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Healing Experiences and Outcomes After Exposing the Unrest Situations in

Southern Thai Buddhist and Muslim Context

The healing of Thai people who encountered the human disaster has been
well recognized after the unrest situations were occurred. It was generated by the
cooperations between several sectors in the area for achieving the positive outcomes
both in direct and indirect methods. However, it is a lack of intensive research to
explore both process and outcomes of the current healing project. This study consist
of 4 aims; 1) to evaluate the healing experiences and community responses towards
healing project which perceived by healing team, the affected persons, and the
governor of healing team in the unrest situations, 2) to analyze and assess the self
healing process in various groups based on the cultural context, 3) to evaluate the
healing health outcomes consisted of quality of life, spiritual positive growth, strong
physical health, and 4) to recommend the appropriate model for enhancing
community capacity in healing for both active and passive action in Thai socio-
cultural context.

The mixed methods design staring from qualitative and followed by
quantitative approach was employed for this study. The purposive sampling was
used to recruit 440 participants comprised of three eroups. 1) The participants who
participated in in-depth interview and focus group discussion (n=68) comprised of
three sub-groups to cover the diversity of people namely, the affected or healed
persons (n= 42), the healing team (n= 18), and the governor of the healing team (n=
8). 2) The participants who evaluate the healing outcomes (n= 330) consisted of two
sub-groups namely the affected or healed persons (n= 243), the healing team (n= 87)
using questionnaires to assess of physical health and self care ability, quality of life
and resilience. 3) The participants who attended the seminar for discussion and
suggestion for healing model comprised of both affected persons and healers (n=
42). Content analysis was used for qualitative data analysis and descriptive statistics
were employed for quantitative data analysis.

Results

1. The participants (victims) of the unrest situations reported themselves in

two aspects. The first theme was healing within oneself consisting of 5 sub-themes:

self-encouraging, having connectedness, utilizing religion doctrines, thinking positive,



and doing merit and good deeds. The second theme was healing from external
resource consisting of 4 sub-themes: receiving financial support, receiving career
assistant, receiving the scholarship and school fee, and receiving mental support. The
findings were similar to the quantitative survey that the healing was referred to
financial support (67%), followed by psychological support (51.4%). The process and
outcomes of healing were at a moderate level both from government ()?:3.26) and
non-government ()?:3.01).

2. The healing teams consisted of healer working in the field and team’s
manager from both government and non-government sectors se well as those who
used to be victims but were able to return to be healers. They perceived healing in
every dimension but the most significant meaning of healing was psychological
healing. It was similar to the qualitative survey that the majority of them perceived
the healing as psychological healing (88.5%), followed by occupation support
(55.2%). They perceived that the process and outcomes of healing were at moderate
level from both perspectives of government (X:3.54), and non-government ()? =
3.50) sectors.

3. The healing process should be comprehensive and focused on the
teamwork process and network strengthening which leading to successful healing
and satisfaction. Both healing teams and managers reported their success in healing
process with the scores between 6 and 10 (maximum), while those victims reported
their success in healing process with the scores between 5 and 10.

4. The participants (victims) perceived that healing outcomes for children

were at the highest level ()?=3.56) while the healing working team perceived that
healing outcomes for widow were the highest level (X=3.94), and both healing
participants and healers (healing teamn and managers) perceived that healing
outcome for people who violated security arrested people ()?:2.86), and ()?=3.31),
respectively. The healing outcomes was viewed from the healing participants at a
moderate level (X:3.39) while the healer perceived at a high level ()?:3.48).
Regarding the quantitative data, the number of healing participants who had gained
mental resilience in a good level was more than those who were healers.  Both
healing participants and healers had perceived their quality of life at a moderate

level. In addition, the number of healer who had a moderate level of the quality of
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life was lower (63.22%) than those in victim group (78.19%). However, the number of
healer who had a quality of life in a good level was high number (35.6%) than those
in the victim group.

The study would recommend for development of an appropriate healing model as
follow.

1. Promoting both internal and external healing strategies are required to
concern the different stage of loss particularly in the crisis phase. The internal source
of healing is important to be continuing support which can assist individual strength
and inner healing power.

2. The healing process and outcomes should be continuously monitored
through various strategies such as visiting home, sharing in peer group session to
support a positive power together and able to heal his or herself. Both financial and
psychosocial supports are the most significant support and enable to change those
who received support to become a healer or give a support.

3. Healing strategies both individual and group process should perform in a
holistic approach and require integrated teamwork led by community and supported
by health related officers from all sectors.

4. An appropriate model should pay attention to analyze a socio-cultural
context of people, environment and economic factor both in Buddhist and Muslim
culture. The healing strategies must be flexible which enable to accumulate their

own strength and support healing for oneself and others in long term.
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Remedy Experience of Women Having Lost Their Family Members
through Violence in Thailand’s Three Southernmost Provinces*

Pranced Songwathana Ph.D”
Kansunaphat, Baltip Ph.D "~
Wattana Prompet M.Ed.”™

e

Sujira Wichaidit M.Sc.

