was a richness in our interactions, interests and relations. Despite little 

detail and explanation on my part, when I decided to conduct research with socially 

engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks using BEC and their peace education programs as the 

focus of this study, Ven. Hak Sienghai unhesitatingly agreed. 

Co-developing the doctoral dissertation proposal and conducting a pilot study was 

considered the third phase of this ongoing entry process. It was while co-developing the 

dissertation proposal when I realized that given our language, cultural, and epistemology 

differences, there were many challenges associated with teaching research design and 

participatory action research (PAR) as a methodological approach to inquiry. I found the 

pilot study complementary to co-developing the disseratation proposal and critical to the 

entry process in that it helped immerse BEC monks in an unfamiliar research environment, 

arrived at a common understanding of Western terminology, and encouraged them to 

reflect on their experiences in order to emancipate new skills, attitudes, and potentially a 

more unifying way of understanding and thinking about the PAR process. In addition to 
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testing a non-traditional methodological approach to inquiry, co-developing the 

dissertation proposal and conducting a pilot study allowed BEC monks to sample the data 

collection and analysis instruments, while further understanding western concepts of 

trustworthiness, ethics, and positionality in terms of an insider or outsider to the research 

process.  

I have included the nearly nine months of field work collecting, analyzing and 

evaluating data as the fourth phase of this ongoing entry process. Similar to the values and 

principles guiding Buddhist monks, building relationships and clarifying roles in the PAR 

process goes beyond a fixed understanding about the entry process. According to BEC 

monks, the entry process is not limited to a specific timeframe. Acknowledging 

epistemological differences between BEC monks and me, the fifth phase of the entry 

process included a series of semi-formal presentations of research findings. 

As pointed out in Chapter Three, I was mindful that I wrote the dissertation without 

any assistance from BEC monks. Therefore, in an effort to maintain a collaborative 

relationship inherent in this research process, I attempted to preserve the purity of the PAR 

process by returning to Cambodia to conduct a series of semi-formal presentations for the 

benefit of BEC monks, faculty members and students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist 

University, and BEC core affilaites. Building on our collaborative relationship, Ven. Hak 

Sienghai and I gave a summary of the research findings. 

The salience of each entry process phase was that they were all grounded in 

sponteneity and volition, which according to Buddhist monks added a sense of purity and 

interconnectedness to the process, people, programs, interactions, and structures of interest. 
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Richness of processes, people, programs, interactions, and structures of interest. 

As I learned, there was a richness of process inherent in both the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma) and PAR methodology. The Buddhist monks’ way of life and PAR 

methodological approach to inquiry followed a practical process which placed primacy on 

individual agency, subjectivity, reflexivity and mindfulness. Both the Buddhist monks’ 

way of life and PAR process aimed to transform self, which seemed to follow a simple 

Buddhist notion that if you change your understanding and thinking, your speech, actions 

and efforts will also change. 

As the first and only Westerner to research with socially engaged Theravāda 

Buddhist monks at BEC in post-genocide Cambodia, my uninhibited interactions with 

venerable monks allowed me to preserve a sense of creativity in exploring how BEC monks 

think about their peace education programs in a more democratic and intellectually 

unifying way. After conducting a field study in Cambodia, internship with BEC monks, 

co-developing the doctoral dissertation proposal and conducting a pilot study, I found the 

structures of interest espoused through BEC’s peace education programs not to be 

governed by duality, selfishness and individualism, but rather from a sense of generosity 

and harmonious existence, selflessness and interconnectedness that allowed our 

interactions to be free from self-centered understanding, thought, speech, action and effort. 

Build trusting relations with the participants. As I reflected on the idea of building 

trusting relations with BEC monks and their core affiliates, I began to reflect on some of 

the real challenges facing society. When relations and trust appear to be conditioned or 

determined by comparing and judging someone’s worth or benefit, it brings into question 
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the notion of volition and purity. Being in the presence of BEC monks allowed me to reflect 

on the rigid dichotomy often found between Buddhist and Western epistemologies, which 

led me to think beyond my Western understanding about building trusting relations. 

I learned that for Buddhist monks, the Western idea to build trusting relations with 

research participants carried a significantly different meaning. This is mainly because 

monks are guided by the notion of interconnectedness or dependent origination 

(pratītyasamutpāda), where humanity, the environment and universe are all 

interdependent, and trust connotes the virtue of generosity (dāna) in its myriad forms. For 

Buddhist monks, generosity comes in many forms, including compassion (karuṇā), loving-

kindness (mettā), sympathetic joy (muditā) and equanimity (upekkhā). It was through this 

research process, that I discovered an important link between building trusting relations 

and these four Buddhist virtues and meditative practices used to cultivate them. 

The idea of building trusting relations is illustrated in a symbiotic relationship 

between Cambodia’s laity and Buddhist monks. Practiced every day through the act of 

alms or almsgiving, this form of dāna is viewed by monks as an interconnection between 

the lay people and Buddhist monks. Also expressed through BEC’s peace education 

programs, these forms of generosity aim to transcend the greed, hatred (ill-will) and 

delusion within self, in order to dismantle unhealthy relations. It was my learned 

understanding of interconnectedness and generosity that eventually formed the basis of 

building trusting relations with BEC monks, their core affiliates, and participants. But as I 

understood from my own experience, there must be a strong sense of selflessness (anattā) 

for our generosity and relations to grow in a more genuine way. Absent this understanding, 
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trusting relations can be easily obstructed by self-interest, which is not the right effort to 

develop and maintain relationships, according to Buddhist monks. 

In addition to the generosity practiced by BEC monks through their peace education 

programs, I made it a point to volunteer much of my time for worthy projects outside of 

my daily research with BEC monks. As a component of generosity, volunteerism is an 

important practice in Buddhism. This included teaching Basic English language classes in 

several of the local Buddhist temples during the evening hours to under-priveleged 

children. In addition to building trust among the local Buddhist monk community from 

Battambang province, sharing my time and knowledge with Cambodia’s marginalized 

children allowed me to expand my understanding of some of the greater social challenges 

facing BEC. Not only was this a worthwhile experience built on trust and mutual respect, 

it opened the necessary space to learn more about Cambodia and its people.  

Volunteering at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University to teach a semester-long 

course on English Communications gave me the opportunity to strengthen my trust and 

relationship with some of BEC’s core affiliates. It also allowed me to expand my access to 

Cambodia’s growing generation of youth, who became important contributors in the data 

collection, analysis and evaluation process. 

Conducted and reported ethically. While the dominant western interpretation of 

ethics in social science research is thought of as an avoidance of doing harm to human 

subjects and maintaining research integrity (Yin, 2011; Robson, 2011, Ch. 9; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016), Buddhist monks understand ethics as something internal, which became 

the starting point for this mindful inquiry. As pointed out by Bentz and Shapiro (1998), in 
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mindfulness, the researcher is in a state of care and acceptance that goes beyond 

conventional understanding and thoughts about research ethics (p. 54).  

Unlike my Western understanding of ethics as a sense of obedience to the 

imposition of external constraints, ethics for monks is cultivated internally and extended 

externally through relationships. For Buddhist monks, ethics is categorized as morality or 

the three virtues (sīla) in the noble eightfold path: right speech (sammā-vācā), right action 

(sammā-kammanta) and right livelihood (sammā-ājīva). Guided by wisdom as gounded in 

right understanding (sammā- diṭṭhi), and right thought (sammā-samkappa), these three 

virtues eventually formed the spiritual path followed by the research to avert unethical or 

immoral practices. 

As this research further uncovered, one of the central ideas behind Buddhist monks’ 

understanding of ethics was the Buddhist idea of kamma, or action as defined by BEC 

monks. Although not akin to fatalism or predetermination as narrowly understood in many 

Western circles, Buddhist ethics and morality are based on kamma where one’s speech, 

actions and livelihood have consequences. That is to say, speech, actions and livelihood 

performed on the basis of negative thoughts or intentions, such as greed, ill-will (hatred) 

and delusion, can at some point have a negative effect on the person committing them and 

others, causing human suffering and social conflict. Conversely, speech, actions and 

livelihood performed based on positive or wholesome mental states, such as generosity, 

compassion (loving-kindness), and wisdom, will have a positive effect.  

Through self-understanding and mindful speech, actions, and livelihood; monks are 

said to liberate themselves from a variety of karmic hinderances and constraints. As I 
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learned from Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018), the ethical framework lived by BEC monks 

complemented my Western understanding of ethics as codified in external laws and 

enforced through institutional review boards (IRBs). It also guided this PAR study along 

what Buddhist monks inferred as mindful inquiry, where both ethical and unethical practice 

and the consequences of both paths were constantly observed through self-reflection. After 

signing Informed Consent Forms in both English and Khmer language as mandated by the 

IRB, I got a sense that self-reflection and mindfulness helped minimize the internal-

external ethics duality found between Buddhist and Western epistemologies. For me, this 

also served as an internal moral compass in protecting participants, preserving research 

integrity, and validating the trustworthiness of findings. 

Data quality and credibility are reasonably assured. Because academia requires 

doctoral students to write their own dissertations, this was the only deviation that may have 

slightly diluted the purity of this PAR study. But to compensate for these perceived 

imperfections, and for the benefit of BEC monks and their core affiliates, I conducted a 

series of semi-formal briefings with Ven. Hak Sienghai to summarize the written version 

of this dissertation. It served as a semi-formal review to validate the data quality and goals 

of the study. 

From a Buddhist monks’ perspective, there are degrees of validity rather than 

claims of being either valid or not valid. From my Western perspective, the degree of 

validity is given to a claim that is proportionate to the strength of the argument used by a 

researcher to solicit readers’ commitments to it. That is to say, a statement or knowledge 

claim is not intrinsically valid; rather, its validity is a function of intersubjective judgment. 



 

443 

 

What I found different between my understanding and thoughts about data quality and 

credibility was the influence of the Buddhist notion of middle path and equanimity found 

in Buddhist monks’judgements. 

According to Buddhist monks, understanding, thoughts, and emotions inform our 

judgements. That is, judgements are generally conditioned by greed, hatred, and delusion. 

They can be formulated when we expect something to be different from what it actually is, 

which is often at odds with the true nature of reality. By taking refuge in the Buddha or 

wisdom, Buddhist monks strive to understand the true nature of reality, primarily regarding 

impermanence (anicca), suffering or conflict (dukkha) and non-self or selflessness 

(anattā). Relying on the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness, both in intellectual insight 

and experience, is essential to Buddhist monks’ formulation of right understanding 

(sammā-diṭṭhi) and right thoughts (sammā-samkappa) grouped in the noble eightfold path 

as wisdom (paññā).  

