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Abstract: This paper examines the intersection of politics and religion in 

Thailand, focusing on recent monastic reforms and their implications for the Buddhist 

Sangha. These reforms, initiated by the Thai government, have aimed to address 

financial mismanagement, ethical misconduct, and the modernization of monastic 

education. However, they have also sparked tensions between conservative and 

progressive factions within the monastic community, particularly regarding the state's 

increasing influence over religious institutions. The study explores the impact of these 

reforms on the autonomy of the Sangha, the role of the monarchy in shaping monastic 

governance, and the broader societal reactions to state intervention in religious affairs. 

While reforms present opportunities for modernizing the Sangha and enhancing its 

social engagement, they also raise questions about the balance between religious 

independence and political control. The paper situates these developments within the 

broader context of Southeast Asian Buddhism, where similar trends of state 

intervention and religious reform are evident. 

Keywords: Monastic Reforms, Thai Sangha, Buddhism, State Intervention, 

Monastic Education, Religious Autonomy, Monarchy 

 

1.Introduction 
In Thailand, the relationship between politics and religion is deeply 

intertwined, with Buddhism playing a central role in shaping the nation’s identity, 

values, and governance. The Sangha, the monastic community, has long been a pillar 

of Thai society, influencing not only religious life but also political decisions. The close 

connection between the monarchy and the Buddhist clergy has historically been a 

source of legitimacy for both institutions, creating a symbiotic relationship where 

political authority is reinforced by religious influence and vice versa (Swearer, 2010). 

This connection has allowed the Thai government to exert control over religious 

institutions, leading to periodic reforms aimed at aligning monastic practices with 

state interests (McCargo, 2012). Political leaders often invoke Buddhist principles to 
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garner support, while the Sangha's alignment with the monarchy and government 

strengthens its social and political power (Keyes, 1971). 

Monastic reforms in Thailand are not just religious matters but are also crucial 

to the social and political landscape. These reforms reflect ongoing efforts to 

modernize the Sangha while addressing internal challenges such as corruption, 

financial mismanagement, and ethical scandals within the monastic community. The 

government’s involvement in monastic reforms is often driven by a desire to maintain 

the moral authority of the Sangha and ensure its alignment with state policies and 

national values (Ishii, 1986). Reforms impact not only the monks and temples but also 

lay Buddhists, who rely on the Sangha for spiritual guidance and social services. As 

Thailand continues to evolve politically, the government’s influence on the Sangha 

becomes a critical factor in how religion adapts to modern challenges (Jackson, 2017). 

This paper aims to examine the intersection of politics and religion in Thailand 

by exploring the nature and impact of monastic reforms. It seeks to analyze how 

political motivations shape these reforms and how they affect the Sangha’s role in Thai 

society. The objectives of this paper are: (1) to provide a historical context of monastic 

reforms in Thailand and their political significance; (2) to explore recent reforms and 

their implications for both the Sangha and the broader Thai community, (3) to assess 

the challenges and opportunities presented by these reforms, particularly in terms of 

balancing tradition with modernization; (4) To evaluate the future of monastic 

governance in Thailand, considering ongoing political influences and societal 

expectations. 

 

2. Historical Background of the Monastic Institution in Thailand 
 

2.1. Origins and Role of the Sangha in Thai Society 

The Sangha, or the monastic community in Thailand, has its origins in 

Theravada Buddhism, which became the dominant form of religious practice in the 

country by the 13th century during the Sukhothai Kingdom. The Sangha serves as the 

spiritual and moral authority in Thai society, acting as a conduit for the dissemination 

of Buddhist teachings and values. Monks are not only seen as religious figures but 

also as moral guides, educators, and community leaders. The role of the Sangha 

extends beyond the religious realm, influencing various aspects of daily life, including 

education, social welfare, and cultural preservation (Bowie, 2017). For centuries, 

monks have acted as intermediaries between the people and the political elite, 

promoting social cohesion and imparting Buddhist virtues to the general populace. 

 

2.2. Traditional Relationship Between the Monarchy, the Sangha, and 

Political Authority 
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Historically, the relationship between the monarchy and the Sangha has been 

one of mutual reinforcement. The Thai monarchy has used its close ties with the 

Sangha to legitimize its rule, portraying the king as the protector of Buddhism and the 

moral leader of the people. In return, the Sangha has received state patronage and 

protection, allowing it to flourish and maintain its influence over Thai society. This 

symbiotic relationship has been central to the political stability of Thailand, with the 

monarchy and the Sangha working together to preserve the religious and cultural 

identity of the nation (Peleggi, 2007). 

The Sangha’s involvement in political matters can be traced to the Ayutthaya 

and early Rattanakosin periods, where Buddhist monks often acted as advisors to the 

monarchy and were given authority to mediate conflicts. The Thai king, traditionally 

seen as a Dhammaraja (righteous ruler), is expected to rule in accordance with 

Buddhist principles, reinforcing the integration of religion and politics in Thailand. 