Abstract

Objective: To study the remedy experience of women who had lost their family
members through violence in Thailand’s three southernmost provinces, in a Thai Buddhist-
Muslim social context.

Design: Qualitative research.

Methodology: The respondents were 27 women who had lost their family members
through violence in Thailand’s three southernmost provinces. Data were collected from
January to August 2017, through semi-structured interviews, group discussions and non-
participatory observation. The method of content analysis was employed for data analysis
and result translation.

Results: The respondents’ remedy experience involved two survival elements:
1) seif-empowerment; and 2) external support. Self-empowerment involved five methods:
i) strengthening willpower; (ii) treating children as a moral stronghold; (iii) putting religious
precepts into practice; (iv) thinking positively; and (v) making merits and committing good
deeds. External support was found to be in four forms: (i) allowances to which they
were entitled; (ii) career assistance; (iii) scholarships; and (iv) psychological remedy.

Recommendations: This study could be used as a caregiving guideline. The findings
can be applied by caregivers and related staff to providing support, remedy and assistance
for people atfected by the violence in Thailand’s three southernmost provinces, to enable
the victims to cope efficiently with their losses and increase their physical and psychological
strength. This study could also be applied to the process of using external help to empower
the victims to continue living in a self-reliant, sustainable and more halanced manner.

Thai Journal of Nursing Council 2017; 32(4) 39-54

Keywords : remedy experience; losses of family members; violence

*This study was part of the phase 1 study on Healing Experiences and Outcomes of Human Disaster Healing in Sociocultural
Context or Thai Buddhist and Muslim. which received funding from the Office of national Research Institute of Thailand: Annual
Government Statement of Expenditure, 2016
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Abstract

Background: Both physical and psychological suffering among women afier the loss of their husband
as a result of the traumatic events has been evident. However, little is known about the strategies used by Thai
widows who are able to heal and return to normal living in the unrest arcas.

Objectives: The purpose of this study is to describe the healing strategies used by Thai Buddhist wid-
ows to heal their suffering from the sudden loss of their spouse by terrorist attacks.

Methodology: This is a primary analysis of data generated from a qualitative study of Thai Buddhist
widows who lost their spouse because of the terrorist attacks in the southernmost, Thailand. Five Buddhist wid-
ows were purposively selecled to participate in the study using an in-depth interviews and observation for data
collection. Content analysis was employed as part of the data analysis to identify and describe the strategies used
by the selected participants.

Results: The participants were aged between 37-64 years old, and experienced of lost of spouse be-
tween 2 and 10 years. They have been success healing experiences. Several strategies were used with the initial
support and assistance from families and closed friends. Firstly. as per the Buddhist belief system, “merit mak-
ing” such as praying. practicing meditation, offering money and/or food to monks, was often performed by the
women. These practices helped them to ease their apprehensions on their anxiety about their husbands™ happi-
ness and whether or not they were living in a good place. Secondly, venting their feelings and emotions with
family and close friends, including talking to the husband’s picture. provided some suffering relief. Lastly. they
were depth of understanding of Dukkha (suffering) and the natural law of life in Buddhism. helped widows real-
ized the right ways to create a mindset and new future life.

Conclusions/Recommendations: The strategics used to heal themselves from suffering by Thai Bud-
dhist widows could be of benefit for nurses to enable them to develop diterventions that aot Ginty relicve huiman
suffering from unexpected loss of loved ones. but also promote mental health through healing and spiritual
growth of their own lives.

Kevwords: Buddhism, suffering, healing strategies, widow, psychological trauma

fntroduction

Throughout the history of warfare and terrorism. armed conflict is one of the major causes of death.
Because of war and armed conflicts, the health of the public is greatly affected by physical injury. psychological
trauma. decreased sanitation and hygiene. and deterioration of the health infrastructure [1]. Furthermore. expo-
sure to loss of family members and significant others are important causes of human suffering {21, [3].

Regarding the psychosocial effects of the victim’s families. those caused by manmade disasters were
more suffered than those caused by natural disasters {4]. Additionally, survivors who had lost someone from a
violent death had more severe grief symptoms than those who had lost a significant other from a nonviolent
death. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in particular was found to be the most significant psychological
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health condition after exposure to traumatic events and unrest situations [5]. An effect could be reduced but re-
mained in long term as a previous study showed that people who directly exposed to traumatic events-especially
terrorist events were presented with high PTSD at 28.8% during the first month, but this decreased to 17% at 12
months [6]. These changes could be dynamic or lethargic according to how people attribute meaning to their loss
and the various responses and strategies used in healing themselves.

Over the past decades of the continuation of “unrest situations’ in the three southernmost provinces of
Thailand with a high number of deaths among the main breadwinners in many families, it is an example to learn
for helping the widows and their families. This situation is worsening year by year as a report by a local agency
which showed the dramatically increased in number of widows by the unrest situations in southernmost Thailand
between year 2012 and 2014 from 2,295 widows to more than 2.800 widows [7]. [8]. Although this number may
be under reported, many families are clearly experiencing frequent suffering and high psychosocial stress, par-
ticularly those families who lost their main source of income.

