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CAMBODIA : ITS PEOPLE, EDUCATION AWND RELIGION

A Lecture

by

The Venerable Preah Pothivangsa Huot-Tath, Director of the Buddhist Lycee Preah OSuramarit.
Inspector of Buddhist Teaching in Cambodia.

1. A_ the outset I would like to express my great pleasure at the opportunity given
to me to visit the United States of America on this occasion to speak to you, In the past such
a thing would have been impossible. Now that it is possible and now that I am here, 1 would

like to talk to you about my country, Cambodia.
9 Cambodia is one of the smallest countries in the world, lilitle known to most people.

i @

For nearly one hundred years it was under a French protectorate and the general area in
which it is located was known as French Indochina. This general area roughly embraces all the
countries situated between India and China and includes Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and

Vietnam. The term : French Indochina applies not to all of these countries but only to . those
occupied by the French, over which the French became the masters and exercised authority.
These are three in number : Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. During the past one hundred years
the names of these countries were merged into one name : Irench Indochina, and for this

Teason Cambodia is not well known to the rest of the world.

3. I have said that Cambodia is a small country. Situated in South-east Asia it has an
area of about 69,866 square miles and is bounded on the north by Laos, on the south by the

Gulf of Thailand, on the east by Vietnam and on the west by Thailand. At the present time
Its population is about 5,000,000. When in recent years French rule was overthrown and Cam-

bodia completely recovered its sovercignty, most of the world, including, first of all, the
United ‘tates of America, accorded recongnition to Cambodia and have since sent their mission

and representatives to work and carry out normal diplomatic relationships.

4. Although Cambodia is a small country and does not boast a large population, it has
abundant resources, particularly agricultural. The fertile soil is very favorable to crops of
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<cereals and grows paddy-rice, corn. beans, peanuts, soya, sesame, cotton and tobacco. The
princip al staple of food is rice and with this the Cambodian people eat saups made of fish
.meat dishes and vegetables.. Most of the people are farmers and earn their:living by  cultiva

ting rice fields. They are plowed with the help of oxen or domesticated water-buffalos. In ad-

dition to this work-the people spin and weave, making out of various. malterials ..scarves,

mosquito netting, saris, phamuongs, hauls table-clothes and floor mals.

5. All such work is manual, without the aid of machines and though this is toilscme,
the Cambodian people are happy with their work and their rice fields and love their counfry,
‘The recent recovery of complete sovereignty is a siep leading them towards the light of liber-
ty and towards the progress which characterized the country centuries ago.

6. Now | would like to say a few words about Cambodia and Bouddhism.

The Cambodian people are adherents of the Buddhist religion. Long ago Buddhism exten-
ded its influence to Cambodia. It was accepted by the people who followed its light and consi-
dered it a source of strenght protecting them from fear and other disturbing emotions, enabling
them to achieve what they wished for and hoped. The Buddhist religion taught Cambodians to
‘overcome the vain superstitions which had existed prior to Buddhism. Since the religion’s esta-
blishment in Cambodia, it has taken firm root, has never declined at any time and has exerted

a strong influence on the country’s arts and literature.

7. Buddhism was first taught in Cambodia in the third century of the Buddhist era by
two missionary monks, Preah Sonathera and Preah Oudarathera, sent to preach Buddhism In
Southeast Asia by King Thamasoka, ruler of ancient India, King Thamasoka was a warrior king.
After having fought many battles in India he came to understand that war was nothing else
than humanity destroying itself. He conceived clearly that only by prayer could humanity be
brought to a state of security and he pledged himself to follow the teaching of Buddhism.
During the period of the third Sermon in the third century he became the religion’s leading
advocate and sent missionaries for the first time to foreign countries to preach. He is, therefore,
acknnwledged as the first king to spread the light of Buddhism to the world.

8. Cambodia has become deeply Buddhist and its people have always followed the tea-
ching of Buddhism. However, the religion reached the height of its glory in the eighteenth cen-
tury of the Buddhist era during the reign of King Jayavarman VII, a faithful follower of Bud-
dhism, who was responsible for the erection of many Buddhist temples, including that at
Angkor. From the 20th to the 25th century of the Buddhist era Buddhism in Cambodia increa-
ssed its scope and flory. At the present time one can see everywhere throughout the country
large ‘monasteries, temples and sacred buildings adorned with high horned roofs, full of yellow-
.{'abed priests and monks in such numbers that some tourists have commented that Cambodia
1s a country of monks.

