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Abstract

Phaya, or a philosophical verse of local people in northeastern Thailand or locally called Isan
whose culture is intimate to that of Lao People’s Democratic Republic, is believed to be influenced by
Buddhist Dhamma. It is, therefore, interesting to analyze how the local Isan philosophers borrowed
ideas from the source and composed this valuable cultural heritage, with a specific focus on the theme
of common characteristics of existence, consisting of anicca (impermanence), dukkha (suffering) and
anatta (non-self). 252 existing verses were explored with a focus on common characteristics of
existence. The findings revealed that the essence of the verses was literally borrowed from the source,
Tripitaka, and figuratively adjusted for literary purposes. Implications of this analysis reassure that
phayas are a truly cultural and religious heritage for the two countries.
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Introduction Buddhist dharma (e.g. precepts) in order to
achieve good results in this life and the next
The value of literature, both local and one (Kuntawee, 1986). Like other genres of
traditional, is enormous and greatly literature, it affects the local people
contributing to life on various aspects (e.g. individually and socially (e.g. Suvannasri,
inspiration, emotion, art, culture, history, 2011) as it deals with a philosophy of life,
imagination, use of language, knowledge and lifestyle, social traditions, religious faiths and
wisdom, and critical thinking) (Bunnotok, cultural values that have been passesd on
1984; Fakkong, 1987; Manyaporn, 1979; from generations to generations through the
Mutramata, 1974; Tangkawee, 1985) and local culture and language of the Isan people.
beneficial to individuals as well as the society Any studies of Isan phaya are very interesting
(Bunnotok, 1982, 1983, 1984). Literature and worth trying because this local verse is
influences the society and is influenced by it. socially engaged with Buddhism and,
The lifestyle of the people is also built upon it therefore, becomes universal to some extent.
(Kuntawee, 1986). One of the local literary
works that influence the lifestyle of local Despite its significance, there have been
people is phaya, or a philosophical verse of a limited number of research studies
local people in northeastern Thailand or concerning local Isan literature. Research
locally called Isan where their cultural specifically on Isan phaya is scanty (e.g.
heritage has been traditionally passed down Suvannasri, ~ 2011;  Preecha,  1985;
from generations to generations. Isan phaya Thanapaniio, 2011) and most of this limited
is believed to be influenced by Buddhist number focus on phaya and the local people
dharma (e.g. Thanapaiifio, 2011) as it teaches in general (Suvannasri, 2011; Preecha, 1985).
a sense of duty to adhere to and maintain the Even scantier is Isan phaya influenced by
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Buddhist principles (e.g. Thanapafifio, 2011).
The following are some research studies on
phaya.

On the condition of phaya at present,
Suvannasri (2011) studied the values,
existence and transmission of Isan phaya. The
purposes of the study were to: 1) analyze
values of phaya, 2) analyze the existence of
phaya in the current context of Isan
community, and 3) present ways of phaya
transmission. The research was based on
triangulation and the instruments for the
data elicitation included documentary
research, field trip, in-depth interviews, non-
participatory = observations and panel
discussions. The data were quantitatively and
qualitatively analyzed to draw the conclusion
of the study which were finally verified by
phaya experts for validity check. The results
of the study revealed the following research
findings. First, the values of 283 phaya verses
in this study fell into these two parts:
individual persons and the society. The
contents on persons were concerned with
these topics, ranging from the most to the
least: self-development, occupation and
social development respectively. In details,
the contents on the society were concerned
with family and social institutes (e.g. political,
economic, educational and religious). Second,
of the 283 phaya verses that are still exist,
consisting of 31 unused, 252 using and 12
changed. They were written in various forms
(namely, radio and television programs
academic texts, verses, preachments,
conversations in welcoming parties, Baisri-
Sue-Khuan ceremonies, lectures and through
the Internet). Lastly, there were four means
to transmit phayas: 1) school curriculum, 2)
organizations engaging in local culture, 3)
community learning center, and 4) youth and
new generation engagement.