In Thai culture, Buddhism plays important role in helping them free from suffering and guide their
perception and living styles [9]. In addition, it is observed that an engagement in religious belict and practice
was one of the most common healing methods used by most of survivors to overcome the suffering [10]. [11].
However, the self-healing is the personal coping and may be difference in each person or each group. Exploring
self-healing in Thai Buddhist widows is then necessary for Thai society.

Literature review

Women who faced terrorist attacks have a greater psychological impact than men, partly due to the
loss of the Icader of their family and of a loved one [12], [13]. [13]. This is confirmed by the high number of
Thai widows (60%) who reported a high level of emotional stress and social stress in the first month after being
exposed to traumatic situation [10], [14]. According to sudden death of spouse were several psychological im-
pacts and economical impacts among widows were experienced such as increased of stress and anxiety by uncer-
tainty in their future due to lessen of family income status [15]. Furthermore. loss of a spouse among young wid-
ows had a higher degree of psychological depression, as was found for instance in unrest area of Sri Lanka [16].

Due to the family role changes, most of widows who became the family leader exposed to many prob-
lems related to their greater responsibility of the new household task. After loss of spouse, widows have been
trying to handle with the traumatic emotional impacts. As a study in Sri Lanka. only 62% of the widows were
able to stabilize their psychological equilibrium after three months of the death of their spouse [16]. In addition,
various of coping strategies were used such as problem solving (58%). social support seeking (24%) to over-
come their suffering and undergone the healing state or their well-being [15]. In a systematic review of the emo-
tional state and self-management of widows, Holm and Severinsson [17] reported that widows healed their suf-
fering by changing their perception and meaning of life under the theme of “A struggle to perceive meaning in
the meaningless.” This consisted of three sub-themes, 1) numbing and struggling to control feelings, 2) feeling
sad and try to maintain close emotional relationships and meaningful activities, and lastly. the process of change
and sell-management which were related to the human resilience.

Furthermore, in a previous study described women experienced of recovery process among Norwe-
gian females suffering from a childhood trauma reflected their recovery process in five main themes which con-
sist of 1) finding new ways to understand one’s emotions and actions, 2) moving from numbness toward vital
contact, 3) becoming an advocate of one’s own needs. 4) experiencing increased sense of agency. and lastly,
staying with difficult feelings and choices [18]. So, the loss baby and loss of beloved one should be different in
the affected and healing strategies.

Throughout the sudden loss of spouse experiences. women who learned to heal themselves may en-
counter different outcomes. The successful or failure of healing experiences may be depending on several factors
such as women background. social support. and their belief. However, religious belief plays important role
which influences a spiritual pathway to facilitate the widows understand and accept the death of their spouses,
and help them shape and transtorm their sutfering until undergo well-being through the healing process [19]. The
religious belief has also influenced individual perception of the meaning of life and death afier exposed to the
loss expericnces, as well as understanding of dying process. A study by Park [20] who explored and described
the religious as a meaning system and role of religious in the coping process, results indicated that there was an
association between religious and coping process by making the meaning following loss. Similar to Prati and
Pictrantoni [21] who conducted a meta-analysis on factors associated with post-traumatic growth. it was found
that religious coping and positive reappraisal coping were strongly correlated with growth. In addition. social
support. and spirituality caring were moderately related to the positive changes.

Buddhism in Thailand as elsewhere, the relationship between religious belief and the healing experi-
ence was often found. As a study in Thai Buddhists mothers who had lost their child. five ways to heal suffering
were reported [22] which consists of transforming their relationship with the deceased child. elevating the de-
ceased child to be a very good child capable of going to heaven. making merit in order to pass the benefit onto
the deceased child. self-healing through understanding and mind cultivation. and lastly seeking support. They
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reflected healing strategics in four themes which consist of: being sufficiently alive. living for old karma, contin-
uing to do more good deeds, and lastly, having a deeper understanding of life. Similar experience was found in
those who suffered by lost a loved one in Tsunami events that Buddhist belief influenced their meaning of suffer-
ing. under the belief of *Law of nature’ and ‘Law of Karma® [11}.

In Buddhism, ‘suffering’ is viewed as part of life. that is ‘being is sutlering’ [23]. Buddhism explains
*suffering’ in widening concept, consisting of three different aspects: 1) suffering in painfulness, which refers to
suffering by nature and can occur in anyone and consists of physical and psychological suffering: 2) suffering in
change, which refers to suffering from change such as loss, illness. and 3) suffering in formations, which refers
to suffering from his or her own belonging and loss of belonging. Additionally, Buddhism teaching recommend
that the way to less the suffering (Dukkha) or free from suftering is Magga [24], {23}