Yet, first-hand experiences of the world are not often present in our ordinary life, 

and therefore we find ourselves living either in concepts or in an emotional world of the 

past and future (Ponlop, 2011, p. 35). Mindful that values are part of our cultural identity 

and form the basis of our understanding and thoughts, this is where I had to look deeply 

into my own judgmental mind. Frequently encountered during the research process, when 

we think we are open-minded and receptive to new ideas, our minds are often already made 

up with our own version of knowledge. But as this research uncovered, to bring the wisdom 

of Buddhist monks from their culture and language into my culture and language was not 

always easy without transceding judgements and transforming self.  
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In the actual performance of validating knowledge, values, beliefs and assumptions 

of different research cultures can affect what is accepted as legitimate. But by video 

recording participant observations, semi-structured interviews, reflective focus groups, 

along with surveys and journaling, appeared adequate to support the validity of the co-

generated knowledge gained from this research process. The quality and credibility of the 

research data was reasonably assured when Ven. Hak Sienghai and I co-presented a 

summary of the most salient findings to more than one thousand participants in the research 

setting as outlined in Table 1: Research Goals and Validity Criteria in Chapter Three. 

Despite the validity of knowledge being dependent on the soundness of the 

argument in support of the claim - judgement differences are about what counts as 

acceptable evidence and reasoned argument. As this research uncovered, what counts as 

evidence and what is acceptable as reasoned argument needs to be expanded so that the 

understandings of how Buddhist monks think about their peace education programs and 

their experiences hold a higher cultural value in social science research. As Polkinghorne 

(2007) points out, it is not that conventional and non-conventional approaches to inquiry 

necessarily hold different general ideas of what validation is; rather, they are seeking to 

give justification of validation to two different types of claims. 

And because PAR is also interested in outcomes that go beyond knowledge 

generation, these terms are not entirely adequate - neither validity nor trustworthiness 

acknowledge PAR’s action-oriented outcomes (Herr and Anderson, 2015). Ultimately, this 

dissertation is about how Buddhist monks think about their peace work, and in cultivating 

morality and developing a culture of peace, happiness and social harmony in post-genocide 



 

445 

 

Cambodia. Chapter Three highlights how rigor was defined and what validity criteria was 

used to distinguish between a good and poor research study. It is here where the five goals 

of this study are paired with five validity criteria: process, dialogic, catalytic, outcome, and 

democratic (Table 1). 

Process validity. This related to a sound and appropriate research methodology that 

was democratic and egalitarian, flexible, ideally suited to interrogate and revise the original 

research questions, and congruent with Buddhist values and principles. It also dealt with 

the much-debated problem of what counts as evidence to sustained assertions, as well as 

the quality of the relationships between myself and Buddhist monks.  

The notion of triangulation, or the inclusion of multiple perspectives guarded 

against viewing BEC’s peace education programs in a simplistic or self-serving way. That 

is to say, the research relied on a variety of methods – for example, participant observation 

or ethnography, semi-structured interviews, reflective focus groups, surveys and journaling 

– so that the research was not limited to one kind of data source. Because BEC monks 

routine practice of video recording their peace work for the benefit of a larger constituency, 

this made the need to triangulate less critical. While not necessarily following a fixed 

pattern, the ongoing reframing of BEC challenges perpetuated generally through the spiral 

of action dynamic (plan, act, observe, reflect) but mostly through daily meditation, will 

continue to characterize the research process beyond this study. 

Dialogic validity. Although similar to democratic validity, dialogic validity differs 

in that the emphasis is less on broad inclusion than on being meaningful for BEC monks, 

their core affiliates, and participants in BEC’s peace education programs. That is to say, 
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research methods, evidence, and findings resonated with both BEC monks and a larger 

audiance in a post-genocide Cambodian. Given the congruence of PAR with the Buddhist 

monks’ way of life, the research was meaningful in that self-reflection as an integral part 

of the PAR process, was complementary to BEC monks’ various meditative practices. 

The dialogical action was also valid inasmuch as it respected the knowledge and 

experiences of all participants. I found this aspect of the research refreshing and closely 

aligned to Freire’s (1970) philosophy of education, which was to free men and women 

from the oppression and conditions of dominance found in many social structures. It was 

within this context that both internal and external dialogical action characterized the 

research process.  

For example, the Buddhist notion of interconnectedness embodied in each of 

BEC’s peace education programs indirectly challenges the emphasis placed on 

individualism and separatism currently being promoted through private education. Unlike 

BEC, it is the duality of knowledge found in contemporary education that is particularly 

problematic because of the primacy placed on individualism over collectivism. Because 

BEC monks are guided by the same collectivisim and social harmony found in the sangha, 

BEC’s approach to peace education is largely antithetical to individualism and separatism. 

With the exception of the Prisoner Education program, BEC’s peace education 

programs follow an open dialogue paradigm. Instead of serving as passive recepticles of 

knowledge found in more traditional approach to education, BEC monks video record their 

peace education programs live for the benefit of thousands of participants, irrespective of 

their physical location, social status and education level. The dialogic action expressed in 
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these live video recordings of BEC’s peace work not only expands the involvement of a 

broad, diverse segment of Cambodian society, but is also viewed by Buddhist monks as an 

act of generosity in the form of loving-kindness. 

Catalytic validity. While the criteria for catalytic validity overlaps with process 

validity and democratic validity (Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. 69), living and researching 

with Buddhist monks, catalyzed the transformative potential of PAR. The salience here 

was the degree in which the research process reoriented, focused, and energized 

participants towards knowing their reality in order to transform it (Lather, 1986: p. 272). 

While the primary purpose of this study was to explore how BEC monks think about their 

peace education programs, the transformative effects of living and researching with 

Buddhist monks deepened my understanding and thoughts about the Buddhist way of life 

and its complementary role in conflict analysis and resolution.  

For example, one of the stated goals of this study was to educate both the researcher 

and participants in Buddhist values and as scholar-practitioners. By juxtapositioning the 

noble eightfold path with the PAR process of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting, 

had a catalytic effect on my practicing self-observation in the context of wisdom, virtues, 

and mindfulness. Understanding the different aspects of ourselves is what makes us more 

enlightened or awakened, according to Buddhist monks. While this does not suggest a shift 

in the research focus, its catalytic effects were instrumental in achieving the research goal 

of educating both BEC monks and myself in Buddhist values and as scholar-practitioners. 

Outcome validity. A common test of PAR is the extent in which action occurs. This 

theoretically leads to solving a problem that led to the conceptualization of a study in the 
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first place (Herr and Anderson, 2015, p. 67). While one of the goals of this study was to 

aspire to achieve action-oriented insights to improve the efficacy of BEC’s peace education 

programs, I learned that my Western understanding of action was fundamentally different 

from Buddhist monks. From my understanding, to focus on action-oriented outcomes 

would place me in the future, which is inconsistent with BEC monks’ way of life and their 

motivation of being in the present.  

This is not to suggest that BEC monks don’t plan or contemplate about action-

oriented outcomes. But for them, human suffering and social conflict are caused by self, 

and focusing on action-oriented outcomes can be perceived as self-made hinderances to 

being in the present moment. Unlike Buddhist monks, I tended to excessively drift into the 

realm of the future where outcomes are located. This is not to say that the past and future 

are to be ignored or avoided. But according to Buddhist monks, getting to some future 

outcome exits in the mind, not in reality. “The purity of action (kamma) is being in the 

present…not in some imagined desire that exists in the future” (Phumchhon Tola, 2018).  

This is where equanimity and the middle path allowed BEC monks to arrest the 

mind before it fell into extremes or absolutes when thinking about desired outcomes. I 

learned from Buddhist monks that the practice of equanimity and middle path in our 

everyday actions (kamma) gave me the mental balance and calmness to let go of the 

extremism found in my understanding and thoughts about future outcomes and 

expectations. As explained by Buddhist monks, “altruism comes from equanimity – it’s 

about understanding, thinking and acting in the present moment for the benefit of others 

more than and before oneself.” Reflecting on my experience as a former infantry officer, 
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these Buddhist notions resonated with me as caring for soldiers was the primary focus of 

my life, albeit within a violent and destructive livelihood.  

Mindful of BEC monks’ understanding and thoughts about equanimity and the 

dangers of valuing individualism and separatism over collectivism, practicing insight 

(vipassanā) meditation helped me be in the present moment and less attached to selfish 

desires and motivation. It also helped me transcend self-interested outcomes and increase 

a more compassionate and unselfish concern for others. More in line with the Buddhist way 

of life, I found myself spontaneously volunteering to teach English language at various 

Buddhist temples in the evening hours, donating to Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist 

University, and caring for the poor and aging. These examples seemed to epitomize the 

four sublime states: compassion (karuṇā), loving-kindness (mettā), sympathetic joy 

(muditā), equanimity (upekkhā) - practiced by BEC monks though their peace education 

programs. But as expressed by Ven. Yem Vanna (2018), “the importance of action 

(kamma) [outcomes] is whether it is good in the present moment.” 

Combined with wisdom and mindfulness, journaling and meditation were powerful 

methods towards reflexivity, self-discovery and self-transformation. For Buddhist monks, 

reflexivity is action (kamma) as it also follows the same principle of cause and effect. 

Understanding the Buddhist perspective of action-oriented outcomes allowed me to expand 

my validity criteria when examining my own desires and motivations for action-oriented 

outcomes. What was discovered during the research was that the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma), complemented by vipassanā meditation, was how BEC monks attempted to 

cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and social harmony in Cambodia. It 
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was through their peace education programs where action-oriented outcomes were 

practiced and constantly validated.  

Democratic validity. The emphasis here is on the broad inclusion of participants. In 

other words, the extent in which the research was done in collaboration with Theravāda 

Buddhist monks, BEC’s core affiliates and those participating in BEC’s peace education 

programs. One of the many positive aspects of this research was that all participants 

provided strong collaboration throughout the entire process, which also included second 

year university student from Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University and the thousands 

who viewed live video recordings of BEC’s peace education programs. Another aspect of 

democratic validity was how the challenges and efficacy of BEC’s peace education 

programs expressed in Chapter Nine, were determined and would be addressed by BEC 

monks rather than some outsider. That is to say, the constructs and products of the research 

were not imposed by an outside researcher and remained relevant to BEC monks, their core 

affiliates, participants, and the research setting. 

Expanding the framework of contemporary conflict resolution. One of the gaps 

in contemporary conflict analysis and resolution literature is a limited awareness of how 

Buddhist monks understand, think and reconcile human suffering and social conflict. 