On phaya and lifestyle, Preecha (1985)
studied the contents of Isan phayas and
classified them into 13 categories:

1) Eating:
a v a ' I = d’/ 2
Augmeaumy  J@aanen
(Sharing food to others can save one from
snakes.)

153

Journal of Language and Literature
ISSN: 1410-5691 (print); 2580-5878 (online)

2) Distress:
113 = =
gNANEILAS ERNEAIN

wendtieaniililng  adlunaddasng
fadflafnaleiy Tduausunsini
fiae Yewmylloaasliane
naumeLauAnEan

a A 1y a
Uilauaunenag§inen

= O' o v v
Wanniauagenan angiiedes

@ 2 1 29

WuLaiesdNen

(The loss of beloved children and wife, the
separation from siblings and spouses,
children, the distance from home for
trade, the missing dead parents, sleeping
alone without the loved one, getting lost at
night time, rain and thunder storms, pain
without medication - all these are painful,
lonely and helpless.)

3) Happiness:
(13 = o v v o 2
asnivassuld  asanlfnaasiumie

(Giving is happiness while taking is
suffering.)

4) Self:
“ndaln et lddaman”

(Smart people should ignore hatred.)

5) People:
A= o o
ANNAAITFEY ULUBLILNAN
a v = v 29
AMLAINITAT HNWNETATIN

(Children should respect and honor their
parents for their devotion.)

6) Work:
“Pliuusiduaaniin
Augngfuaaedlily”
(Early birds catch the worms; otherwise,
catch nothing.)

7) Carelessness:
T . o 2
atdalan1e egelann Suaulaln

(Trust neither an unknown road nor an
unknown person.)
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8) Merit and sin:
113 e
yayrndililugpew

RN CTRIERE R FGTILITN

(Merit and sin are like the shadows that
always follow us.)

9) Relationship:
“anuyudaunge anuniidunn”

(Feathers of the same flock together.)

10) Wisdom:
e yva v ¥ v
Ifaudany IHafasmn
Tinarsandanla Fuboatrads”

(What is heard or seen needs to be
considered by heart to see the truth and
stay calm when you realized it.)

11) Learning:

“Eeultign galine”

(Master all what you have learnt.)

12) Dharma puzzle:

“penfiuuny Wigariidediu

aEnAtiwTL Iﬁﬂmﬁ,ﬂﬂﬂﬁu

aaniutuwmy  lgeaniediu’

(If you wish to drink pure water, dig

under the rock. If you wish to do

business, be moral. If you wish to go to

heaven, kill yourself / your ego.)

13) Miscellaneous:

“In&lnsdugion IndReuiuay”

(Get burnt when you are close to fire and

get hurt when you are close to a
hammer.)

On phaya and Buddhist principles,
Thanapafifid (Settha) (2011) aimed to: 1)
study the history and development of Isan
proverbs, 2) compare both aspects, and 3)
study the relationship between Isan proverbs
and Buddhist proverbs. This was
documentary study. The results of the study
revealed the following findings. First, phaya
was the proverb which was spoken and
written by Isan scholars to teach persons to
adhere to the Buddhist principles in order to
be well-peformed and live a happy life. It was
divided into two groups: phaya kreu or
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proverbs of a long sentence, and phaya kom,
or proverbs of short words. Whether they are
long or short, the contents fall into 3
categories: good proverbs, loving couple
talks, and puzzle proverbs. Second, the
proverbs were in harmony with Buddhist
proverbs in four main ways: 1) the practice of
persons (e.g. the education), 2) the relation of
persons with persons (e.g. the six directions),
3) association or the relation of persons with
the nature (e.g. defiling of persons with the
nature), and 4) relation of persons with
supernatural power (e.g. bases of
meritorious action, evil, carelessness, and
non-carelessness for daily life). Finally,
Buddhist proverbs were divided into thirteen
groups: 1) self, 2) person, 3) action, 4) work,
5) carelessness, 6) vices and virtues, 7)
association, 8) happiness and suffering, 9)
donation, 10) precepts, 11) diligence, 12)
death and 13) miscellaneous. Isan phaya
proverbs could be synthesized into each of
the equivalent Buddhist proverbs. Both were
almost exactly alike and aimed at personal
development and socialization.