‘Magga’is the right way (o end of suffering which presented in the principle of Buddhism under the
three dimensions of ‘Noble Eightfold Path’ [24], [25]. [23]. Buddhists who have the right understanding in
‘Magga’ would make merit and perform good deeds, avoid bad karma, and develop right thoughts. Secondly.
morality (sila); or moral conduct consist of three aspects such as right speech (samma vaca), right action (samma
kammanta). and right livelihood (samma ajiva). Buddhist who have morality would respect of truth, respect to
others, and lead to the development of a harmonious society. This helps people to respect for personal relation-
ships. to maintain the love and trust and making a better society. and to live in without violating the principle of
moral conduct [23]. Lastly, Concentration (samadhi); which consist of right effort (samma vayama), right mind-
fulness (samma sati). and right concentration (samma samadhi). These would enable people to strengthen and
gain control over the mind and prepare to realize the truth in which to undergo freedom, and to
“Enlightenment” [25]. Practicing the right effort can reduce and eliminate the number of unwholesome mental
states and increase wholesome thoughts as a natural part of the mind. Right effort is closely associated with right
mindfulness which is oné way to achieve the end of suffering. because of a full awareness of actions. feelings
and thoughts, and then mind should always be clear. Right concentration is the practice of developing one-point-
edness of the mind on one single subject [23].

Importantly, Buddhist who understand and realize in the ‘Noble Eightfold Path’ will be easier to move
on when exposing the suffering (Dukkha) [26]. A study in the Buddhist survivors who suffered from loss of a
family member, socioeconomic collapse. and loss of oceupation during a major tsunami revealed that Buddhist
concepts have helped them shaped the meaning of suffering [11]. Moreover. praying and meditation practice
have influenced on mental processes and acts and also associated with healing the suffering [27], [28]. [29].
Ways of transforming from suffering to well-being are related to the personal belief and religious belief, which
are the important factors on the healing process.

In the literature. a few studies focus on the suffering and healing processes among Buddhist widows
affected by terrorist attacks. With high level of cmotional stress and social stress moderate physical stress among
widows who affected by unrest situations. most widows had struggling to overcome their suffering [14]. Yet. this
study did not describe how the religious belief systems influence coping and healing processes. The skills and
specific intervention for healing the widows suffered from the traumatic events is also required [29]. In addition,
the effectiveness of intervention in reducing anxiety or stress symptoms was in the short period and required
more understanding on the healing outcomes such as the resilience and spiritual growth [31]. Since the number
of widows has been continuously increased, it was observed that some women experienced in success of return-
ing to normal life [40]. However, it has been less attention on how Thai Buddhist women heal themselves under
the concept of healing and health in Buddhism which will become important for Thai. The qualitative study is
then suggested to explore women’s experiences in relation to healing from suffering which could provide long
term benefit to others.

Study Aim

This study aims to describe the strategics used to heal the suffering of Thai Buddhist widows who
experienced sudden loss of spouse from terrorist attack in southernmost, Thailand.

Methodology
Design

This descriptive qualitative study was employed to describe the healing strategies that Thai Buddhist
widows used to heal their sufferings after exposed to the sudden loss of a spouse. The study aimed to present a
rich, and comprehensive description of an experience from the participants’ information. The descriptive qualita-
tive study provided and facilitated researchers (o generate the finding closed to the raw data than other qualita-
tive study [33]. [34]. Lambert and Lambert [35] also stated that the qualitative approach is suitable and useful
when the researcher needs (o describe the phenomenon. particularly to the specific events under study.
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Setting

Pattani province was selected for study’s setting. Since, Pattani province is the highest affected area
and highest in number of widows in comparison to the other provinces in the southernmost provinces which af-
fected by the unrest situations [7].

Participants

In the initial stage of data collection, the first five participants were selected from those who met the
inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria were widows who 1) had been exposed to traumatic experiences from
loss of spouse in the terrorist attack situations at least six months, 2) had perceived themselves to be able to
overcome the suffering and return to normal life or well-being, and 3) had no current psychological symptoms.
The first participant was purposively selected from those who met the criteria introduced by psychiatric nurse
who take responsibility in the area. Then, the snowball method was used to obtain a suitable sample of further
participants. Data collection and analysis continued until no new information emerged or the data was saturated.

Ethical considerations

Research cthics approval was given by the Rescarch Lthics Committee of the Faculty of Nursing,
Prince of Songkla University (IRB number; PSU IRB 2017-NL0OO7). All participants were informed about the
purpose and benefits of study. their right to refuse or withdraw based on the voluntary nature of their participa-
tion before interviewing. Confidentiality and their anonymity were also maintained and strictly protected. During
an in-depth interview, participants were free to drain their feelings, and they were comfortable to talk about their
feelings and traumatic experiences. Moreover. more information for further support as they needed was provided
at the end of interview. None had developed emotion distress or withdrew from this study. :