Because the primary purpose of this inquiry was to understand how BEC monks think 

about their peace education programs and attempt to cultivate morality and a culture of 

peace, happiness and social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia, the study uncovered 

socially engaged Buddhist monks and the epistemological foundations of their peace 

education programs. 
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Early in the research process, it became clear that the Buddhist philosophy of 

human suffering and social conflict and my understanding, primarily through Western 

academia and culture, were grounded on distinct epistemologies. That is to say, when there 

are different cultural conceptualizations, the formation of knowledge is uniquely different, 

even when analyzing the same set of dynamics. For this reason, defining the meaning of 

peace, causes of conflict, and approaches to conflict resolution and transformation varied 

according our cultural understanding and thinking.  

Reality as a cultural-thought construct was something I observed both during an 

independent study at George Mason University analyzing the liberal peace paradigm under 

the guise of the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC), and more 

recently while living and researching with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks in 

post-genocide Cambodia. These experiences, among others, illustrated the long-standing 

debate in the social sciences over the primacy of structure or agency in shaping human 

behavior.  

According to the Durkheimian theoretical perspective of the social world, structure 

takes priority over agency, meaning social life is largely determined and regulated by social 

systems. As Mitchell (2005) claims, only by seeking structural transformation can we 

prevent future conflict. Buddhist monks, however, follow an agency-centric position where 

individuals or self have the capacity to act subjectively as both a cause of human suffering 

and as a means of reconciling social conflict. Put differently, social structures that sustain 

the status quo are not neutral, they are based on asymmetric power relations in which actors 
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or groups are priviledged in certain ways that prevent those who are underpriviledged from 

effectively participating in social, economic, and political activities (Tanabe, 2016, p. 207). 

The often pervasive connection and contention between structure and agency has 

been both a source of social conflict as well as a context in which peacebuilding programs 

have been variously framed. The mode of thinking behind these two epistemological 

approaches is largely binary, causing dichotomous assumptions, units of analysis, and gaps 

in utility. Since the ultimate goal of Buddhist monks is to achieve enlightenment (nibbāna), 

it is important to have the right understanding (sammā-ditthi) and right thoughts (sammā-

samkappa) about the underlying root causes and conditions of human suffering and social 

conflict, and approaches to reconciliation. Yet it is often difficult to achieve wisdom 

(paññā) and be mindful (sati) of ideas that lie beyond our culturally-constructed thoughts 

and beliefs.  

Notwithstanding the importance of Buddhism as the social fabric of traditional 

Cambodian culture, the literature acknowledges how the liberal peace paradigm gave little 

prominence to socially engaged Buddhism during the peacebuilding process (Curtis, 1998, 

p. 130). Consequently, UNTAC’s failure to leverage the sangha (community of Buddhist 

monks) with respect to morality, spirituality, and generosity in its community development 

and social service activities was to essentially undervalue socially engaged Buddhist 

monks’ peacebuilding potential and its emphasis on self-transformation.  

Despite remarkable scholarship by pioneers in the conflict resolution field like 

Sandole (2010), his typology of conflict places primacy on structure as illustrated in his 

three-pillar comprehensive mapping of conflict and conflict resolution paradigm (p. 57). 
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Although useful in framing my analysis of peacebuilding in post-genocide Cambodia, I 

found this Western perspective uniquely different from that of BEC monks. As outlined in 

Chapter Six, BEC monks rely on the four noble truths to frame their analysis of human 

suffering and social conflict. According to Buddhist monks, human suffering and social 

conflict are considered human conditions caused by self. Unlike Sandole’s typology of 

conflict model, it is not caused by something external like social structures and institutions, 

but rather lies within the domain of individual agency. 

Theories of persons are generally based on the presumption “what is inside you” 

(agency) forms the construction of reality. On the other hand, structural theories perceive 

“what you are inside” (structure) form pre-existing building blocks of reality. As a unit of 

analysis, theories of persons follow the person’s consciousness and behavior, compared 

with structural theories with its emphasis on sustainable, hierarchical and multi-layered 

relationship between people and institutions. Unfortunately, the imagined utility in which 

theories of persons and structural theories in developing peacebuilding praxis are not only 

equally dissimilar and contested, there are recognizable gaps in these two epistemological 

approaches. Theories of persons call for the actualization of a person’s potential by 

emancipating or empowering agency, whereas structural theories give prominence to 

institutionalized norms, values and power relations. 

While the liberal peace paradigm represented by democracy, free market 

economies and rule of law are structurally and institutionally oriented, Buddhism 

cultivativation of internal dimensions of peace and conflict resolution are based on 

individual agency or self as exemplified by Mahā Ghasananda’s historical peace walk 
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(dhammayietra) in 1992, and most recently in BEC’s peace education programs. It is in 

these two examples where socially engaged Buddhist monks relied on wisdom, virtues and 

mindfulness in developing self to reconcile human suffering and social conflict,  

According to Ven. Phumchhon Tola (2018), a self-reflecting and mindful person is 

conscious of his or her understanding, thoughts, speech, actions, and livelihood, which for 

Buddhist monks is a way of life that serves as a gateway to peace, happiness and social 

harmony. As further explained by BEC monks, it’s a process of getting to know your own 

mind and being in the present moment. While not something to be found in structures or 

institution, it is the daily practice of the noble eightfold path that guides BEC monks to 

transcend the underlying root causes and conditions of human suffering and social conflict.  

Although the term peacebuilding was first introduced by Galtung (1975), it was 

Boutros-Ghali’s (1992) An Agenda for Peace which codified and proliferated the concept 

internationally. As such, post-conflict peacebuilding is generally defined as “action to 

identify and support structures which will tend to consolidate peace and advance a sense 

of confidence and well-being among people” (p. 32). According to Sabaratnam (2001), the 

cause of conflict is based on structural violence and social grievances, with economic 

development and political freedom as the appropriate remedy (p. 14). That is, liberal 

peacebuilding was always interested in producing a particular kind of state – a liberal 

democratic state organized around free markets, the rule of law, and democratic institutions 

(Campbell, 2011; Paris, 2002). 

In theory, a liberal peace paradigm, primarily of Western design to promote social 

justice, encouraged a liberation that would challenge and reform oppressive social 
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structures (Loy, 2003, p. 16). And although the goal of building peace by transforming 

political and economic institutions is important, liberal peacebuilding “is critiqued on the 

basis that it reflects the hegemonic values and the political, economic and geo-strategic 

needs of Western states” (Chandler, 2011, p.176) In other words, a liberal peace paradigm 

determined what peace meant, how peace could and should be attained, and who could be 

considered agents of peace (Omar, et. al., 2015, p. 433). However, “such a perspective 

denies legitimacy to the practices of the local communities, reduces the social world into 

binary oppositions and simplistic patterns of cause and effect, and sees [religious] traditions 

as an obstacle to peace” (Loy, 2003, p. 16). 

While Buddhist monks are not opposed to liberal peacebuilding praxis, they place 

primacy on transforming the individual mind. According to Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018), the 

Buddhist way of life teaches us that the causes of human suffering and social conflict lie 

within ourselves - it also teaches us morality, spirituality and generosity as a way to temper 

our own tendency to generate conflict. A similar response was captured in a survey given 

to second year students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University and participants in 

BEC’s Peace Education program. In other words, individual agency holds primacy for 

Buddhist monks, and societal peace begins with inner peace.  

“Primacy here means that social conditions have their ultimate origin in the human 

condition” (Jones, 2003, p. 214). Therefore, the pathway to inner peace for BEC monks is 

founded on wisdom, morality and mindfulness, primarily through the daily practice of the 

noble eightfold path and insight (vipassanā) meditation (Hak Sienghai, 2017)). It was 

through this practice where awakening or enlightenment (nibbāna) would be achieved. 
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Inherently experiential, the implication is a whole new view of reality where one becomes 

free from suffering (dukkha), conflict, or whatever binds you. In other words, individual 

agency is liberated from the causes of suffering through a special mode of perception 

known as mindfulness or egoless awareness (Gunaratana, 2015; Gethin, 1998; Thich Nhat 

Hanh, 1976).  

Unlike liberal peacebuilding’s focus on structures to achieve social change, peace 

and social harmony for Theravāda Buddhists is grounded on individual liberation by 

transforming one’s mind (Bodhi, 2016, p. 5). Also considered a form of mental cultivation, 

BEC’s peace education programs aim to transform the negative conditions in society into 

their positive opposites: greed into generosity, hatred (anger) into compassion (loving-

kindness), and delusion into wisdom. As Gunaratana (2015) adds: “mindfulness makes 

possible the growth of compassion and wisdom, but without mindfulness they cannot 

develop to full maturity” (p. 140).  

No doubt, to live from a whole new mindset is difficult, and because peace is a 

journey – a never-ending process, it demands a maximalist approach to build peace. Yet, 

whether by way of a liberal peace paradigm or Buddhist approach, transforming 

Cambodia’s society to allow peace and social harmony to flourish remains a formidable 

obstacle, which raises additional questions. What exactly constitutes an ideal post-conflict 

peacebuilding (peace education) formula that is non-violent, constructive and meets the 

needs of all Cambodians? Can a liberal peace paradigm transcend the hegemonic social 

system in a socially divided country? Does BEC’s peace education programs, with primacy 

on individual agency and self-transformation, hold a realistic and collective solution to 
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achieving peace and social harmony in Cambodia? Can a new and complementary 

peacebuilding paradigm evolve in Cambodia from the basis of a structure-agency dialectic 

relation to expand the framework of contemporary conflict resolution?  

Despite the still evolving understanding of a liberal peace model, Paris (2011) 

argues that “nothing in critical theory or critical scholarship provides a convincing 

argument to abandon liberal peacebuilding with its structural focus” (p. 33). He further 

suggested how critical analysis of post-conflict Cambodia could easily explore 

complementary approaches to liberal peacebuilding with an increased emphasis on agency. 

Paris’ position is complimented by Heng Monychenda (2018), who posits how “external 

solutions should not be identified as a sole remedy, because such interventionism may 

actually make the social system worse.” 

What I found remarkable about Cambodia today is the extent of continuity between 

pre-modern Khmer Empire and post-genocide Cambodia. The legacy of Cambodia’s social 

system has not only exerted powerful and often negative forces on individuals, the 

existence of its exclusive institutions continues to function in such a way as to sustain its 

hegemony. And while the UN mandate may have intended to reverse this vicious cycle by 

way of a liberal peace paradigm, Strangio (2014) argues that despite Cambodia’s 

democratic elections since 1993, and billions of dollars in international development aid, 

there has been little progress towards inclusive political and economic institutions (p. xiii). 

In fact, the skillful preservation of the status quo by the Cambodian ruling elite under the 

current social system, mostly through extractive institutions (Acemoglu and Robinson, 
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2013), has only accentuated social identity group fissures and has come at the expense of 

unmet basic human needs for countless marginalized Cambodians.  