It could be concluded that, based on the
review of local Isan literature in general and
phayas in particular, Isan phayas fall into two
categories: lifestyle phayas and Buddhist
phayas. On lifestyle, phaya is one of the
strategies that are intended to socialization.
As reflected, the contents of phayas are
primarily concerned with how to lead a
decentlife, especially refraining from all evils.
These lifestyle phayas include the 13 types as
indicated in the work of Preecha (1985) and
Thanapafifié (Settha) (2011).

In addition to association with the life,
numerous phayas are based on Buddhism as
the life of the Isan people in the old days were
tied to Buddhism intimately and they had a
strong faith in Buddhism. Therefore, the local
philosophers, both the clergy and the laity,
borrowed the contents of phaya from
Buddhist principles from the basic to
advanced levels. Isan phaya includes these
contents: karma, five precepts, the ten
wholesome performances, the eight-fold
path, the four sublime states of mind, the four
basis for success, the six directions, the
thirty-eight blessings and the four noble
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truths. The contents of the phaya were
obviously influenced by Buddhism, especially
to direct the new generations to concentrate
on virtues, refrain from vices and live by the
teachings of the Buddha. It can be concluded
that the philosophy underlying this local
wisdom is Buddhism. It is therefore worth
analyzing.

Based on prior research, this present
study had the following distinctions. First, no
prior research has studied Isan phaya in
terms of Buddhist cultural heritage and local
wisdom, especially to see how the local Isan
philosophers borrowed ideas from the
original source or Tripitaka. Second, this
present study analyzed Isan phaya how the
original source was borrowed from the
source literally and figuratively. Third and
finally, this research study focused on the
three common characteristics of existence,
one of the essential Buddhist principles have
never been studied before. This present study
was, therefore, worth analyzing, with the
following research question: How did the
local Isan philosophers borrow ideas from
Tripitaka, to compose Isan Phayas literally
and figuratively? To answer this research
question, the following was the purpose of
the study.

Purpose of the Study

This study primarily aimed to analyze
how the local Isan philosophers borrowed
ideas from Tripitaka to compose Isan literally
and figuratively, with a specific focus on the
three common characteristics of existence,
consisting of anicca, dukkha and anatta.

Research Method

This was a documentary study. The
research procedure followed these three
steps. First, the researchers explored how
the local Isan philosophers borrowed ideas
from Buddhism and invented Isan phayas on
lifestyle. Second, the researchers analysed
252 Isan phayas that still exist and used by
the local Isan people based on the study of
Pornsavan Suvannasri on “An Analysis of
phaya-Isan: Values, Existence and
Transmission” to draw out the focal themes
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under the analysis (i.e. three common
characteristics of existence), consisting of:
anicca, dukkha and anatta. Finally, the verses
in these three categories were analyzed to
draw out the essence of the verses as stated
in Tripitaka and draw the conclusion of the
study.

Results of the Study

The analysis of the study on the focal
themes under the study (i.e. three common
characteristics of existence), consisting of
anicca, dukkha and anatta. The results
revealed that, literally and figuratively, the
Isan phaya has borrowed from Tripitaka and
presented the contents as they are in the
original source for a didactic purpose to
remind the local people to be aware of the
nature of life according to the teachings of the
Buddha, especially the impermanence of all
things and suffering caused by this
impermanence. All created Isan phaya verses
aimed to remind the listeners that everyone
is subject to impermanence which consists of
these three common characteristics as
follows: anicca, dukkha and anatta
respectively.

1. On anicca or the condition that everyone
and everything is limited to a certain
duration and, consequently, liable to
change and disappear, this characteristics
is less obvious in Isan phayas than the
other two ones and the contents of the
phayas  expressed the  ultimately
unsatisfactory nature of temporary states
and things that are limited to a certain
duration. Both pleasant and unpleasant
experience is temporary and do not last
long. We cannot deny either experience.