The Sangha’s role as an institution that supported the political establishment 

remained largely unchanged until the modernization efforts of the 19th century (Jory, 

2016). 

 

2.3. Key Historical Reforms and Their Political Motivations (e.g., King 

Mongkut's Reforms) 

One of the most significant periods of monastic reform occurred during the 

reign of King Mongkut (Rama IV), a former monk himself, who sought to modernize 

the Sangha and align it more closely with the state's vision of progress. His reforms 

were partly motivated by political concerns, as King Mongkut aimed to consolidate 

royal power while reducing the influence of local monastic communities that were 

seen as politically autonomous (Rogers, 1993). King Mongkut’s creation of the 

Dhammayutika Nikaya, a more disciplined and centralized monastic order, aimed to 

restore what he considered the purity of Buddhist practice, distancing the Sangha 

from superstitious or folk practices that had permeated Buddhism in rural areas. 

The reforms under Mongkut laid the foundation for a more centralized 

monastic hierarchy, with greater control by the state over religious affairs. These 

efforts were continued by his successors, particularly King Chulalongkorn (Rama V), 

who institutionalized the reforms with the Sangha Act of 1902. This act formalized the 

state's authority over the monastic order, creating a nationalized hierarchy that 

enabled the monarchy to exert control over the Sangha’s administration and 

resources. These reforms, while framed as religious improvements, were also 

politically motivated, as they allowed the monarchy to centralize power and reduce 

the threat of regional monastic movements that could challenge royal authority 

(Suksamran, 2001). 

 

3. Modern Political Context and Monastic Reforms 
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3.1. The Role of the Thai State in Monastic Governance: The Sangha Act of 

1962 and Its Revisions 

The Sangha Act of 1962 is a crucial legislative framework that formalized the 

Thai state’s control over the monastic order. The Act centralized the administration of 

the Sangha under the authority of the Supreme Sangha Council, a governing body of 

senior monks with significant influence over monastic affairs (Ishii, 1986). The Act 

granted the state powers to oversee monastic appointments and regulate religious 

practices, effectively subordinating the Sangha to the state's authority. Its 

implementation reflected the Thai government’s desire to maintain religious unity 

and stability, aligning the Sangha with the interests of the monarchy and political 

establishment (Suksamran, 2001). 

The 1962 Act has been revised several times to address changing political and 

social dynamics. Notably, the amendments made in 2016 after the rise of the military-

led government further tightened state control over the Sangha by altering the 

selection process for the Supreme Patriarch, the head of the monastic community. 

Previously, the appointment of the Supreme Patriarch followed a monastic hierarchy, 

but the reforms allowed the king to select a candidate from any rank within the 

Sangha, increasing the monarchy's influence over religious governance (McCargo, 

2017). These changes reflected the state's ongoing efforts to maintain political stability 

and ensure that the Sangha remains loyal to the monarchy and national interests. 

 

3.2. Government Intervention in Sangha Administration: Politics Within the 

Supreme Sangha Council 

The Supreme Sangha Council (SSC) plays a central role in administering 

Thailand's monastic community, but its decisions and leadership have often been 

shaped by political pressures. Government intervention in the SSC has historically 

been aimed at ensuring the Sangha’s alignment with state policies and national unity, 

particularly during periods of political upheaval (Bowie, 2017). The council, 

composed of senior monks, manages religious affairs, including disciplinary 

measures, education reforms, and the appointment of abbots. However, the council’s 

autonomy has been compromised by political interference, with the government often 

exerting control over key decisions, particularly during times of regime changes or 

political instability. 

For instance, during the military regime of the 2014 coup, the SSC came under 

increased scrutiny as the government sought to consolidate power and assert its 

control over religious institutions. Monks who were seen as supportive of opposition 

political factions or controversial movements, such as the Wat Dhammakaya sect, 

were targeted for disciplinary action or removal (Jory, 2016). The SSC’s internal 

politics have also been influenced by factions within the Sangha, with some senior 

monks aligning with conservative elements of the state while others advocate for 
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progressive reforms. These dynamics illustrate the entanglement of monastic 

governance with broader political struggles. 

 

3.3. Political Motivations Behind Recent Reforms: Redefining the Role of 

Monks in Contemporary Thai Politics 

Recent monastic reforms in Thailand have been driven by a combination of 

political motivations and societal pressures. The state’s control over the Sangha has 

increasingly focused on redefining the role of monks in contemporary politics, often 

aiming to depoliticize the monastic community and ensure that it aligns with state 

objectives (McDaniel, 2011). In the wake of political turmoil, such as the 2010 Red Shirt 

protests and the 2014 military coup, the government has sought to reinforce the 

Sangha’s traditional role as a stabilizing force, emphasizing its duty to uphold national 

values and Buddhist morality rather than engaging in political activism (Morris, 2019). 