Data collection

Data were collected through the in-depth interviews, using an interview guide to explore the strategies
that widows used to heal themselves after loss of spouse. Observations of the non-verbal behaviors during inter-
view and field notes were written during data collection and analysis. Participants were initially asked four main
questions starting with 1) please tell me about your current situation, or recent feelings, that was to make sure
participants ready to heal themsclves and they had not any psychological distortions, 2) please explain your re-
sponses and your feelings in the earlier stage after loss of your spouse until the present time, 3) and how did you
do or find the ways or strategies did you use to deal with your suffering and to overcome it. and 4) give detail of
ways in which Buddhist beliefs influence your way of life and heal yourself? Furthermore, probing questions
were used to clarify related to participants’ responses or unclear context. the subsequent or contrasted questions
was also used such as when participants talked about their loss or suffering from the loss. researcher asked in
detail for example: “How did you do 1o overcome your suffering (Khwam-Mai-Sa-Bai-Jai), then what or whon
did vou learn from "

The interviews were mostly conducted at participants’ home by their available time. The interviewing
time was at least between 60 and 90 minutes, with audio recordings were used. Five participants were inter-
viewed at least twice. until the data saturation was gained.

Trustworthiness

To cnsure and enhance the rigor of this study. the following procedures as proposed by Lincoln and
Guba [35] were performed. These included peer debriefing among the researchers to enhance the credibility of
the data collection and analysis. Those of the information were checked and validated by team, as well as the
participant checked and confinmed the information afler transcribed from audio recorder.

Morcover, confirmability was employed by in-depth interview and observation of their behavior dur-
ing the interview and record in the field note. Furthermore, rescarcher checked and trace back to the content and
information to strengthen of the findings. Prolonged engagement with the participants to gain better understand”
ing background and contexts was conducted by interviewing of each participant for 60 to 90 minutes (between 2
and 3 times). The verbatim transcriptions of the audio records were kept for an audit trail.

Data analysis

The transcriptions were read and analyzed by means of content analysis. The data were coded. catego-
rized and interpreted. and finally main themes were identified [34]. 132]. Firstly. the researcher was coded the
important keywords that represent the strategies used by widows. Constant comparative was used during data
analysis procedure, in order to formulate the main themes. Member checking (by participants) was also used
during the data collection and the process of data analysis was intensively advised by the supervisor who has
expertise in the gualitative study. Finally, three main themes were generated to explain the strategies that Thai
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Buddhist widows used to heal their suffering after the sudden loss of spouse by terrorist attack in southernmost,
Thailand.

Results

The data derived from five Buddhist widows were used to describe the widows™ background, percep-
tion of suffering. and the healing strategies that widows used (o heal themselves. The finding from primary
analysis is as follows;

The Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Five participants selected for this study were Buddhist, aged between 37 and 64 years, they lived in
different districts in Pattani province, in south of Thailand. They had experienced of sudden lost their spouses
between two and ten years. Regarding their education background, three widows completed at primary school
and two of them were at secondary school. They were different in occupations, and after the loss of a spouse
their occupations were changed in some widows. For example, one of the widows moved from housewife to a
family’s leader, another two changed from a grocery store owner to employees of private companies, one widow
moved from housewife to be an owner of housing for rent to gain her income, and another one worked as a vol-
unteer to help other widows. In addition, a few received support from government sources, i.e. they were given
either compensation of family leader death (about 40 thousand baht). and received 4.500 baht/month as a volun-
teer work at remedy center. One widow who had no other income to support complained that it was inadequate
to cover all household expenses. Three widows had two or three children living with them while two others had
no children and one of those three widows took care of her own family (her parent).

Widows’ Experiences of Suffering

Five Thai Buddhist widows described similar feelings of their suffering after the sudden loss of
spouse from terrorist activities in the unrest areas. Feelings of shock. grief, numbness, denial and anger were
expressed among the Buddhist’s widows, after the incident between two weceks and two months. During this
time, they did not realized themselves and how it was going to be, they just thought about how and why it hap-
pened to them, In addition, they expressed their needs for a private life space from others, except with their own
family and closest friends (who often visited). Lastly. the participants explained that when the time passed. they
were realized and concerned at their life with the lived family members. Two participants stated that they were
afraid of a future life without their husbands’ support. They sometimes confused and felt guilty with frequently
as they asked questions; “Why did my hushand died, and not me?” (Id. 02) or "Why did the loss come to
me? " (Id. 02), and ** How will I do or can survive without my husband? " (Id. 05)

Suffering also continued throughout the stage of denial of the loved one’s death. They were angry at
people who killed their husbhand. As one widow reflected;

“Why did they shoot him?” “They were very bad people....he was a murderers, ‘murderous
cruelty’...1 hate at one who killed him"(Id. 02).

Moreover. she reflected her suffering that “/ felr like my heart was breaking... It was painful. and
many questions came up in my mind in those davs. How could I live? How could I go to work? Who would take
me 1o the doctor if I got sick? " (1d.02),

Furthermore, another widow explained her guilt as she asked her husband to drive her to the work-
place and this caused him to be killed. She still had evidence of much emotional tension and reflection on her
suffering when she told a story. Overall, every participant’s suffering was long at least six months depending on
the strategies individual used for healing.

Strategies for Healing

[ventually, three themes were emerged reflecting the strategics that widows used to heal their suffer-
ing which consisted of 1) making merit under the Buddhist belief. 2) venting their feelings and emotions with
famiiy and close friends, 3) setting a new life by depth understanding of Dukkha (suffering) and the natural law
of life. which are the most important aspects of Buddhism. as previously discussed.