(13 n‘d’l a

quvndtresnaainenian

1l a v oA o 2
URlmaniugaviugAu
(Happiness and unhappiness is true to
this world and no one can deny either.)

Both happiness and unhappiness are
temporary like the following example. Things
might change and maybe tomorrow we might
have been crying.
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A oay L e a9y
Wkl Tmeenailein

(Do not laugh while others are crying.)

All things, either pleasant or unpleasant, are
temporary. To avoid these temporary states
and things, some phayas suggest some
solutions, namely focusing on the present.

“Hraiasldldnan”

(Prepare for lizard eggs.)

In this phaya, it is likely that lizard eggs, or
lauau, were chosen for literary purposes.

Homophone (i.e. 14l4) is chosen for a literary

purpose. This phaya, however, implies that
we should live on the present, focus on what
is available and do not expect things or
valuable things, to come because the
expectations might not come true. Lizard
eggs are something valuable for the local
people but it is not worth expecting to get
them and live a life on the expectation. The
message might be very important as it was
repeated as seen in the sample below:

“neneldnsivniudatvueslug

PUBANTN wAUTTauALaN

(Move on and on to look for fish in new
ponds and ignore the old ones that are
full of fish.)

Those who are not interested in what is
available and always in pursuit of new things
indefinitely might waste time as they already
have what they are looking for. Figuratively,
the ponds and fish refer to luck that people
are already have but do not realize it and look
for another one which might be beyond their
reach or does not exist.

“apdlAdunAaunEn
AadulATwRaRauil”
(If we will get a fortune that we expect, it
will come to us just like a bird flying to

us. If we won't, it flies away. Therefore,
we should accept what will happen.)
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(4 ' ¥ a A
TnviauAsARLTIAUANLTFYY AR

o 12 @ 1 29
samaaginaeelffitug

(No one is waiting for the dead to be
revived like waiting for the stars in the
sky that will never come down to the
earth.)

We should not expect something that is
impossible as it is a waste of time to do so and
be focus on the present and what is available.
In short, Isan phayas everyone and
everything is limited to a certain period of
time and this causes dukkha.

2. On dukkha or the condition that
everyone and everything IS
unsatisfactory and cannot be relied on
for true happiness. This this
characteristics is the most obvious
among the three. The phayas under this
analysis revealed the dukkha is the truth
of life.

13 g -

quniiresnanananian

= a v ooa o 2
UNlvanfiugaviugau
(Happiness and unhappiness is true to
this world and no one can deny either.)

Happiness and unhappiness can be seen as
merit and sin that we cannot deny and will
follow us everywhere.

(13

yoyundiiilugaAasn
Wil pnaanganuiie

(Merit and sin are like the shadows that
always follow us.)

Therefore, we should do the good things so
that merit follows us and refrains from the
bad things in order to keep distance from sin.
The phayas include speaking, gossip, thinking
before you speak, keeping promises, telling
no lies, speaking no evils of others, saving,
making merits, moderation,  gratitude,
forgiveness, maintaining good relationship
between the relatives and friends. greed, lust,
sacrifice, self-reliance, respect for the rights
of others, promoting good rules of action,
honor and dignity, codes of conduct,
hospitality, anger control, unity, waste no
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time and money, leadership and refraining
from all wrong doing and vices. The phayas
also deal with the basic insight that life in this
mundane world is dukkha, for example:

“lamneernedon Fuantignasudn
o - s a v a 99
dnisnfonusitinuingeanaim

(Teenagers of thirteen years old get
married and have a baby. Even scholars
cannot fix this problem.)

This phaya reflects the deterioration of social
conditions that young men and women at the
age of only thirteen years old have a family
and a baby now despite of the fact that they
are immature and unable to support
themselves economically, socially and
mentally. This situation is worsening even
scholars who have the knowledge cannot fix
the problem. Like the secular world, the
religious world is in trouble as follows:

“ANRUNARINUTNN I8N TN
Famzidndutetnniu”
(Buddhism now is not the same as it was

two-thousand years ago. Sangha are in
conflicts now.)