One key aspect of recent reforms has been the emphasis on financial 

transparency and ethical accountability within the monastic community. Scandals 

involving high-profile monks accused of embezzlement, misconduct, and corruption 

have prompted the state to introduce reforms aimed at improving governance within 

temples (Kitiarsa, 2012). These reforms are partly politically motivated, as the 

government seeks to restore public trust in the Sangha and prevent the use of temple 

resources for political ends. By imposing stricter regulations on monastic finances and 

conduct, the state aims to ensure that the Sangha remains a moral authority in society 

while limiting its involvement in political affairs. 

Additionally, the state has sought to curb the political influence of certain sects 

or movements within the Sangha that are seen as politically contentious, such as the 

Dhammakaya movement, which has been involved in a long-running conflict with the 

Thai government (Bowie, 2017). Through legal actions and reforms targeting 

controversial monastic factions, the government has aimed to reassert control over the 

Sangha and prevent religious movements from becoming politically destabilizing 

forces. 

 

4. Key Monastic Reforms in Contemporary Thailand 

 
4.1. Education Reforms in Buddhist Monasteries: The Influence of 

Government Policy on Monastic Education 

Education within the Sangha has traditionally focused on the study of Buddhist 

scriptures, particularly the Pali Canon, and the promotion of moral and ethical 

teachings. However, modern reforms have seen the introduction of more structured 

curricula, designed to balance traditional monastic education with modern subjects, 

such as science and technology, in response to the needs of contemporary society. 
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These reforms have been heavily influenced by government policies aimed at 

modernizing the Sangha and integrating monks into national development programs 

(Jory, 2016). Monastic schools and universities, such as 

Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University and Mahamakut Buddhist University, 

have adopted curricula that emphasize not only religious training but also secular 

education, allowing monks to engage with broader societal issues and contribute to 

the nation’s development. These education reforms are intended to equip monks with 

the knowledge and skills necessary to remain relevant in a rapidly changing world 

while maintaining their spiritual duties. 

Government involvement in monastic education has raised concerns about the 

degree to which the state should influence religious instruction. While education 

reforms aim to modernize the Sangha, they also risk politicizing monastic education 

by aligning it with state policies and ideologies. The balance between preserving 

traditional Buddhist teachings and introducing modern educational frameworks 

remains a challenge within the Thai monastic system (Keyes, 2016). 

 

4.2. Financial and Administrative Reforms: Transparency, Accountability, 

and Political Oversight of Temple Finances 

Financial reforms within the Sangha have become a key focus in contemporary 

monastic governance, particularly following several high-profile scandals involving 

financial mismanagement within prominent temples. The Thai government has 

introduced reforms aimed at increasing transparency and accountability in the 

administration of temple finances. These reforms include stricter regulations on 

donations, auditing processes for temple funds, and financial reporting requirements 

for larger monasteries (Kitiarsa, 2012). The Ministry of Culture and the National Office 

of Buddhism have taken a more active role in overseeing temple finances, ensuring 

that donations are used for legitimate religious purposes and preventing the misuse 

of funds for personal or political gain. 

One of the driving forces behind these financial reforms has been the growing 

public concern over the commercialization of religious practices and the involvement 

of monks in profit-driven activities. By promoting financial transparency, the 

government seeks to restore public trust in the Sangha and ensure that temples remain 

centers of spiritual practice rather than commercial enterprises (McCargo, 2017). 

However, these reforms have also sparked debates about the extent of government 

intervention in religious affairs, with some monks and scholars arguing that increased 

state control over temple finances undermines the autonomy of the Sangha. 

 

4.3. Ethical Reforms and Controversies: Addressing Scandals and Promoting 

Moral Integrity in the Sangha 
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Ethical reforms within the Sangha have been prompted by a series of scandals 

involving misconduct among senior monks, including cases of sexual abuse, 

corruption, and violations of monastic vows. These controversies have damaged the 

public perception of the Sangha and led to calls for stricter enforcement of ethical 

standards within the monastic community (Kitiarsa, 2012). In response, the Thai 

government and the Supreme Sangha Council have introduced reforms aimed at 

promoting moral integrity and disciplining monks who violate ethical norms. These 

measures include the establishment of stricter guidelines for monastic behavior, the 

implementation of disciplinary actions for monks who engage in misconduct, and the 

creation of ethics committees to oversee the enforcement of these rules. 