Making merit under the Buddhist belief

As per Buddhist belief and practices. “Merit making” was performed. Thai Buddhist traditional belief
that *Merit making’ such as praying which is the most common practice followed by practicing meditation, offer-
ing money and food to monks and lack or poor people are the best good deeds. Because they need to do a good
deed for loved one who passed away and many who survived, thus “Merit making’ was often performed among
Buddhist's widows afier the deaths of their spouses. Under this religious practice, Buddhist’s widows tried to
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seek ways to heal themselves by making merit when they felt much sorrow and suffer about husband’s dying.
They believed that making merit can help her husband gain happiness and live in a good place.

Widows reflected that they needed a time to make themselves accept the death of husband. Due to
unacceptable death. most of widows spent much of time. between 2 weeks and 6 months to accept their hus-
band’s dying. Under the Buddhist belief. making merit helps the widows have a chance to rethink, compensate,
and look for a new life in order to reduce their suffering. Those who accepted death realized that suffering may
affect their health and everyone need to overcome the worst experiences or crisis situations. As one widow said:

“I was afraid the suffering and needed to end the syffering as soon as possible” (Id. 01).

Furthermore, another one said as; “[f I still hold on suffering, it would affect my health condi-
tions” (1d. 02)

Two participants compensated themsclves by being ordained as a nun. They reflected on their beliefs
that being a nun helped them had more time to perform whole of merit such as praying, practicing meditation,
and learning the Buddha’s teaching), and gain the best merit for their husband and release their own suffering.
Although being a nun cannot reduce all suffering, it was regard as a spiritual support for healing themselves.
Furthermore, three participants deseribed that praying as usual practice in daily life was effective to less their
suffering and to enhance their mind as one widow said that “Praving could enhance me to engage in a peaceful
mind and reduce my suffering” (Id. 01) Another widow gave a similar response as she said;

“I always pray for my hushand be in the good place (or haven in Thai culture belief) and |
was also praving when I have been suffer or worry in my life. I also hoped that praying
could help my husband's spirit to live in a good place” (Id. 02)

Venting with family’s members and closest friends

Venting themselves with family’s members and closet friends (who they trusted), is the strategy that
the widows used 1o drain their uncomfortable and their emotional with each other, including talking to the hus-
band’s picture when they felt loneliness was another strategy. They described that talking or venting to others
help them lessens their depression. All participants reflected their feeling lonely in the earlier stage. since they
were not prepare for the sudden loss of their husband and they were also afraid of many dying by terrorist attacks
in the unrest situation area. A few of them initially preferred to separate themselves from others and needed a
private life to be with the loved one. including of prepared themselves for moving on. before seeking the support
from others. However. A few widows stated that their family and closest friends played an important role in the
period to facilitate feeling of lonely during the time of suffering. As one widow said:

..My familv abways assists me 10 overcome my loneliness, my suffering, they facilitate me 1o
give up and move on for the good future, and they also support me evervthing... " (Id. 02)

Moreover, talking with fricnds and family members such as a mother. father or their child were help-
ful to reduce their stress and suffering. Family and closest friends did not only support their emotional response
with sympathy, but also learned to accept their suffering. They would follow the Buddha's teaching and thinking
that suffering is one of the natural law. Venting to each other also help them to realize the truth of dying and
lessen suffering. As one widow said:

At the moment, I needed to drain my feeling such as anxietv. fear, and I needed someone
listen to me....sometime my friends asked me about some Buddhist proverb which teach me
more understand of the dying” (1d.02)

Another participant used this strategy to maintain a relationship with her husband who passed away
by talking to his picture. It did not only release her loneliness. but also keep good feeling that her husband was
still alive and being with her at all time. As one widow said:

“J tell him evervthing in my daily life, I need him to know that I'm fine. and not to worry
about me” (Id. 02)

Another widow who left her husband’s picture on dining table reflected that she was able to talk to him
during eating, and similarly to the previous participant. she said:

“[ talk with his spirit every day before going 1o sleep, and 1 tell him not to worry ahout me,
I'm sound good... I my husband’s spirits did not worried about them and their children,
husband s spirits would go to the heaven by this way” (Id. 05)

In addition. the assistance from families and closed friends played the vital role on their healing
strategies at this stage as reflected by experiences from two participants. One who had no children said:
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“My closest friends thar I trusied gave me much of support, when 1 felt lonely, or was suf-

fering, | always called her when I have been much suffering or worrying. and every time
she helped me 1o less my emotional. Because she was welcome 1o listen my emotional until 1
felt relief and comfortable. So, I love her very much ™ (Id. 05)

Another participant described her worry that the situation would affect others in the family as she
said ;

“If I am still in depth of suffering, it may affect my family s life which worried about me and
may lead my family members such as my mother, father. and my children suffering as well
as make the husband s spirit worried about me " (Id. 03)

This may help them rethink about a new life and look ahead for support and try their best to do good
things for themselves and for their husband’s spirit.