More subtly, some phayas explained the
cause of dukkah, for example:

“Ponuaennufsanananainfsaes
Tavilsdiesirren Tnaesdiosinany
Tnaudiosind Tnddesudn
Imtindasdun Tanndasdus

WANTesns ANtiasdaR

(One’s craving is like six buffalos pulling
someone down. The six buffalos include
visible objects, taste, smell, sound, touch
and emotions. These six buffalos refer
to ayatana. If one cannot control ayatana,
life will get into trouble. All suffering is
caused by ayatana. To refrain from
suffering is to control ayatan. To control
body, speech and mind is to control
ayatana.)

Whoever, either in secular or religious
worlds, clings to the six ayatana and craves to
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impermanent states and things is dukkha.
Dukkha arises when we crave and cling to
these impermanent states and changing
phenomena. The clinging and craving
condition leads to karma, which ties us to
samsara or the round of death and rebirth.
Craving includes kama-tanha, craving for
sense-pleasures; bhava-tanha, craving to
continue the cycle of life and death, including
rebirth; and vibhava-tanha, craving to not
experience the world and painful feelings.
Samsara or the round of death and rebirth
was conveyed in this phaya.

13 P o a
ANRANTULNLURNE LIULNA

A ! Y a 1% a 9
V’]’P]Nﬂll[ﬂ”ﬂﬂ'i_l PNEIBULLAIADLILAY

(The recurrence of life, or repeated
rebirth of dukkha, keeps everyone
caught in samsara, or the endless cycle of
repeated rebirth of dukkha and dying
again, is a circulation just as ants are
moving around the edge of the tray to the
original.)

The Dukkha can be confined and ceases when
one disengages from craving and clinging and
craving and clinging are confined and cease.
The state that craving and clinging cease
when no more karma arises and rebirth ends.
Cessation is nirvana or the state that the mind
is in peace and there is no permanent self or
soul in living beings (anatta) so liberation of
the mind from karma is the key to free oneself
from dukkha.

3. On anattaq, this characteristics is the least
obvious among the three. Anattd, or non-
self, is the condition that everyone and
everything has no self-inherent entity and
cannot be controlled. The condition arises
when one follows the Buddhist path (e.g.
the Four Noble Truths and the Noble
Eightfold Path) to moksha, or liberation,
and it starts when one disengages from
craving and clinging to impermanent
states and things which come and go. We
cannot rely on anyone or anything, even
ourselves as well as others that have long
been adhered to and embedded in the
culture of the northeast (e.g. ghost and
spiritualism), as revealed in the following
phayas. Therefore we cannot adhere to
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anyone or anything. The only true thing or
way we can adhere to is Buddhism.

“Uinnnidutlae dneninialumny

gD suntutinadaatsunadioa i@y

o 1o A yal 09/
vlnviapaneiian TWRan

PNRRIA 8 IAEI R ATUALR LN NN TEAN TNt

'
v oA

davdnsiafiaumaudifiva lntiuaie
s o
AFUIN RS
wniludaaselliuswsludatlundinfdnuiang

@

Hgainfiung
a

v &

ZeGH
v 1 o ¥ % 1 v v = o
WALATIIHLALART I AN e flauTd
InRndnasanne

% v tN’ a % F%
BITNVBINIENNELIN VBN NN ATIUTIULAT
a g ‘Sgl o ¢SI $%
avialaantimngllipaswenmneg wesynaidn

=2 % ' ' 29
AEDLDIIMNTULDE

(If people who were sick by fever or
illness seek help from a pagan for
treatment, were asked by the pagan to
kill animals (e.g. buffalos, pigs, chicken,
etc.), considered such Kkilling is properly
reasonable, believed in those words and
caused death to the cattle, this killing will
never be beneficial to the sick people as
those animals died to save them. Those
animals love their lives, too. This is sinful
and against the teaching of the Buddha,
namely “do not kill.” On the other hand,
if they die to save those killed animals,
the Buddha praised such a deed as
great.)

