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To appreciate the meaning of Mahidol University’s new determination statement,
“Wisdom of the Land,” it is first necessary to take into consideration two key words involved:

mahidol, the university’s name, and parisia, or the Buddhist conception of wisdom.

The meaning of mahidol

The word mahidol is derived from the Pali, and also Sanskrit, mahi “land” + tala
“ground, level.” Mahitala can thus be translated as “the ground of the earth.” Other words in
Thai with the same morphological structure and meaning are phasuthadol, phuwadol and
methanidol (derived respectively from vasudha + tala, bhuva + tala and medant + tala. This
whole set of words, which can be found in the 1999 edition of the Royal Institute’s Thai
Dictionary, can all be translated as “the ground of the earth; the surface of the earth.”

Apart from the Thai dictionary, the meaning of mahitala can be elucidated with the
help of the following reference sources, thus:

The Pali Text Society’s Pali-English Dictionary by Rhys Davids defines mahi as: “the
earth,” and mahitala as “the ground (of the earth)”

Apte’s Practical Sanskrit-English Dictionary defines mahitala as “surface of the
earth.”

Similarly, 4 Sanskrit-English Dictionary by Monier-Williams offers the senses of
mahi, tala and mahitala as follows:

maht. “ ‘the great world,” the earth (in later language also = ground, soil, land,
country ...”;

tala: “surface, level, flat roof (of a house) ...”; and

mahitala: “the surface of the earth, ground, soil”

Finally, A Practical Sanskrit Dictionary by Macdonell provides the following senses
for mahri: “earth; ground, soil; land; country, kingdom ...”; and for fala: “surface, plane; ... -°
often not to be translated.”

From the data above it can be concluded as follows:

The word mahitala (from mahi + tala) in Pali and Sanskrit, literally means “the
surface of the earth; ground.” However, as the word tala at the end of the compound often

carries no extra meaning, the word mahitala (becoming mahitala and mahidol in Thai), the



word mahitala simply means “earth; ground; soil,” and has come to mean “land; country;

kingdom” as well.

Paninia: the Buddhist conception of wisdom

As the value of information is highly treasured in the present age of information
technology, it is worthwhile to make a three-way distinction between data, information and
knowledge.

Data refers to a set of discrete facts and figures, judged to be of value only when they
serve as raw materials to be processed into information.

Information refers to a set of processed data whose interpretation is ready to be put to
use for some purpose.

Knowledge refers to a cognizance and understanding of a set of systematically
organized information for a specific use.

From a Buddhist vantage point, it becomes evident that a case can be made to carry the
data—information—knowledge continuum one step further: what lies beyond these three is
paninia or the Buddhist conception of wisdom.

In a nutshell, the progression from data to wisdom can be depicted in the following

diagram:

data % information 7 knowledge N wisdom

In his book Education for Sustainable Civilization, the Venerable Phra

Brahmagunabhorn (P. A. Payutto) has this to say about the relationship between wisdom and
knowledge as follows:

“In sum, the two aspects of wisdom which are of utmost importance are: the wisdom
to arrive at the truth about the cosmic law of nature, and the wisdom to apply that knowledge
in establishing systems and models for conducting one’s life and human society in such a way
as to derive the highest benefit from that truth”

On another front, since “knowledge,” which is a multifarious notion, varies in kind
and degree, it is important to emphasize the dynamic aspect of “wisdom” as an act of
cognizing and understanding, not merely as a possession or end-product. Cast in this light,
wisdom—referring to all higher faculties of cognition—serves as a guarantee for humankind
to access knowledge at every level, ranging from ordinary knowledge in everyday life up to
the highest level, called sambodhi “enlightenment,” namely the penetrative knowledge of the

truth of life which leads to the final deliverance from suffering. Pasisia “wisdom” is thus a

critical concept in the Buddhist tenet, the peak of the “threefold training” (after si/a “moral



discipline,” and samadhi “concentration™). Therefore, having “wisdom” as part of the

determination statement of an institution of higher education is aptly justified.

The appropriacy of the university’s new determination statement

A query might be raised as to the appropriacy of Mahidol University’s new
determination statement—“Wisdom of the Land,” which is ostensibly built around the
meaning of mahidol, the personal name of H.M. the King’s father, H.R.H. Prince Mahidol of
Songkla. On closer analysis, however, it becomes clear that the university’s determination
statement is also highly significant in that it states the university’s resolve to achieve its goal
in the administration of higher education. Since the university’s name was graciously
bestowed by H.M. the King, having a determination statement in consonance with the name
must also be regarded as a tributary gesture to further enhance His Royal Highness’s glory.

In conclusion, the phrase “Wisdom of the Land.” is indeed appropriate as a

determination statement for Mahidol University.
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