BUDDHISM AND THE PEOPLE

9. Cambodians, convinced of the truth of Buddhist doctrine, worship according to,their
religion and depend upon it to such a degree that even in circumstances of greatest misery they
are willing to die for it. An example of the people’s devetion to  their Buddhist religion ywas
seen in the ceremonies which took place in October 1955 in connection with the Burial of Bud-
dha and of the relics  of his disciples. Because the religion was established in the country so
long ago, Buddhist  teaching lies deep.in the hearts of Cambodia from every walk, of; life. The

I R |
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leaders of the country, from the King down to the lowest rank of officials, have understood
the value of their religion, the state of peace of mind which it produces, andhence aecept it
alone as their own. The Cambodian people, of their part rely on their religion, in its worship
find solace and relief from pain and suffering. They believe in the principle of cause and
effect: from good actions come good results, from bad actions, bad results. They educate
their children accordingly and teach them to do good acts meriling future honor, persevering
in their religions beliefs no matter what the future bring:, mindful of the proverh: «Belter to
die than to give up praver»,

MONASTERIES

10. In every village there is usually a monastery, the residence of the Bhikhu and the
Samanera (junior and senior monks). The entire kingdom with a populalion of five million
people has 2818 monasteries and 6&,145 monks. Though the Cambodian people are not rich in
property, thev have a strong faith uniting their efforts, working like ants theyv raise funds at
processions of emoney-flowers» or simply by collections, the proceeds of which are used to sup-
port the monasteries, to build sacred houses and halls of wood, brick and tile. Indeed many
monasferies have been built even of reinforced concrete.

11. Each monasterv has at the very least three or four houses, halls and buildings for
the Buddhist school and the school for children. There is also a temple for religious rites. It is
built on an elevated spot, higher than the other huildings, adorned with a high horned roof that
can be seen for many mfles indicating the location of the monastery from afar off. The expen-
ses of building the monasterv and of providing for the monks is taken care of by the villagers
at all times. Even during a period of war or famine the Cambodian people will starve them-

selves in order to feed their monks.

2. This generosity of the Cambodian people is matched by their hospitality. Along the
great roads and narrow pathways it has been the custom of the people to build rest halls, to
plant shady trees, to place jars of water or even dig wells and cisterns for the comfiort ol the
traveller. Such benevolent actions reveal their Buddhist sentiments, show that they distinguish
between self-interest and the interests of others, take pity on men and animals, deire lasting
peace for men and animals and a life devoid of such crimes as murder, theft, robbery, lies and
deceptions. Buddhist teaching tells them: «Anyone who desires his own happiness, the happiness
of his family and the presperily of his country cannot achieve his desire by threatening olhers

with force or with oppression. Peace cannot be established by arms, Peace can only exist as
long as every human being takes pity on others and is friendly with others. As with individuals,
so with nations, neverending reprisals can only be the result when persons distrust cach other
or when nations feel that other nations are against them. Vengeance springs from a burning

. Thi ; * : ; rery Ce ' : it he bases his hope
heart». This Buddhist teaching lies deep in every Cambodians heart and on it he bases his hope

for the future.

THE MONKS

13. Monks are honored in Cambodia and reverence for them is integral to the Cambodian
way of life. Though there are two religious orders of monks: The Mohanikay and the Thom
mavut, these orders observe the same religious rule of life. The monks arise very early in the-
mo}ning and go to the temple to pray, praising the beneficence of the Buddhist Trinity, medi-
tating on Buddhist teachings and on the world. After their prayer they return to the monastery



to tidy up their living quarters or they clean the temple precincts and sacred monuments. They
then ‘set out begging in quest of food. After they have obtained and eaten their morning meal,
they return to the monastery to atlend classes and lectures. Before noon they eat their second
meal of the day and in the afternoon they study privately. In the evening they return lo the
temple for prayers and meditation on the past and on the future of the Buddhist era. Some of
the monks who find the monastery rouline a distraction for them, seek the seclusion of the
forest or some other remote place where they cloister themselves in meditation. Others teach
children. Still others preach to the people educaling them in Buddhist morality which forbids al

bad aclions, such as injuring anyone, and which exalts all forms of goodness.