By acknowledging the seemingly unexplored potential of Buddhist epistemology 

with its emphasis on individual agency and its maximalist approach to peacebuilding, 

Galtung elevates Buddhist philosophy as a valuable source for world peace. As a renowned 

peace scholar and practitioner, Galtung often applies Buddhist values embodied in the four 

noble truths and middle path in much of his peace work. Since peace work done by Galtung 

(1964; 1969), it has become common parlance to measure peacebuilding from a minimalist 

and maximalist approach. A minimalist approach is also referenced as negative peace, 

which is how most people envision peace, or the absence of hostilities. Negative peace 

makes a good effort to address the symptoms of conflict, but falls short in addressing the 

underlying root-causes of conflict (Sandole, 2010, p. 8). On the other hand, a maximalist 

approach to peacebuilding achieves positive peace by creating structures and institutions 

under which all citizens in society benefit from coherent legal frameworks, security, and 

political and economic inclusion (Ibid; Paffenholz, 2010, p. 45).  

While the outlook for transformational social change to occur in Cambodia looks 

bleak, there is room for hope, depending on how the problem is framed. The dynamics of 

social structures is known to be a product of Western modernity, whereas Buddhist social 

theory is identified with pre-modern Asia, and yet there seems to be a shared concern for 

peace, happiness and social harmony. But does this suggest an affinity between the two 

peacebuilding traditions? A sociological truism would imply that peacebuilding needs to 

work on both structural and agency levels, “as people create the social system, and the 
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[social] system also creates the people” (Loy, 2003, p. 87). Ramsbotham, et al (2015) also 

suggested a need for more openness to multiple peacebuilding philosophical approaches to 

conflict resolution (p. 231). 

As this research with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks taught me, 

following a spiritual path that allows one to address suffering and conflict caused by self is 

a form of individual empowerment or getting to know your own mind. The important point 

here is to understand that as the research progressed, fresh views about Buddhist 

epistemology and its potential benefit in expanding the framework of contemporary 

conflict analysis and resolution were constaintly being uncovered.  

Mindful that as an academic discipline and field of praxis, conflict resolution 

continues to evolve and develop despite being framed mainly by Western epistemology. 

This approach tends to perpetuate misunderstanding and conflict more often than peace 

and social harmony. From a Buddhist monks’ point of view, it is the mind or self that 

destroys our ability to be at peace, experience happiness, and achieve socal harmony. 

According to Tanabe (2016), contemporary conflict analysis and resolution has confined 

the understanding of the human mind to cultural orientations, which leaves the potential of 

individual agency or self underdeveloped. This includes the epistemological foundation of 

BEC’s peace education programs. 

As summarized by Ven. Hak Sienghai, BEC’s peace education programs are guided 

by the Buddha, dhamma, and sangha. That is to say, it is the wisdom found in the Buddha, 

morality and spirituality of the dhamma, and generosity and social harmony identified with 

the sangha that shapes their approach to peace education (peacebuilding), and 
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understanding of humanity and conflict dynamics. During my experience living and 

researching with Theravāda Buddhist monks, an in-depth analysis of Buddhist 

epistemology was of great significance and paramount in expanding my own understanding 

and thoughts about contemporary conflict resolution.  

Because the mind is the central element in Buddhist epistemology, both as a key to 

enlightenment and as a cause of human suffering and social conflict, constructing a 

complementary relationship between Western and Buddhist epistemology expanded my 

intellectual capacity to engage in qualitatively richer and deeper analysis of the 

psychological and subjective dynamics of human suffering and social conflict. In other 

words, when the value of these two distinct epistemological assumptions are understood 

and the importance of a complementary relationship acknowledged, a new phase of 

contemporary conflict analysis and resolution can be explored, understood and expanded. 

Given the on-going debate between structure and agency in the various approaches 

to build peace, this research uncovered gaps and assumptions regarding the hallmarks of a 

liberal peace paradigm and the primacy this approach places on external structures and 

institution, and BEC monks’s reliance on individual agency or self through their peace 

education programs (Table 3). The Liberal Peace paradigm’s sole reliance on external 

structures and institutions undervalued the importance of morality, spirituality, and 

generosity in the form of compassion, loving-kindness, sympathetic joy, and equanimity 

in social systems. This approach assumes that only by seeking structural change, can 

humanity overcome future conflict. Likewise, because of BEC’s internal-orientation and 

singular focus on self, this approach overlooks the importance of structural transformation, 
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which has perpetuated the status quo in the form of a structurally and culturally violence 

social system. The assumption here is that human suffering and social conflict is caused by 

individual agency or self, therefore self-transformation leads to social change. 

Therefore, imagining a dialectical relationship between structure and agency 

would help recognize the importance of both approaches to peace, happiness, and social 

harmony in post-genocide Cambodia through a more holistic anlaysis of human suffering 

and social conflict, and a maximalist approach to peacebuilding. 
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Table 3: Epistemological Underpinnings of BEC and a Liberal Peace Paradigm 

 

 

Research Limitations. A common fear in academic research is that if research 

limitations or imperfections are too clearly pronounced, reviews will undermine the 

validity and relevance of the work. But as BEC monks often told me, “no one is perfect!” 

Having participated in countless English Dhamma classes offered by Ven. Hak Sienghai, 

Buddhism for Education of Cambodia  

               Agency (Internal) 

        Liberal Peace Paradigm 

          Structures (External) 

Buddha (Wisdom).  Democracy (Create access to political  

power). 

Dhamma (Morality/Spirituality). Rule of Law (Rely on a judicial system to  

maintain the status quo and punish the evil  

in humanity). 

Sangha (Generosity/Harmony). Free-Market Economy (Promote  

economic growth to compensate for a  

scarcity of resources). 

Gap. Because of BEC’s internal-

orientation and singular focus on self, 
this approach undervalues structural 

transformation, which perpetuated the 

status quo in the form of a structurally 

and culturally violence social system. 

Gap. The Liberal Peace paradigm’s sole  

reliance on external structures and  

institutions undervalues the importance of  

morality, spirituality, and generosity in the 

form of compassion, loving-kindness,  

sympathetic joy,and equanimity in  

social systems. 

Assumption. Human suffering and social 
conflict is caused by individual agency or 
self, therefore self-transformation leads 
to social change.  

Assumption. Only by seeking structural  

change, can humanity overcome future  

suffering and social conflict. 

    Abbott, 2019 
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I learned that Buddhist monks are guided by ten perfections: generosity (dāna), morality 

(sīla), renunciation (nekhamma), wisdom (pañña), effort (viriya), patience (khanti), 

truthfulness (sacca), determination (adhiṭṭhāna), loving-kindness (metta), and equanimity 

(upekkhā). These ten perfections followed by BEC monks influenced the research process 

and eventually transcended my original understanding and thoughts about achieving 

research perfection through previously defined outcomes.  

Instead of focusing excessively on some theory or future outcome, the research 

placed primacy on being mindful of our understanding and thoughts about how BEC monks 

think of their peace education programs. While there was a conscious effort to recognize 

the past and future, staying in the present moment was paramount in becoming wiser and 

more virtuous in our research efforts. This was not, however, to suggest that I completely 

dismissed a desire for perfection in achieving the stated goals (Table 1).  

Something I learned at an early age was that there are inherent challenges to 

learning and improving if we remain convinced of being perfect. Notwithstanding my 

grounding in Western understanding and thoughts about limitations and the notion of 

perfection, this research with Buddhist monks helped me understand that limitations and 

imperfections should not be feared as all research conducted is limited in many ways. For 

Buddhist monks, the Buddhist notion of impermanence and imperfection is part of 

everyday life. Rather than promoting unnecessary anxiety because of an excessive desire 

(taṇhā) for perfection, Buddhist monks understand imperfections and impermanence as 

part of a larger process in developing inner-peace and happiness. 
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It was by understanding our limitations and imperfections that actually helped guide 

this research process towards new thoughts and efforts. As pointed out by BEC monks, 

overcoming limitations is a step-by-step process not to be dichotomized as either good or 

bad. While reflecting on this, I acknowledged my tendancy to take for granted that good 

exist apart from bad and right apart from wrong. That is to say, the strength of the research 

experience was not to think of limitations and imperfections as being inherently bad, but 

more as an opportunity for new discovery and adventure to gain knowledge.  

In the end, one’s limitations or imperfections may inspire someone else to advance 

understanding and thought about a particular issue. For example, despite my limitations 

and imperfections when sharing knowledge about the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) 

during BEC’s English Dhamma Talks, the participants focused on the spiritual benefit of 

these sessions as validated in the thousands of positive responses on BEC’s Facebook page. 

Acknowledging the limitations and imperfections to this PAR study was not only 

an important part of the research process, but proved valuable for future researchers 

contemplating their own inquiry. While I suppose there is an art in conveying limitations 

without devaluing the research, this section simply outlines three main limitations with the 

intention of helping future researchers form more comprehensive understanding and 

thoughts about the research. The three limitations identified include: Proficiency in the 

Khmer language, Clinging to prior knowledge, and Unmet expectations.  

Proficiency in the Khmer language. One of the main concerns regarding project 

feasibility was my limited proficiency in the Khmer language, and the potential impact this 

constraint would have in my ability to conduct participant observations, semi-structured 
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interviews, reflective focus groups, and prepare and administer research surveys in both 

the Khmer and English languages. To communicate clearly and effectively in the 

indigenous or participant’s first language was a practical concern I discussed early on with 

my dissertation chair and often contemplated during the research process. It was during the 

co-development of the dissertation proposal when I conducted a pilot study of one of BEC’s 

peace education programs to test the potential impact of not being proficient in the Khmer 

language. How did this effect the validity and trustworthiness of the data collection, 

analysis, and evaluation process? Was it a limitation that would undermine my trust and 

relationship-building with BEC monks? 

To underscore the importance I placed on learning the language of research 

participants, as a professionally trained Latin American Foreign Area Officer, functional 

proficiency in a foreign language was paramount to understand, gain knowledge, 

communicating, and build relationships as a diplomatically accredited attaché. Yet despite 

my experience, I consciously decided to forego the lengthy rigor of learning another 

foreign language. The rationale behind my decision was based on thoughts that it would 

have taken more than one to two years of intensive language training.  

As I conferred with my dissertation chair about alternative options, I recognized 

that the inclusive and collective nature of PAR lends many advantages in this regard. 

