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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the life story of Phra Khammai, a Theravada Buddhist monk from
Shan State in Myanmar (Burma) and an Oxford-based Buddhist scholar who has
grounded himself as an educationist and Dhammadiita (Buddhist missionary) to lead the
Shan Sangha to become involved in academia in transnational space. In the early 1990s,
while working diligently to achieve his own education, Phra Khammai began encouraging
other young monks from Shan State to journey to Sri Lanka in order that they would have
similar opportunities as himself to study Buddhism at higher levels in Sri Lankan
universities. This study seeks to understand the complex nature of the Phra Khammai-led
Buddhist network and its expansion into global connectivity via his universal teaching,
education, and Dhammadiita mission. It aims to analyze the context in which his
movement started and continues to expand, the transnational nature of his Buddhist
movement, and his universal Buddhist and local identities. The methods of in-depth
interview, participant observation, and textual studies are used for data collection.
However, as Phra Khammai and other actors in the movement are continuously on the
move and live in many parts of the world, digital technologies have proven to be efficient

means with which to conduct interviews and conversations with the informants.
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This dissertation traces Phra Khammai’s life story from his younger days in Shan State
of Burma to Thailand, Sri Lanka, and to Oxford in the UK. It explores the period of his
novice-hood (Samanera) through his early monk-hood (Bhikkhu) to identify situations
and encounters that inspired and motivated him to initiate and expand his international
Buddhist movement. Like other internationally reputed Buddhist leaders, Phra Khammai
has adapted Buddhist teachings and meditations to suit the needs of foreign communities.
His ‘Buddhism in action’ has set him on a path to becoming a global Buddhist leader
through his attempts to blur the boundaries of ethnicity and nationhood by transforming
people’s suffering through his universal teaching, the Brahmavihara: karuna, mudita,
mettd, upekkha. His universal ideal is also expressed through his initiative on Common
Buddhist Text (CBT), which seeks to bring all Buddhist traditions—Theravada,

Mahayana, and Vajrayana—together in search of common ground.

At the local level, Phra Khammai’s concern is expressed through his focus on Shan
monastic education, Shan cultural identities, and Shan Lik Long literature. Although Shan
monastic education has been on the rise in different parts of Shan State recently, it remains
marginalized by the Myanmar state. Shan cultural identities and Buddhist practices have
largely been assimilated through the process of Burmese nation-building. He sees this as
problematic for the healthy co-existence and preservation of unique Shan identities. Thus,
Phra Khammai sees a need to correct the current situation by renovating Shan monastic
education through transnational networking and the establishment of the Shan State
Buddhist University (SSBU). The platform of the SSBU seeks to ensure a transition
toward modernity, recognition, and compatibility with the larger Buddhist Sangha
institution in Burma, as Phra Khammai believes monasticism in the country needs to
adapt itself toward change and face the challenge of a globalized world. For all these
fundamental changes, the country requires highly educated monks with the capacity to
understand the rapidly changing world. At the same time, he wants to make sure that the
Shan Sangha plays a certain role in the transition toward modernization. He also certainly
desires for Shan monks to have an equal status with their Burmese counterparts. To this
end, Phra Khammai seeks to promote local Shan Buddhism, particularly through Lik
Long as a “holistic” form of Buddhism that unites orthodox, canonical Buddhism with

the popular Shan belief system.
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