13 g P A o A
AULENL ANNAA  RINNBENE ANNNBN

d oy I -
aaeld ananalddtaanaaside

wludnfluiade tidelamuls”™
(We sometimes good, sometimes bad,
sometimes rich, sometimes poor,
sometimes getting but losing later. We
cannot trust our husband/wife. Life is
uncertain.)
“Buiutidiulan wiudrduiidies

v v & 1 1 1
aetltienfdlunanaziy

a

a '

AuviaudAtl unanlaud  waRue
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uaziefiviluufisauuazazunduasudinaasiin

O a9y
WAUWULNLLA

(Ten pieces of meat are not equal to one
fish. Ten siblings and cousins are not
equal to parents. Ten parents are not
equal to spouses. Ten spouses are not
equal to the three Gems (i.e. Buddha,
Dharma and Sangha) and those who
talked about Nirvana.)

“weznnsiintidwanelnuiinnagsaiasdsass
wasTautin  sanlnimaulannfunfeidugn
= 1
Hupl
ATUNTENNENTBUNTEAITHR AN TEAIFTIULAD
Intenladinlunaeamsungaeudsuniigangineam
;9/ % a‘/ :// ¥
enpang s Wmaslauiuuin
winintnaunaugaaNALMMELMIAETIW
gantiuaman ifiiuinaddudiuga”
(Buddha is the only one that even ghosts
respect and pray for so we can rely on
Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. Those who
do not abide by the teachings of the
Buddha will suffer from all misfortunes
and diseases. Those who find themselves
comfortable and forget the kindness of
Buddha will suffer from all evils in the
next life. Therefore, everyone should
follow the teachings of the Buddha.)

The messages of all the aforementioned
phayas signify that we all need to adhere to
and have a strong faith in Buddhism. The only
pathway to the non-self is to follow the
Buddhist path.

Conclusion

Five conclusions could be drawn from
the results of the study.

First, in general, the local Isan
philosophers borrowed ideas from Tripitaka
to compose Isan phaya literally and
figuratively as shown in the essences of the
phaya.

Second, on anicca, the contents of the
phaya under analysis expressed the
ultimately  unsatisfactory = nature  of
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temporary states and things that are limited
to a certain duration.

Third, on dukkha, the phaya under this
analysis revealed the individual and social
aspects of dukkha as the truth of life, the
condition that everyone and everything is
unsatisfactory and cannot be relied on for
true happiness.

Fourth, on anatt3a, the phaya specifically
focused on disengagement from craving and
clinging to impermanent and adherence to
the Buddha path as the best way for
disengagement.

Fifth and lastly that consistently convey
the intended ideas using appropriate tone
and style. Only a few numbers were adjusted
for literary purposes (homophones).

It could be concluded that the Isan phaya
has literally borrowed from Tripitaka and
figuratively presented the contents as they
are in the original source for a didactic
purpose to remind the local people to be
aware of the nature of life according to the
teachings of the Buddha.

Discussion

The findings of this study were consistent
with prior study (Bunnotok, 1984; Fakkong,
1987; Manyaporn, 1979; Mutramata, 1974;
Tangkawee, 1985) that, like other local and
traditional literature, Isan phaya greatly
contributed to life on various aspects. This
present study supported the study of Preecha
(1985) that Isan phaya reflect the lifestyle of
the local people. More importantly, the
contribution of the phayas under this analysis
was greater and more universal than the
prior study as this study focused on the three
common characteristics of existence
(consisting of anicca, dukkha and anatta)
which are concerned with the nature of life in
all aspects. This study, therefore, rendered
strong support to the study of Thanapafifid
(2011) that Isan phaya were drawn from
Buddhist principles for didactic purposes and
the phaya under this study were mostly
drawn from Tripitaka.
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Implication of the Study and
suggestion for further inquiry

This reflects Isan local people’s strong
faith in Buddhism. Implications of this
analysis reassure that Isan phaya may be a
truly valuable heritage that should be passed
on to the next generations for cultural and
religious purposes. Therefore, further
inquiry should analyze other Buddhist
principles in Isan phaya.
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