Similar to my experiences playing team sports, limitations and strengths of this 

collaborative research body would be based not on individual but rather our collective 

capacities. Fortunately, the Buddhist monks with whom I had already interned for nearly 

three months, demonstrated a uniquely superior bi-lingual proficiency in both English and 
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Khmer languages. This seemed to adequately address many of my language concerns. As 

a proof of concept, the four capacity building classes I presented to BEC monks while co-

developing the dissertation proposal, along with the pilot study conducted on BEC’s Caring 

for the Poor and Aging program, illustrated our collective capacity to communicate in 

English with a relatively high level of conversational fluidity, comprehension, and 

understanding. Additionally, BEC’s core affiliates and second year students at Preah 

Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University at the Battambang branch, who were eventually 

integrated into the research design to give alternative interpretation and facilitate semi-

structured interviews, reflective focus groups, and helped develop and administer research 

surveys, were all bilingual in Khmer and English. 

In the final analysis, however, making an effort to learn the Khmer language would 

have demonstrated a deeper commitment to the study of relevant issues in which the monks 

were most concerned. Learning the Khmer language would have also advanced the process 

of building trusting relationships with BEC monks and beyond. Admittedly, there were 

times when I was completely isolated during important conversations with Cambodian 

participants. While my participation in BEC’s peace education programs was always 

recorded on video, there were a few times when I needed a bilingual translator to help me 

through the laborious process of transcribing and understanding what was being 

communicated.  

Although we will never fully know, having proficiency in the Khmer language may 

have expanded the margins of my understanding and thoughts about how Theravāda 

Buddhist monks think about BEC’s peace work and in formulating insightful questions to 
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further explore the unknown. My experiences as a diplomat in Latin America taught me 

that even with English as global language, communicating across cultures can be a great 

challenge due to the unique origin of our knowledge. 

Clinging to Prior Knowledge. It is not uncommon that when we think we already 

know something, our curiosity to learn tends to diminish. Because our minds are culturally 

conditioned, there is a propensity to conform to a particular way of understanding and 

thinking. This limits the types of experiences available to us, and determines the 

appropriateness or acceptability of a given state of awareness or communication in a 

collective setting like participatory action research (PAR). For Buddhist monks, the 

delusion of knowledge or ignorance is also an obstacle to wisdom and self-transformation. 

Much of this has to do with the insistent clinging or attachment to permanence found in 

self or one’s own mind (Yem Vanna, 2018).  

While our ability to remember and learn from the past is useful, it can also be 

problematic as I experienced in primary and secondary school. Culturally-imposed 

knowledge can also prevent us from understanding and thinking clearly in the present 

moment with broader cultural awareness. This is a basic feature of ignorance, as there is a 

propensity to create a sense of permancy to our understanding and thinking. In other words, 

we cling to prior knowledge because it reinforces our conceptual understanding of 

permanence and pushes away those thoughts that are threatening (Geshe Tashi, 2005). 

According to Ven. Hak Sienghai (2018), attachment to the notion of permanence, 

not only causes suffering and social conflict, but gives rise to greed, hatred or anger and 

delusions. Being attached to prior knowledge can make it difficult to liberate oneself from 
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judging, comparing, and the encumbering thread of unwholesome understanding and 

thoughts, as I sometimes experienced during this research with Buddhist monks. My 

Western understanding and thinking, initially made it difficult for me to acknowledge the 

Buddhist notions of impermanence (anicca), non-self or selflessness (anattā) and suffering 

or conflict (dukkha). But as generally explained by Buddhist monks, clinging or attachment 

is about self and the fulfillment of self-interests, whereas compassion, loving-kindness, 

sympathetic joy and equanimity, as embodied in BEC’s peace education programs, are all 

about selflessness and beneficence towards others. That is, impermanence, non-self, and 

suffering or conflict are central to Buddhism and BEC’s approach to its peace work. 

Just as resisting to change creates an obstacle to entering unknown spaces, being 

attached to knowledge is intrinsically connected to the loss of awareness and ignorance, 

which I learned can eventually form the basis of a dehumanizing culture. Often when we 

think we are being open-minded, our minds are already made up of conclusions and 

judgements based on our own version of the facts. In comparison, the aim of BEC’s peace 

work is to create mental flexibility or freedom to listen without judgement or comparison. 

Through their peace work, BEC monks exhorted participants to transform self by 

cultivating reason, critical thinking and mindfulness as espoused by the Buddha.  

Notwithstanding BEC’s approach to wisdom through its peace education programs, 

I witnessed Cambodia’s older generation tending to foreclose on the Buddhist notion of 

impermanence, non-self, and suffering by coloring it with fearful overlays from the 

genocidal Khmer Rouge period (1975-1979). In these cases, they inhabited a certain 

historical and socially-contructed reality from past experiences and narratives, which often 
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prevents them from living in the present. Their fear and search for freedom from past 

atrocities, led many of them to legitimize voting for a powerful leader like Hun Sen, despite 

his clinging to a social system that perpetuates direct, structural and cultural violence. As 

this research discovered, the central element of ignorance (avijjā) identified in Cambodia’s 

older generation is the cause of their ongoing suffering, according to BEC monks. 

It is during these moments of clinging to prior knowledge that makes it difficult to 

liberate oneself from becoming locked into one notion or idea. According to Buddhist 

monks, clinging to prior knowledge is the root cause of human suffering and social conflict. 

Therefore, the search for wisdom requires space or detachment from our desires and 

expectations to really be able to consider the unknown and experience self-transformation. 

Reflecting on my youthful days hitchhiking around America and climbing high altitude 

mountains into what is commonly known as the dead zone, I learned that all journeys have 

undisclosed destinations of which the explorer is unaware. That is to say, no experience 

was the same, which is why what I perceived to already know from prior knowledge and 

experiences, had the potential to limit my ability to learn and become wiser.  

As someone who has a preference towards being intuitive, I tended to process 

information in an abstract and imaginative way where primacy was placed on ideas and 

concepts that are not always directly observed. My mind also has a tendency to draw 

conclusions and judgements based on prior knowledge and interpretations from past 

experiences. And although my judgements are occasionally accurate, experiencing this 

PAR process with Buddhist monks taught me that clinging to prior knowledge can 

potentially impede understanding, thoughts and mindfulness. And while I was grateful for 



 

470 

 

my multi-cultural experiences, sometimes I found it difficult to transcend my ego or 

cognitive fallacies.  

For example, clinging to knowledge gained from my academic experiences and the 

co-development of the dissertation proposal, initially made it difficult for me to fully 

understand and acknowledge the Buddhist notion of impermance (anicca). That is to say, 

nothing is permanent as things continued to change during the research process. And 

according to the Buddhist second noble truth, the root cause of human suffering and social 

conflict is craving (Rahula, 1974), “a mental state of attachment characterized as a 

tendency of the mind to cling to certain objects or views” (Burton, 2002). This was 

particularly troublesome due to my clinging to the idea of achieving action-oriented 

outcomes and getting BEC monks to address the challenges identified in Chapter Nine. 

From a Buddhist monks’ perspective, human suffering and social conflict is caused 

by self, meaning that it is mainly psychological and subjective in nature. According to 

cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), there is a propensity for individuals to seek 

consistency among their cognitions. For example, clinging to the research goals as 

originally outlined in Table 1. When there is an inconsistency between what we understand 

or think to be true, something must change to eliminate the dissonance. A primary cause 

of dissonance is new information, because when presented with new information, 

specifically information that contradicts previously learned information, a lack of 

congruence is experienced.  

As this research uncovered and the literature confirmed, “the important character 

of a Buddhist epistemology is the critical attitude towards knowledge of any kind” (Tanabe, 
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2016, p.310). Since the beginning, it was the Buddha who challenged his followers to 

question knowledge by apply reason and critically thinking (Rahula, 1974). As such, there 

were moments when my clinging to prior knowledge stood antithetical to the Buddhist 

unifying and mindful approach to intellectual discourse. Because of my extensive 

experiences, I sometimes found it difficult to surrender my experiential knowledge to the 

Buddhist understanding of impermanence, non-self and suffering. As Heng Monychenda 

(2018) said: “even Buddhism as it was originally intended to be taught and practiced is 

imperminent.” The Buddhist monks’ practice of being mindful in the present moment and 

elevating our conversations to a more intellectually unifying level, opened my mind to the 

Buddhist notion of non-self or selflessness. By being mindful of this, I was able to 

understand and think beyond my own culturally-constructed concepts and knowledge 

about peacebuilding praxis. 

An example of this was when I was quick to judge the validity of the U.S. Army’s 

first Buddhist monks’ ability to teach the dhamma to soldiers, based on my prior knowledge 

of the Buddha’s teachings. Yet, to follow the Buddha’s way of living is to study self, and 

to study self in accordance with the Buddha’s teachings is to forget self as Ven. Vy 

Sovechea attested In other words, by embracing the Buddhist notions of impermanence 

and non-self or selflessness, I gradually began the process of liberating myself from a 

dominant sense of separatism, individualism, exceptionalism, and the added 

destructiveness found in my culturally-conditioned mind of judging and duality. 

This is where the PAR process, which is conducive to an integration of personal 

and philosophical self-reflection, allowed me to critique my own knowledge claims and 
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continuously challenge how I know and deconstruct my theory of knowledge 

(epistemology). And as the aim of Buddhist monks is to acquire wisdom (paññā), which is 

categorized in the noble eightfold path as right understanding (sammā-ditthi) and right 

thought (sammā-samkappa), I found that my clinging to prior knowledge ignored openness 

and the true nature of reality. In other words, the space between my understanding and 

thoughts, and my speech, actions and efforts, was often based on false presumptions or 

assumptions grounded in delusion or ignorance (avijjā).  

But as this research made clear, it is often difficult to confront accustomed modes 

of understanding, thinking, speaking, and acting. Having nearly six decades of global and 

multi-cultural experiences, clinging to prior knowledge initially inhibited my open-

mindedness to learn and acquire non-discriminating knowledge. By observing and 

listening to Buddhist monks respond to inquiry to ascertain how they think about BEC’s 

peace education programs, it appeared as though the monks had the capacity to inhabit 

multiple perspectives. As explained by Ven. Vy Sovechea (2018), to understand and think 

in a balanced way is guided by equanimity and the middle path or noble eightfold path. 

According to Buddhist epistemology, a conditioned mind can become a critical element 

that causes or protracts human suffering and social conflict (Tanabe, 2016, p. 333). 

Since conceptual systems are heuristic, for Buddhist monks they are valid insofar 

as they are useful in ending human suffering and social conflict (Loy, 2003, p. 26). For 

BEC monks, they find wisdom in the Buddha, spirituality in the Dhamma, and generosity 

and social harmony in the Sangha. For me, it was curiosity and self-reflection that would 

eventually mark a path to personal growth and liberation. It was mindfulness and 
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concentration through insight (vipassanā) meditation that helped me stay in the present 

moment in the face of impermanence (anicca) and suffering (dukkha). 