14. The King of Cambodia is the first supporter of Buddhism, A Minister in the Cabinet
is charged with the supervision of the monks and 'with the propagation of the Buddhist

religion.

The supervision of the monks is along the following lines.

The Mohanikay Order is headed by one who has achieved the highest monastic rank, llis
Holiness Samdech Preah Moha Somecthea Thippatey. His Holiness resides and has his offices
in the Onalom monastery al Phnom-Penh and he is assisted by an Adviser with the title Sam-

dach Oudom Proeksa. Also assisting him is a Council, of which he is the Head, composed of
many monks of the greatest experience and knowledge,

15. In all of the Kingdom ef Cambodia lhere are fourteen provinces. In each province
here is one Abbot and several commiltees of monks who supervise all the monks in that pro-
vince. Every province is subdivided into counties, each of which has a Superior and a com-
miltee composed of several other monks. In some counties where there are many monasteries
the Superior is assisted by two other monks in the same capacily, though under him. There
are also one or two laymen assigned to each monastery accerding to its imporlance by the
Ministry of Cults. These cooperate with the Head of the Monastery and represent its lay pari-
shioners in their relationships with the gouvernment authorities.

16. Of the two monastic orders in Cambodia the largsst is the Mohanikay which this
vear has 2,715 monasteries snd 66,092 monks The smaller Order, the Thomayut, has 103 mo-
nasteries and 2,033 monks. It is headed by a monk of the highest rank, assisted by Advisers, all
of whom have their residence and offices in the Botum Watey monastery at Phnom-Penh. This
Order does not require the services of provineial Abbots or county Supervisors. Instead one
Superior in each monatery acls under the direct supervision of the Head of the Order.

These two Orders, although organized along different lines, Keep in constant contact with
each other and confer on programs necessary for the growth and welfare of Buddhism.

EDUCATION OF THE CHILDREN

17. The Cambodian people educate their children in accordance wilh Buddhist doctrine.
They send them to live and to be educale! in the monasteiies. Formerly Cambodian boys, in-
cluding the sons of the King and of Ministers of State, lived for long periods in the monaste-
ries where they went to school. Here they lecarned Cambodian culture, literature, mathematics,
the arls, morality and the Buddhist way of life. It is to (his type of education Lhat the Cambo-
dian people owe their temper of openness and frankness, their respect for the rights of others,
IF'rom ancient times the core of Cambodian cducation has been parental instruction in the Bud-
dhist religion and in the following ol [he Buddhist Trinity : Buddha, Thamma and Sangha. Chil-
dren are taught the five and the eight Buddha rules and the ten commandments; they learn the
virtues of respect and gralitude for their benefactors, including their mother and their father.
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13. In Cambodia there are many national holidays : in April the New Year Festival, in
May the anniversary of Buddha, in July the beginning of Vossa, the period of abstinence, in
September, the commemoration of the Dead, in October the end of Vossa and the Festival of
Gifts, in November the Water Festival, the moon Festival and the Festival of Independence.
All these Vestivals, whether religious or popular, take place in the monasteries, for here there
is ample room for the people to enjoy themselves. Furlhermore religious rites are an integral
part of every celebration; this is especially true, of course, in the case of funerals and weddings
during the ceremonies of which monks are invited by the people to pray and to preach Bud-
dhist doctrine.

19. Cambodian people are not generally rich in this world’s goods. They earn their living
simply and are fond of doing good actions, they love tranquility, avoid domination and op-
pression. This is why some foreigners say lhat Cambodians are calm and withdrawn. This is
quite true and it is due to their reverence for Buddha and their devotion to his teachings.