Setting a new life after understanding the natural law of life

The data revealed that depth of understanding of Dukkha’ (suffering) and *the natural law of life’ in
Buddhism cnhances most widows grown-up and thought in a positive way. As one participant who create a
mindset of new life after she was understanding of Dukkha and seeking the right way to less her suffering
(Dukkha) by working as a volunteer to help other widows. She stated that she gained better understanding in the
national law of the human’s life by Buddha’s teaching. As she said;

~...Exposing to loss of husband made me more undersiand in the natural law that Bud-
dhism teaching and undergone the positive thought, after I worked as a volunteer of District
Remedy Center. ... realize that many were in the difficulty situations not only me. It push
me moved on for a new life s goal... (I1d. 01)

Furthermore. another widow also used making merit to heal. and enhance her mind to understand the
fact from Buddhist teachings as she said;

“ .. Making merit (praving, offer food or money for monk and donation Jor many who are
difficulty, it was not only beneficial on my mind, but also it may effected to help my hus-
band s spirit in a good place. Furthermore, | belief that making merit should he help me in
a good place in the next world... The Buddhist’s belief was much involved on my healing
strategies such as “Dukkha is depending on what we do, and evervone can less the suffer-
ing by themselves” Making merit by offering a food for monk made me gained more happi-
ness, and it’s also less mv Dukkha (Suffering’Kiwam Mai-Sa-Bai-Jai)... When | did a merit
many time the suffering or Dukkha was disappeared from my mind.... Meditation practicing
is another good thing that [ have been did. I belief that it influenced on my life as increased
a happiness in my mind, So that I tried to overcome the suffering bv myself for the good
Suture” (I1d. 02)

Another widow was reflected about the benefit of Buddhist practice and her successful
healing beside of the psychological change, and had a new set of future plan. as she said:

“...] agree with them, and I think if I still depth in sorrow my hushand cannot go to the
good place, and his spirit nay worried about me..., I felt comfortable and happiness (Sa-
bai-jai) when I was ordained as a nun, I think it was the best thing that I can did for my
hushand and my daughter’s spirit.... From my view, praving make e engaged a peaceful
mind and calm from suffering or an any emotional,...| realized that the crisis Srom the sud-
den loss of my husband enhanced me as a stronger person,l'n so proud of myself, nowa-
davs....(d. 03)

1t is regarded as one of the Natural Law of Life in Buddhist teaching. Moreover. seeing the others’ loss
would not only teach them about the natural law of Dukkha (suffering). but also it cnhanced the healing in their
mind and being stronger. As one widow reflected her situation, and how it changed her mind compared with the
previous time before her husband passed away. she said:

“~_When I worked a volunteer of the remedy s project. I saw many widows both of Buddhist
and Muslim thev are much more difficulty than me. It made 1 understood that everyone
should be exposed the lost and suffering, not only me so that I try to continue the good deed
to lessen my emotional ... ” (Id. 01)

The most of participants described more about their strategies related to the Buddhist belief since they
accepted the reality of their husbands’ deaths. living with their children and taking full responsibility of the
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household task. This was related to the Buddhist belief of understanding in “Natwral law of Life” and could
guide them to seek better life. For example, they used the nature law for explanation the link of past, present and
next life as one widow said;

“My husband dying is follow the natural law of like ™ and “his dying was depending on his
past deeds or his old karma” (Id. 02)

However, all strategies they performed were combined together, i.e. making a merit for him is the best
for his next life, working as a volunteer to help other new widows. They found that it was more benefit on their
health and healing including enhanced their positive psychological health. As one widow’s reflected:;

“Recently. I thought I am stronger compared to the time when my husband alive, I can sup-
ported others who lacked opportunity and faced with difficulties...” (id. 01)

Not only psychological health has been changed but also the widows’ social life and enabled them to
set a new priority in their life. As one of them said:

“I have much positive thinking and peaceful mind by making merit and performed my good
deeds, it also included my forgiveness to people who took my husband’s life away from
me” (ld. 01)

Discussion

The findings revealed that widows had similar experiences afier the loss of their husband from terror-
ist attack and took more time to heal themselves. Time had allowed them rethink and realize their crisis situa-
tions. This is usually regarded as a normal grief which occurred after loss of loved one or experienced of a crisis
event in any people [2], {3]. Moreover, a sudden loss of beloved one among widows and widowers surviving
from the beloved one who killed makes them incapable to even perform basic activities and most of them ap-
pear senscless to plan for the future [36].

In this study. three main strategies to relief the suffering were dominant compared to previous study
[40]. although they were similar in the simultancous reaction to the sudden loss of beloved one. Additionally,
Thai Buddhist culture was more influences to help Buddhist’s widows to overcame their suffering by practicing
more of the “Merit Making.” praying. and meditation practicing. So that, they belief that making merit helps
them get better understanding of the dying and accepting of the husband’s death.