It was the Buddha who exhorted us to cultivate the foundation of right effort 

(sammā-vāyāma), right mindfulness (sammā-sati) and right concentration (sammā-

samādhi) for everyone’s protection (Thera, 1996, p. 179). Similar to PAR, the pursuit of 

knowledge is an infinite process, and it was curiosity and skillful questioning that most 

stimulated mindful inquiry. As shared through BEC’s peace education programs, a person 

who is self-reflective and mindful is conscious of his or her understanding, thoughts, 

words, actions, livelihood and efforts. It was self-reflection inherent in Buddhism and the 

PAR process that allowed me to minimize my clinging to prior knowledge, concepts, and 

ideas that sometimes fell out of balance with reality.  

Participating in this study with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks created 

space to reclaim the openness and curiosity I once had as a youth, but seemed to have lost 

as a result of my extensive career as a government official in a highly regimented 

bureaucracy grounded in a culturally-conditioned sense of permanence, selfishness and 

suffering. It was generosity in the form of the four sublime states: compassion, loving-

kindness, sympathetic joy and equanimity that served as a guide along this deliberate 

process. While these virtues serve to protect oneself and others, it is difficult to internalize 

them without right effort (sammā-vāyāma), right mindfulness (sammā-sati), and right 

concentration (sammā- samādhi). This is where insight (vipassanā) meditation became 

very helpful. 
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Also emphasized by the Buddha, I learned while teaching second year students at 

Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University that an important function of a teacher is to place 

caution to clinging to prior knowledge and encourage students to test their knowledge 

through reason and critical thinking. I found skillful questions stimulated curiosity and 

oriented students and myself closer to the unknown and the Buddhist notion of 

impermanence and selflessness. According to BEC monks, Buddhism is a way of life in 

search of wisdom, spiritual growth and harmony through generosity. The wisdom, spiritual 

development and harmony I found practicing self-reflection and meditation helped me in 

the process of letting go my inclinations towards individualism, separatism and attachment 

to prior knowledge. However, considering my tendency to rely on experientuial knowledge 

to compare and make sense of the present, this was not easy. 

Unmet expectations. The main purpose of this study was to explore how Buddhist 

monks think about BEC’s peace education programs and aim to cultivate morality and a 

culture of peace, happiness and social harmony in post-genocide Cambodia. I was also 

driven by my own expectations of developing BEC monks into scholar-practitioners. From 

my purely Western perspective, I envisioned these socially engaged Buddhist monks to 

develop a measurable capacity to diminish incongruences between theoretical statements 

and concrete practices in the context of their peace education programs. The thought of 

blending scholarly research through the PAR process with the practical application of 

BEC’s peace education programs was something BEC monks initially embraced during the 

co-development of the dissertation proposal. I found their eagerness, however, diminished 

considerably overtime. 
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Despite my initial research expectations, I am not certain this research conducted 

with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks at BEC met the action-oriented 

outcomes I was originally focused on. Consistent with the charateristics of the PAR 

process, I learned that the benefit of this research is to be determined by BEC monks at a 

time and place of their own choosing. What I can say categorically as a result of this 

research, my life has been transformed in terms of cultivating inner-peace and happiness.  

As I discovered, exploring the way BEC monks conducted their peace education 

programs and my insistence in searching for change in Cambodia’s social system, may 

have raised initial expectations beyond my capacity. Typically, scholars follow a 

prescribed systematic methodological approach to inquiry by conducting extensive 

literature reviews, identifying gaps and assumptions, developing a hypothesis to address 

gaps in theoretical statements, and conducting research through a data collection process 

to answer the research question. It is through this fixed and sequential process when desires 

and expectations favoring a particular outcome begin to grow stronger and unrealistically 

excessive. Yet given the pressures of time, resources, and determination to find the perfect 

outcome, there is a tendency to cling to one’s original theory and expectations. 

Mindful of my experiences growing up, and as this PAR process with Buddhist 

monks gradually taught me, destinations are not always clear and expectations are rarely 

fulfilled as originally intended. Having learned further from Buddhist monks, this is 

because when we become lost in our own thoughts and expectations, we tend to become 

fixated on the past and future. There is a propensity to stop living in the relevancy of the 



 

476 

 

present moment. When this occurs, the gap between expectations and reality grows wider, 

and it becomes more difficult to bridge the gaps found in our understanding and thoughts. 

For Buddhist monks, what we conceptualize is not fixed or necessarily real, mainly 

because of the Buddhist notion of impermanence (anicca). Because everything is in a 

constant state of flux, being lost in one’s own understanding and thoughts can lead to 

unmindful expectations and eventual suffering. As explained by Buddhist monks, it is from 

being hindered by our ego and desires that we encounter suffering and conflict, which is 

one of the central teachings of Buddhism as outlined in the four noble truths (Rahula, 

1974). It is our ability to live and research in the present moment that gives us freedom 

from craving, expectations and suffering, as often expressed by Buddhist monks. 

While the iterative, open-ended, and unpredictability I experienced during the PAR 

process tested my Western perceptions of time, patience and expectations; it was important 

to understand that the research setting in which BEC’s peace education programs occur is 

in continuous change. This highlighted the impermanence of our actions and experiences 

as it eventually presented itself in our conceptualizations and stories. Over time, the study 

became as much about the process of self-reflection and self-liberation, as it was in trying 

to meet originally stated research goals.  

Balancing the Buddhist notion of impermanence (anicca) with my research 

expectations, helped reduce my clinging to expectations and the unrealistic understanding 

that the actual research would continue along a fixed and linear path to some predetermined 

and well-defined outcome. Instead, the study will continue to evolve and be shaped by the 

unsystematic realities of BEC monks in post-genocide Cambodia. Understanding that PAR 
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is recursive, meaning that portions of the research design can be adjusted at any time and 

well beyond my participation (Yin, 2011, p. 77), seemed to validate the research process. 

In other words, the iterative process as observed in the four phases of action research 

cycles, suggested that inquiry was not a singular or linear event, but rather an ongoing, 

unsystematic process that continues as long BEC monks deem it necessary to engage new 

questions and seek knowledge about their peace education programs. In principle, the spiral 

of action research cycles (planning, acting, observing, and reflecting) remained a never 

ending process, where the methodological strength of PAR was as much about a process 

of constantly asking questions about BEC’s peace education programs as it was about how 

to address solutions to problems or challenges, as scholars noted (Battaglia, 1995, p. 89).  

Notwithstanding my persistent personality topology as a catalyst for human growth 

and enthusiasm to help others explore their creative potential, it was the Buddhist monks 

who emerged as teachers, counselors and champions of new knowledge. And while my 

expectations to achieve action-oriented outcomes to improve the efficacy of BEC’s peace 

education programs has yet to be fully understood, this is not to say that my expectations 

as a teacher, counselor and champion of ideas had little effect on the research participants. 

For these reasons, PAR was an ideally suited methodological approach to inquiry 

because of the changing nature of reality and the notion of impermanence as undertstood 

by Buddhist monks. Initially, the uncertainty and iterative nature I experienced during the 

PAR process challenged my more traditional tendencies towards scholarship. It was my 

fixation or clinging to expectations, and by following a sense of permanence while 

conducting this research that actually created limitations and unfulfilled expectations. 
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Areas for Further Research. In addition to uncovering some of the limitations in 

this qualitative study, one of the many advantages of being the first Westerner to conduct 

participatory action research (PAR) with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks in 

post-genocide Cambodia was that it identified many meaningful and complementary 

research possibilities. By going beyond the scope and timeframe of this research journey, 

this section aims to briefly summarize three areas routinely discussed with both BEC 

monks and their core affiliates. The three potential areas considered for future research 

with Theravāda Buddhist monks that would potentially complement and expand the 

literature in socially engage Buddhism, peace education, participatory action research 

(PAR), and conflict resolution include: 

• Cambodia’s socially engaged Buddhist monks: In search of a grand 

strategy.  

• Maintaining relevancy in the age of modernity: A call to transform Buddhist 

primary and secondary education? 

• Post-genocide Cambodia: How can a politicized sangha transcend violent 

social structures? 

Cambodia’s socially engaged Buddhist monks: In search of a grand strategy. One 

of many positive insights from this research process was that it stimulated keen interest 

and ongoing discussion by both BEC monks and its core affiliates regarding the right path 

for socially engaged Buddhist monks in post-genocide Cambodia. While many monks 

supported BEC’s unique and seemingly unilateral approach, others questioned BEC’s 

practices and strategic vision. For example, one area that attracted considerable criticism 
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was BEC’s Caring for the Poor and Aging program. The main question was whether 

Buddhist monks should be building houses for the poor, or would their tremendous 

influence in Cambodian society be better served by encouraging more volunteerism among 

the laity in support of BEC’s peace education programs? 

Although the literature points to myriad approaches to socially engaged Buddhism 

in Theravāda Buddhist countries, a broad claim by BEC core affiliates suggested that there 

is an absence of a grand strategy. Unlike the unifying effort envisioned in the Buddha’s 

teachings (dhamma), there are former monks who feel BEC’s approach to socially engaged 

Buddhism diverts valuable resources and marginalizes the historically important 

community role thousands of Buddhist temples throughout Cambodia served in sharing the 

wisdom, virtues and mindfulness practiced through the noble eightfold path. 

There has been a call by former monks to investigate how the sangha socially 

engages Cambodian society. As someone who mindfully questioned BEC’s strategic 

vision, Heng Monychenda suggested using BEC as a pilot study in developing a grand 

strategy for socially engaged Buddhists in Cambodia. Despite the excitement surrounding 

Monychenda’s initial idea calling for a unifying grand strategy for socially engaged 

Buddhist monks, the sangha’s hierarchy appeared less enthusiastic about participating in 

any comprehensive study. Notwithstanding the reluctance demonstrated by some senior 

members of the sangha, many younger and more progressive monks teaching at Buddhist 

universities with doctoral degrees openly expressed interest and a willingness to use BEC’s 

paradigm to advance further scholarship regarding: How to develop a grand strategy for 

socially engaged Buddhist monks? 
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But because this research had a singular focus on how Theravāda Buddhist monks 

at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia (BEC) think about their peace education programs 

and attempt to cultivate morality and a culture of peace, happiness and social harmony in 

post-genocide Cambodia; primacy was not placed on looking at Cambodia’s historical, 

political, economic, social, cultural, and structural context as previously researched by 

several Western scholars of Cambodian Buddhism (Ebihara, 2018; 2014; Harris, 2005, 

2007, 2013; Chandler, 2008; Hansen, 2007; and Marston, 2004).  