The teaching and principles of Buddhism do not conflict, however, with the pace of mo-
dern life or in any way impede modern progress. What it preaches to the people are basic
truths accepted everywhere. An examination of these truths or principles reveal that Buddhism
as a religion lcads people along the rigth ways towards peace and progress and the best inte-
reste of the human race. Let us examine some of these truths or principles so thal we can pass
judgement on them.

20. Buddha teaches :

1. Do not kill.

2. Do not steal, cheat or defraud.

3. Do not wrong in the heart and the passions,
4. Do not lie.

d. Do not calumniate or defame.

6. Do not scold or scorn,

7. Do not ridicule.

8. Do not take revenge or bear hatred.

Y. Do not envy what belongs to others.

10. Do not guile.

21. All of us have the same wishes and desires for peace, rather than trouble; we prefer
an honorable to a low position; we want goodness rather than badness; we long for properly
Hence we fear death by violence, by murder, by war. We fear robbery, the rape of our wives
or daughters; we fear calumny, scorn, hatred and vengeance. If this fear of evil restrains us
from doing evil ourselves, then universal peace will be the result. Thi is the objective of Bud-

dhism. This is the holv Buddhist doctrine that the Cambodian people adhere to. In it they place
their hope for the welfare of the human race.

22 There are many more Buddhist rules of life and teachings which are based on a
knowledge of those things which lead to destruction and those which lead to progress. I regret
that I cannot discuss more of them now but our is limited. However, I would like to assure all
of vou that these rules of conduct and morality reach deep into the heart of every Cambodian.
My people understand the utility and the value of their Buddhist religion, so long established

among them and now still faithfully followed by them.
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EDUCATION IN CAMBODIA

ernment under the leadership of the King, who is the sponsor
em into two divisions, the first being that of

dhist Education. Public Education includes all

the usual subjects; literature, mathematics, the sciences, etc., taught in Cambodia just as they
are in the Uniled States. Unfortunately our Public Education system, unlike that in the United
States. does not yet reach the Universily level. Though we do not have a University the go-
vernment is planning one and hopes to build soon. Since we have only recently achieved our
Liberly and Independence, the organization of such matlers, indeed the entire functioning of
the government, requires time for all difficulties to be smoothed out.

23. The Cambodian gov
of Buddhism, has organized its educational sysl

Public Examination and the second that of Bud

2. Buddlﬁst or Religious Educalion is organized slong {he following lines. In the large

mionasteries there are Buddhist Elemc:ntary schools wlhere the monks teach Pali grammar, the
]ﬂ[ﬂ_‘.}'ﬂlc}]}aediﬂ of Buddhism, Buddhist discipline and rules and olher general subjects as well. The
course of study lasts for three years. Annually thousands of monks who have finished this ele-
menlary course pass their examinations and graduate. 1hose who wish to pursue their studies
further, compete by examinations for enlrance into secondary school where they will study for
four more years. At the present time there is only one Buddhist secondary school, the Bud-
dhist Lycée Preah Suramarit, located in Phnom-Penh and having an enrollment of 650 monks.
In this school the subjecls taught are Buddhism, Foreign Languages (I‘rench and English), Cam-

Science, Geography and History. Already thousands have gradu-

hodidin Literature, Mathemalics,
ated from this one school and in the future we expecl to have similar Buddhist Lycees in the

fourteen provinces, all teaching Buddhist doctrines as they are related to modern problems.

95. At the present time the government 1Is constructing in Phnom-Penh a University
which has been named Preah Sihanouk Reign Buddhist Universily. Lhis Institution will specia-
lize in graduate courses for qualifying monks who have finished their four years course of studies
at the Buddhist Lycce Preah Suramarit. The full University course will take ten years. It 18 ex-
pected that by 1958 the Universily will begin ils sessions and at the present time a curricu-

lum of courses is being drawn up.

26. In addition to the arrangements just described, the government has also established
<chools of Buddhist moral teaching for junior and senior monks in every monastery of the
country. Here they may study for one, two or three years, their work being carried out under
the sponsorship of the King and under the supervision of the Heads of their respective Orders

who are assisted by the Ministry of Cults.