Buddhist teaching played an important role in the widow’s healing strategies including of making
merit for a loved one who passed away during and after a funeral ceremony. Buddhist widows also believe like
other Thai regarding birth and rebirth that making merit could help the husband’s spirit to rebirth in a good place
or in the heaven [37]. Moreover, widows believed that making merit could improve their spiritual. decrease the
suffering emotional, and compensate their loss. Several actions of merit making were performed to relieve their
suffering such as a praying. meditation practice, and learning Dhamma. Listening to Dhamma from the monk is
another common practice of making merit in Buddhism which helps people learn about the content which direct-
ly related to the main aim of Buddhism. i.c. concerning suffering (Dukkha) and the ways that lead to the end of
suffering. Eventually, making merit for a long time could help or to relieve widows suffering by promoting the
sense of forgiveness in a widow’s mind as one participant described “the longer time of merit making 1 had, the
anger and fear of terrorist attacks was disappear from my mind.” Forgiveness is regarded as a great giving of life
which refers to free from suffering by letting it go of things that make them stressed or angry. Furthermore. Bud-
dhism teaching (Dhamma) enhances the widow understand that dying is a natural law. each person will walk to
the end of time in one day. Thus, making merit and following Buddhist doctrines ofien provides ways to achieve
spiritual growth [23].

Another strategy that widows used to heal their suffering was ventilating their feelings and emotions
with family and closcst friends. This usually comprised ot the widow's parent. her children. and her closest
friends. of whom she was trust. Moreover, talking to the husband’s picture or husband’s belongings such as his
personal items, and husband’s bone ash have enhanced widows in the relief of their loneliness due to permanent
absent of her husband. and thereby ease suffering. This finding was consistent with prior research {22] regarding
adequate social support helped Buddhist mothers to heal themselves, by talking with their husband or closest
friends. Because the significant person in social support has been a strong influencing factor in decreasing func-
tional impairment in patients with depression and in increasing the likelihood of recovery [38]. In this study,
continuing support and interaction of widows with their family and others in a period of time could assist them
able to change their atitude to future life instead of living with loss. In addition, venting their feelings seems to
be helpful as a self-reflection while keeping quiet. In this study, it was a way for women to examine their emo-
tion and how to improve themselves.

In addition, it is clear that understanding Dukkha (suffering) and the natural law of life could help
widows learn to have a new life and plan for their future lite. Making a merit and praying did not only reduce their

75



suffering but also improve their understanding of the human life cycle. Moreover, Buddhist teaching helped
them to have positive thinking. and engaged themselves in a positive way of life, and eventually pave the way
for the development of forgiveness to those people who killed their spouse, and reduced a fear in their mind. in
order to survive in the rest of their lives. Finally, negative feelings such as suffering (Dukkha), loneliness, and
hopelessness slowly faded out from their minds as a part of regular practices in the Buddhist way of life. This
result was congruence with a prior study [16] that have noted the role of Buddhism in the adaptation to the wid-
owhood in Sri Lanka’s widows. There was stated that adaption to widowhood in Sri Lanka started with the Bud-
dhist religious funeral rites being performed, and where during the funcral ceremony the Buddhist monks usually
taught them about lite and death or the journey of the cycle of “samsara” or a cycle of re-birth, thereby gaining
understanding of death and dying. Then, the more widows gained understanding of the life cycle. the greater
reduction of their grief and suffering. In addition. most widows explained that Buddhist practices such as pray-
ing. meditation training enhanced them in gaining an understanding of in the human’s life cycle in terms of ‘nat-
ural law’ which guided by Buddha's teaching [39], [23]. This could then relieve widows™ suffering or the hu-
man’s suffering.

However. most of them recovered to normal life following their self-healing strategies with the sup-
port from family, friends and health care professionals. Furthermore. it is necessary to understand the dynamics
of suffering and healing methods among widows which may need to be developed and provided as individual
needs.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Study findings provided an important knowledge which derived from the Buddhist widows who expe-
riences of suffering from the sudden loss of a spouse during the unrest situations in the southernmost of Thai-
land. Strategies used by Thai Buddhist widows could be benefit to guide nursing practice to provide an appropri-
ate to support and assist new widows and Thai women who face much suffering to heal themselves by own heal-
ing which followed the Buddhist practice. Regarding the health care providers should be supported their efforts
to promote the mental health of the widows and enhance the post-traumatic growth in each stage of the lost. after
exposing the traumatic events.

It is suggested that the initial approach in healing process require family’s members or closest friends
who they trusted, including the health care team who are able to support for those who experience devastating
loss and suftering as the widows reflected that they need to express their feeling and one who appreciated to lis-
ten in the initial period of the lost. The multiple approaches with significant persons are able to less the widows’
suffering, and promote the post-traumatic growth. Further study should include more backgrounds of widows
such as Muslim or conducted in male survivors and examine the process using grounded theory to generate the
healing model based on widow’s experience.

Limitations

The knowledge gained from five Thai Buddhist widows’ voices has limitations that need to be consid-
ered when applying the findings. It was conducted in only those who work particularly in the unrest area con-
cerned with Buddhist widows.
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