Paramount in any future study would be to deconstruct the epistemological 

underpinnings of BEC’s emphasis on individual agency as guided by the four noble truths 

and noble eightfold path, and a Liberal Peace paradigm’s focus on structures as I have 

briefly outlined in Table 3. Steps to critique the gaps and assumptions uncovered in this 

research within the context of developing a grand strategy for Cambodia’s socially engaged 

Buddhist monks, would be greatly strengthened by the important work previously done by 

scholars of socially engaged Buddhism. However, to broaden the field of literature and 

bring added meaning to socially engaged Buddhism in Cambodia, any future research 

would be strengthened if done by Cambodian Buddhist monks or by Western scholars in 

collaboration with them. Two leading figures in contemporary Cambodian Buddhism who 

would be particularly suited for this collaborative study are John Marston (2004) and Peter 

Gyallay-Pap. It is Peter Gyallay-Pap collaboration with Ven. Vy Sovichea that stands out 

most, as he attempts to reestablish Buddhist-based welfare and educational projects in post-

genocide Cambodia. 
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Maintaining relevancy in the age of modernity: A call to transform Buddhist 

primary and secondary education in Cambodia? More than ever before, there is a need 

for education relevancy in the age of modernity. And with Cambodia’s growing youth 

population, the plight of the marginalized seems to have been exacerbated. While wealthy 

Cambodians have the luxury of attending private schools as part of a growing industry 

profited by international non-governmental organizations, the poor make up a culture of 

silence whose limited resources leave them with few educational options other than 

attending one of the Buddhist primary and secondary schools. 

“Since its re-establishment in 1989, Buddhist education standard has not been able 

to attain the level near where it had been before the Khmer Rouge regime…people have 

complained of a decline in the standard of monastic education, yet there is no channel 

through which such complaint can be pursued and problems investigated” (Khy 

Sovanratana, 2016, p. 278). This problem is exascerbated, “as there is no single work 

available in his mother tongue to study essential topics of Buddhist teachings such as 

kamma, the four noble truths, dependent origination, the noble eightfold path or 

meditation” (Ibid). 

As I experienced researching with BEC monks and teaching second year university 

students, the totality of their silence and passivity permeates the Buddhist education 

system. Although incongruent with the Buddha’s philosophy on education, which places 

primacy on reason and critical thinking, the absence of freedom to understand, think and 

reflect critically, undermines the importance of a pedagogy grounded in dialogue and 

reason. “Students are not given the responsibility to try and understand the text themselves 
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or come up with their own answers…students get a pass only if they are able to provide 

standardized answers” (Ibid). Notwithstanding the importance of rote memorization as a 

method to teach Buddhist chants in the Pāli language, this approach comes with 

considerable criticism. 

While most Cambodians can easily follow popular chants in Pāli language, they 

struggle to understand the various mantras and bring its meaning to daily practice. This is 

partially because “Cambodia’s oral and literary customs are intimately connected, and both 

are connected with its Buddhist and Hindu traditions” (Ayers, 2000, p. 13) These traditions 

are widespread, as Bit (1991) points out, “Theravada Buddhism offers rational explanations 

for previous life and any future lives, but is largely silent on how to solve the dilemmas of 

this existence” (p. 97). And while BEC monks recognized that the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma) can be grasped and maintained only through individual conviction, practice and 

meditation, few BEC monks practice a more intellectually liberating pedagogy through 

their peace education programs. These observations were also shared by my second year 

students at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University, which is to say that the original 

teaching practices espoused by the Buddha were not always followed within the Buddhist 

education system.  

Because most monks come from financially poor backgrounds, there is a false 

understanding that these novice monks are too ignorant or lack self-confidence to ask 

intelligent questions. Their command of reason, critical thinking, and voice through 

valuable individual experiences has been slowly stripped away by rote memorization and 

indoctrination of the Pāli Canon. As I observed during BEC’s Youth Education program, 
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too often monks would rely on the same pedagogy they themselves experienced while 

being taught in the Buddhist primary and secondary school. There are a few monks, 

however, who have made a paradigm shift from the rote memorization model to a more 

student-teacher dialogue model.  

It may be worth mentioning briefly what prompted these monks to think critically 

and inspired them to become creative and engaged thinkers. Simply said; there are those 

Buddhist monks who follow and practice the Buddhist teachings (dhamma) as it was 

originally intended by the Buddha. By dismantling the inherent hierarchical structure 

routinely practice in Cambodia’s public education system and sangha, they have begun to 

value individual experiences and problem-posing education as suggested by Freire (1970). 

Notwithstanding these notable exceptions, many monks still impose their own knowledge 

about the dhamma in what I observed as a one-way-conversation. This same paradigm is 

replicated in the Cambodian public school system, which seems to undermine the validity 

of a dialogic, catalytic, democratic, and unifying education espoused by the Buddha. 

While dialogue aims to develop mutual trust between educator and student, and 

liberate independent thinking to act without being manipulated, I rarely observed this 

pedagogical approach being practiced in Buddhist primary and secondary schools. Instead, 

the Buddhist education system often treats novice monks as passive receptacles of 

information. Although not unique to Buddhist primary and secondary education, this form 

of education appears to follow what Freire (1970) labeled as the “banking method” where 

the teacher “deposits” information into the students, who learn to be passive receptacles of 

knowledge. Unlike the dialogical approach espoused by the Buddha and occasionally 
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followed by a few monks, there is a strict hierarchy between Buddhist monk teachers, who 

are presumed to possess unquestionable knowledge, and novice monk students who are 

presumed to be uneducated peasants from rural Cambodia. 

As I experienced while teaching second year students at Preah Sihanouk Raja 

Buddhist University, and despite being congnizant of these pedagogical challenges, it was 

not easy to penetrate this long-standing culture of silence. Historically, this is where the 

alienation of people, particularly Cambodia’s rural poor, have been reduced to silent 

submission. Worse yet, they seem to accept their inferior place in Cambodia’s social 

system. This is why exploring the Buddhist monks’ education system would be a benefit 

to post-genocide Cambodia in that it might help the sangha reflect critically on the harmful 

psychological conditioning found in more traditional forms of education. It may also 

uncover why some Buddhist monks continue to rely on a pedagogy that is seemingly less 

dialogic, catalytic and democratic.  

The focus of this study would perhaps help the sangha reflect on the traditional 

pedagogies used in Buddhist primary and secondary school, and the potential relevancy of 

using a more dialogue-based and problem-posing education in the age of modernity. Given 

the alarming growth in Cambodia’s youth population and the potential increase demand on 

the Buddhist education system, a study would open space to reflect on existing hierarchical 

education structures, and possibly bring awareness to some of the social challenges that 

tend to obstruct freedom of understanding, thought, speech, action, livelihood and effort; 

particularly among Cambodia’s marginalized population who remain voiceless. 
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Post-genocide Cambodia: How can a politicized sangha transcend violent social 

structures? As the literature points out, the Buddha did not interfere with the politics and 

the government of the country, but that did not deter him from giving voice to his 

democratic thoughts and views (Thera, 1996, p. 26). Notwithstanding BEC monks’ 

emphasis on peace, happiness and social harmony as illustrated in their five peace 

education programs, it is still unclear to what extent socially engaged Buddhist monks have 

had in reducing violent social structures in post-genocide Cambodia. 

Despite the Buddha cautioning about the politicization of the sangha, it appears 

that the Supreme Patriarch of the Cambodian sangha is entangled in Prime Minister Hun 

Sen’s political party. As an active member of the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP), the 

Supreme Patriarch, along with other members of the sangha’s hierarchy, have become 

complicit with Cambodia’s violent social system. Instead of placing higher value on 

wisdom and compassion as embodied in the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma), certain monks 

seem to ignore the destructive influence of institutionalized greed, hatred and delusion.  

I observed how the increased politicization of the sangha’s leadership has begun to 

impact the unifying, spiritual and intellectual path prescribed by the Buddha for monks to 

achieve complete freedom of mind’s desires or enlightenment (bodhi). This was one of the 

reasons why BEC moved its headquarters, it was an effort to gain more independence from 

a politicized sangha. As discussed in Chapter Five, Ven. Hak Sienghia decided to distance 

BEC’s peace education programs from CPP’s political encroachment, with its probing 

tennacles commonly found in Buddhist temples throughout Cambodia. 
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Also referred to as right understanding and right thought, Armstrong (2000) points 

out in her historical account of the Buddha that: “Even the Sangha was not immune to the 

selfishness, ambition and dissension that was so rampant in public life (p. 155).” Given the 

forces of modernity, I too witnessed Buddhist monks acting inconsistent with the Buddhist 

way of life. This brings us to the salience of this research question; how can the sangha 

begin the process of transcending violent social structures when the sangha’s hierarchy 

appears complicit in Cambodia’s violent social system?  

An obvious starting point suggests to continue perfecting and cultivating the 

foundation of mindfulness within the sangha for our own and other’s protection. Yet many 

monks legitimize the political position taken by the Supreme Patriarch as the only way to 

reestablish and preserve the sangha in post-genocide Cambodia. This is why a more 

comprehensive, grass roots study by Buddhist monks would add the necessary value to a 

research question inquirying: How the sangha can transcend violent social structures in 

post-genocide Cambodia? While I have some initial thoughts from the research on how to 

answer this question, it is intentionally left open-ended for the benefit of future research. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Timeline and Sequence of Procedures: The participatory action research (PAR) study 

with socially engaged Theravāda Buddhist monks at Buddhism for Education of 

Cambodia (BEC) was conducted in five phases:  

Phase I. September - November 2017 - Dissertation proposal co-development phase. 

In assessing our growing competency as researchers and practitioners, I concluded that 

some formal classes given by me for the volunteer monks at BEC would benefit the 

overall research process. As such, the following formal classes were video recorded and 

translated into the Khmer language for further use and as reference material: doctoral 

dissertation proposal process, participatory action research methodology, a pilot study on 

BEC’s Caring for the Poor and Aging peace education program, co-developed surveys, 

and co-developed the conceptual framework and research design. 

Phase II. December 2017 - February 2018: Writing phase. Finalized writing the co-

developed dissertation proposal, submited the written proposal to the research chair and 

committee members for their review, and successfully defended the dissertation proposal. 

Submited the dissertation proposal for the Institutional Review Board’s (IRB) review and 

final approval. Had participants signed informed consent forms per IRB’s direction in 

both English and Khmer languages. 
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Phase III. February - September 2018: Data collection, analysis and evaluation phase. 