97. Finally, the government has also established several other organizations for the deve-
lopment and spread of I3inddhism. A special Library contains encyclopedias, codices, rule-books
and ordinances to assist in research. A Buddhist Academy has been inslituted for the propagation
of Buddhism abroad, to establish liaison and coordination with Buddhist programs in other Bud-
dhist countries. The Academy publishes books and has set up a committee called the ILripitaka
Commiltee which is composed of learned monks, well-versed in comparalive religions, who are
translating the Buddhist Laws from Pali and Sanskrit into Cambodian. This translaticn work
can be classified a Great Sermon of IExegesis involving an appraisal of the correctuess of the

Buddhist Laws such as has been made from time to time in the past. IFor the first time in the
]].uslm} of Buddhism in L:ynhndm Budfllust .'::s{:.ripturus are being translaled into the Cambodian
anguage and a Great Sermon of Exegesis, such as no country as ever yet seen, is being
wrought.
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28, Many private B iddhist organizations flourish alongside the government ones I have
already mentioned. These include the Buddhist world Association for the Far East in Cambodia,
the Association of the Iriends of Lycée Preah Suramarit, the Association for Medical Assistan-
ce to Cambodian monks. These organizations render valuable support to the Buddhist religion,

assist in its propagation and in the coordination of Cambodian Buddhist activities in other parts
of the Buddhist world.

29. Ladies and Genllemen, counting from the time of Buddha’s death and enlightenment
until the present the Buddhist era has now reached its 2,500 anniversary. This anniversary is
being celebrated all over the world by Buddhists who acknowledge the excellence of Duddha’s
teachings, who are manifesting their devotion to these teachings and who trust that through
prayer and meditation the world will be made peaceful and secure. Without prayer there can
be no peace in this world.

30. The Cambodian people are planning to celebrate this 2,500 anniversary in a solemn
manner such as befits them as Buddhists. Each of them warmly hopes that his country will
always be at peace, free from fear, free from disaster, enjoying the benefits of Buddhism. As
the Buddhist era comes to its middle point, Cambodians, industrious and patient as they are,
feel pleased with the present condition of their country. We have proof that our hope has
achieved its object, for our country is making great intellectual and moral progress. As the
knowledge of Buddhism spreads to other countries the world situation seems to change for
the better, bringing about relief from tension, a lessening of world fears and a silencing of re-
ciprocal threats that can only bring new wars and new destruction on the human race. Mate-
rial progress alone in our atomic age cannot readily relieve international tension, for this pro-
gress also serves to creale new. weapons of war striking terror in our hearts. What is needed
is that many nations sit down together, as they are doing, striving for a peace based on uni-
versal moral principles, working out practical formular for genuine friendship with each other,
helping each other to rid the world of mesery, hatred and the spirit of revenge. All this most
certainly is in accordance with Buddhist teaching,

31 Let me conclude by expressing my bhelief that the 2,500 anniversary of Buddhism
can stand for all of us a symbol of the harmony which can exist between all peoples of the
world. In prayer all the peoples of the world ask for peace and amity among nations. As we
celebrate the closing of the first half of the Buddhist era and as we meditate on the teachings
of Buddha, let us acknowledge these teachings as a powerful force for solving the problems of
the world, for doing away with anger, spite, hatred and the spirit of revenge, for rooting out
these causes of our insecurity and for our woe. May this anniversary be the turning point
changing the old into new, raising the lowly lo the heights and spreading peace all over the

world.

32 In the world today there are five hundred millions Buddhists devoted to the L(ea-
ching of Buddha, praying and meditating only for peace, Among these are five million Cam-
bodians who fecl that their country has been blessed in receiving the message of Buddha so
long ago and in being faithful to that message through the centuries. For them the light of
their Buddhist religion shines as a beacon to the world. If they remain faithful to - their Bud-
dhist tradition they feel that theirs is a source, a spring of never-failing water, cool and clear
to quench the fires of world strife. It is their wish that through Buddhism peace and security
progress and glory may be brought to the world. For this reason in every Cambodian monas-
tery one can hear the prayer which echoes the teaching of Buddha to every monk in these

words : «Endeavor to fulfill your duties without negligence.»

Recopy by Mr Huy-Ouch
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