Conducted field work with Theravāda Buddhist monks, generally utilizing the ongoing 

cycle of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting on BEC’s peace education programs 

as the means for continuous data collection, analysis, self-reflection and evaluation. Relied 

on participant observation, semi-structured interviews, reflective focus groups, surveys, 

and field journals as the principle form of data collection. Participant observation, semi-

structured interviews, and reflective focus groups were all audio and video recorded and 

later transcribed. 

Phase IV. September 2018 - March 2020: Writing and validation phase. After 

completing the second version of the dissertation, I spent three weeks presenting selected 

research-related topics from primarily Chapters One, Nine, and Ten to students, faculty 

members, and BEC core affiliates. These semi-formal presentations were conducted with 

Ven. Hak Sienghai and hosted by Ven. Vy Sovechea at Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist 

University in Battambang, Cambodia. This phase culminated with revisions and the 

submission of the dissertation to the research chair and committee members. 

Phase V. March - April 2020: Final phase. Final revisions and formatting, final 

submission and oral defense in April 2019. 
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APPENDIX B 
 
 
 

Questions for Semi-Structured Interviews and Reflective Focus Groups. Led by 

the student researcher and audio video tape recorded by BEC’s volunteer monks, the 

following questions were used as a guide during all semi-structured interviews and 

reflective focus groups:  

Vision and Mission. 

• What is the overarching or general purpose (strategic vision) of BEC? 

• What is the meaning of socially engaged Buddhism/Buddhists? 

• In which ways does BEC seek to enact its vision e.g., providing education, 
development, welfare services? 

• Can socially engaged Buddhists cultivate peace and happiness? How are Buddhist 
principles and values relevant to contemporary issues? 

• What is your definition of peace and happiness? 

• What is your definition of peace education? 
 
Goals and Objectives. 
 

• How does BEC seek to achieve its purposes?  

• In what activities does BEC engage? Why? 

• What are the desired outcomes of each of these activities? For whom? 

• What is your definition of efficacy? 

• How does BEC measure the efficacy of its peace work?  What criteria? 
 
Structure of the Organization. 
 

• Are roles clearly delineated? 

• Who works with whom? Why? 

• Who has authority over whom? Why? 

• Who supervises and gives directions? Why? 

• Which monks or lay people are responsible for which activities? Why? 

• Who performs which types of tasks? Why? 

• Is it clear what needs to be done and how it is to be done? 
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• Are the resources required for the tasks adequate and available e.g., time, 
materials, skills, money? 

 
Operation. 
 

• Is each member of BEC clear about his or her roles and responsibilities? 

• How effectively is each person enacting his or her roles and responsibilities? 

• What factors hinder the enactment of those responsibilities e.g., lack of time, 
materials, skills, support, and money? 

• Are there tasks and responsibilities to which no one is clearly assigned? 

• What is not happening that should be? What is happening that should not be? 
What are the limitations? Where are the gaps? Where are the barriers? 

 
Problems, Issues, Concerns. 
 

• What problems, issues, and concerns are expressed by BEC members? 

• Who is associated with each of these problems, issues, and concerns? 

• How does BEC explain or interpret problems, issues, and concerns? 

• What is being done to reverse these problems, issues, and concerns? 
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APPENDIX C 
 
 
 

Questions for Reflective Focus Groups with Selected Buddhist Lay People. Led by 

BEC monks, these slightly modified questions generally served as a guide during the four 

focus group sessions with Buddhist lay people who participated in and benefitted from 

BEC’s peace work: 

Vision and Mission. 

• What is your definition of peace and happiness? 

• Can socially engaged Buddhists cultivate peace and happiness?  

• How are Buddhist principles and values relevant to contemporary issues? 

• What is your definition of peace education? 
 

Goals and Objectives. 

  

• In which BEC activities do you participate? Why? 

• How do you benefit from BEC’s peace work? 

• Does BEC’s activities bring peace and happiness to your life? How? 
 

Structure of the Organization. 

 

• How does BEC’s peace work meet your needs? 

• How is BEC responsive to your needs? 
 

Operation. 

 

• Which BEC peace activities are you an active participant? 
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• How beneficial are these peace activities? Please explain? 

• How can these activities be improved? Please explain? 

• What are some of BEC’s limitations? What do you recommend? 
 

Problems, Issues, Concerns. 

 

• What problems, issues, and concerns would you like to discuss and bring to 
BEC’s attention? 
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APPENDIX D 
 
 
 

SURVEY POPULATION: 

A. Wat Slaket Primary School in Slaket Monastery, Battambang, Cambodia 

B. Ung Thung Secondary School in Porvel Monastery, Battambang, Cambodia 

C. Preah Sihanouk Raja Buddhist University, Battambang, Cambodia 

 

SURVEY QUESTIONS: 

1.  Are you a: 

a. Buddhist monk or former monk b. Buddhist lay person c. Non-Buddhist 

 

2. How familiar are you with Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s peace work? 

a. Not familiar   b. Somewhat familiar   c. Very familiar 

 

3. How often do you access BEC’s web page: www.becmission.org, www.facebook.com, 

www.youtube.com/haksienghai? 

a. Never  b. One time  c. Occasionally d. Routinely 

 

4. How interested are you in volunteering at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia during 

one of its peace activities: Media Dhamma Talks, Prisoner Education, Youth Education, 

Caring for the Poor and Aging, and Children Sponsorship? 

 

a. Not interested   

b. When available  

c. Very much interested, but no time  

d. Undecided 
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5.  What is the biggest challenge to peace, happiness and social harmony in Cambodia? 

a. Lack of morality  

b. Greed, hatred and ignorance  

c. Exclusive political, economic and judicial institutions 

d. All of the above 

 

6. How often should Buddhist monks teach morality and monastic education in the public 

school system? 

a. Never  b. Everyday  c. Once a week d. Once a month 

 

7. What is the main purpose of Buddhist monks in Cambodian society? 

a. Study in the pagoda and attend ceremonies.  

b. Cultivate Buddha’s teaching and meditation. 

c. Mobilize lay people to conduct peace work: build houses, care for the poor and aging, 

and development society. 

d. All of the above.  

 

8. How often do you meditate? 

a. Never  b. Everyday  c. weekly  d. Occasionally 

 

9. Where did you learn to meditate? 

a. Never learned b. School  c. Pagoda  d. Home 

 

10. How does meditation help you? 

a. I don’t meditate  

b. Brings peace and happiness to my life  
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c. It makes me calm and mindful 

d. Answers: b & c 

 

11. How often do you listen to dhamma talks? 

a. Never  b. Everyday  c. Weekly  d. Occasionally 
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APPENDIX E 
 
 
 

SURVEY POPULATION: 

A. Wat Kampheng Public Primary School, Battambang, Cambodia 

B. Wat Kor Public Secondary School, Battambang, Cambodia 

 

SURVEY QUESTIONS: 

1.  Are you a: 

a. Buddhist monk or former monk b. Buddhist lay person c. Non-Buddhist 

 

2. How familiar are you with Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s peace work? 

a. Not familiar  b. Somewhat familiar  c. Very familiar 

 

3. How often do you access BEC’s web page: www.becmission.org, www.facebook.com, 

www.youtube.com/haksienghai? 

a. Never  b. One time  c. Occasionally d. Routinely 

 

4. How interested are you in volunteering at Buddhism for Education of Cambodia during 

one of its peace activities: Media Dhamma Talks, Prisoner Education, Youth Education, 

Caring for the Poor and Aging, and Children Sponsorship? 

a. Not interested   

b. When available  

c. Very much interested, but have no time  

d. Undecided 
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5.  What is the biggest challenge to peace, happiness and social harmony in Cambodia? 

a. Lack of morality  

b. Greed, hatred and ignorance  

c. Exclusive political, economic and judicial institutions 

d. All of the above 

 

6. How often should Buddhist monks teach morality and monastic education in the public 

school system? 

a. Never  b. Everyday  c. Once a week d. Once a month 

 

7. What is the main purpose of Buddhist monks in Cambodian society? 

a. Study in the pagoda and attend ceremonies.  

b. Cultivate Buddha’s teaching and meditation. 

c. Mobilize lay people to conduct peace work: build houses, care for the poor and aging, 

and development society. 

d. All of the above.  

 

8. How beneficial was BEC’s monastic education session? 

a. No benefit       b. Very little benefit           c. Some benefit        d. Tremendous benefit 

 

9. How was your experience learning morality and meditation from Buddhist monks? 

a. Negative experience b. Positive experience   c. Don’t know 

 

10. How did BEC’s monastic and morality training improve your attitude, behavior and 

compassion towards others? 

a. None  b. Little  c. Some   d. Significant 

 

11. How often is morality and monastic education part of the public school’s curriculum? 
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a. Never  b. Weekly  c. Monthly  d. Every day 

 

12. How often do you listen to dhamma talks? 

a. Never b. Everyday  c. Weekly d. Occasionally 
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APPENDIX F 
 
 
 

SURVEY POPULATION: Prisoners (Male/Female), Battambang Rehabilitation Center 

 

SURVEY QUESTIONS: 

1.  Are you a: 

a. Buddhist monk or former monk b. Buddhist lay person c. Non-Buddhist 

 

2. How familiar are you with Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s peace work? 

a. Not familiar  b. Somewhat familiar  c. Very familiar 

 

3. How often do you access BEC’s web page: www.becmission.org, www.facebook.com, 

www.youtube.com/haksienghai? 

a. Never  b. One time  c. Occasionally d. Routinely 

 

4. How interested are you in Buddhism for Education of Cambodia’s Prisoner Education 

program? 

a. Not interested   

b. Interested  

c. Very much interested, but not allowed to participate routinely  

d. Undecided 

 

5.  What is the biggest challenge to peace, happiness and social harmony in Cambodia? 

a. Lack of morality  

b. Greed, hatred and ignorance  
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c. Exclusive political, economic and judicial institutions 

d. All of the above 

 

6. How often should Buddhist monks teach morality and monastic education in the 

Battambang Prison? 

a. Never  b. Everyday  c. Once a week d. Once a month 

 

7. How beneficial is BEC’s dhamma talks and meditation session? 

a. No benefit        b. Very little benefit         c. Some benefit      d. Tremendous benefit 

 

9. How was your experience learning morality and meditation from Buddhist monks? 

a. Negative experience b. Positive experience  c. Don’t know 

 

10. How did BEC’s dhamma talks and meditation session improve your attitude, behavior 

and compassion towards others? 

a. None  b. Little  c. Some   d. Significant 

 

11. How often is dhamma talks and meditation part of the Battambang prison’s 

rehabilitation program? 

a. Never 

b. Monthly   

c. Weekly   

d. Only with Buddhist monks from BEC 

 

12. How often do you listen to dhamma talks and meditate? 

a. Never  

b. Every day   

c. Only once a week with monks from BEC  
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d. Occasionally 
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