Despite these efforts, ethical reforms have faced significant resistance from 

within the monastic community, particularly from conservative factions who view 

external oversight as an infringement on the autonomy of the Sangha. The handling 

of these scandals and the implementation of ethical reforms have exposed divisions 

within the monastic order, with some monks advocating for greater transparency and 

accountability, while others resist what they perceive as government interference in 

religious matters (Morris, 2019). The ongoing challenge for the Sangha is to restore 

public confidence while maintaining the independence and integrity of the monastic 

community. 

 

4.4. Welfare Reforms for Monks: Political Implications of Healthcare and 

Welfare Programs for Monastics 

Welfare reforms for monks have emerged as a significant political issue in 

Thailand, particularly in relation to healthcare and social security programs for the 

monastic community. Traditionally, monks have relied on lay supporters for their 

material needs, including food, healthcare, and housing. However, as the cost of 

healthcare has risen and the monastic population has aged, the Thai government has 

introduced welfare programs aimed at providing monks with access to medical care 

and social services (Jory, 2016). These programs include government-sponsored 

health insurance for monks and state support for temple-based healthcare initiatives. 

The introduction of welfare reforms for monks has sparked debates about the 

role of the state in providing for the material needs of the monastic community. Some 

critics argue that welfare programs undermine the traditional relationship between 

monks and lay supporters, while others see these reforms as a necessary response to 

the changing social and economic realities faced by the Sangha (Peleggi, 2007). The 

political implications of these reforms are significant, as they reflect the government's 

broader efforts to integrate monks into national welfare programs and ensure that the 

Sangha remains aligned with state policies. 

 

5. The Political and Religious Implications of Monastic Reforms 
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5.1. Impact of Reforms on the Autonomy of the Sangha and the Influence of 

State Control 

Monastic reforms in Thailand have had a profound impact on the autonomy of 

the Sangha, particularly regarding the increasing role of the state in religious 

governance. While the Sangha traditionally enjoyed considerable independence in 

managing its internal affairs, recent reforms have shifted power dynamics, with the 

state exerting greater control over the administration of the monastic community 

(McCargo, 2017). Government-led initiatives such as financial transparency, stricter 

ethical guidelines, and administrative oversight have been viewed by some as 

necessary to curb corruption and misconduct within the Sangha. However, these 

measures have also raised concerns about the erosion of the Sangha’s autonomy, as 

state control over temple finances and monastic appointments has deepened (Kitiarsa, 

2012). The tension between preserving the independence of religious institutions and 

ensuring accountability has led to a complex relationship between the Sangha and the 

state. 

The state's increasing involvement in monastic governance highlights broader 

issues about the role of Buddhism in national politics and society. By asserting control 

over the Sangha, the government ensures that the monastic order aligns with national 

interests and supports state-led initiatives, further intertwining religion with political 

power. This intervention, however, risks undermining the traditional role of the 

Sangha as a moral and spiritual authority independent of political influence. 

 

5.2. Political Factions Within the Sangha: Tensions Between Conservative 

and Progressive Elements 

The monastic community in Thailand is not monolithic; it is divided into 

conservative and progressive factions, each with differing views on the role of monks 

in society and the direction of monastic reforms. Conservative elements within the 

Sangha tend to emphasize traditional Buddhist values and practices, often resisting 

external interference in religious affairs. These factions argue that government 

reforms, particularly those concerning financial oversight and ethical conduct, 

undermine the spiritual mission of the Sangha and weaken its independence (Jory, 

2016). On the other hand, progressive monks advocate for reforms that modernize the 

Sangha, including greater transparency, social engagement, and participation in 

addressing contemporary issues such as social justice and environmental 

conservation. 

These internal divisions have created tensions within the Sangha, as monks and 

religious leaders navigate the competing demands of preserving tradition and 

adapting to modern societal expectations. The involvement of the government in 

monastic reforms has often exacerbated these tensions, as state policies tend to align 
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more closely with progressive elements, further alienating conservative factions that 

view such reforms as politically motivated (Bowie, 2017). 

 

5.3. The Public Perception of Monastic Reforms: Political Polarization and 

Societal Reactions 

Public perception of monastic reforms in Thailand has been shaped by broader 

political polarization within Thai society. For many, the reforms represent necessary 

changes to address the ethical and financial challenges facing the monastic order. 

Supporters of the reforms see them as a means of revitalizing the Sangha and restoring 

public confidence in religious institutions, particularly in the wake of scandals 

involving corruption and misconduct among high-ranking monks (Peleggi, 2007). 

These supporters, often aligned with progressive political ideologies, advocate for a 

Sangha that is more transparent, accountable, and socially engaged. 

Conversely, conservative and nationalist elements within Thai society view 

monastic reforms with suspicion, perceiving them as part of a broader agenda to 

secularize or undermine the traditional role of Buddhism in Thai culture. This faction 

believes that increased state control over the Sangha is a threat to the spiritual integrity 

of the monastic order and reflects the government's desire to exert political influence 

over religious affairs. The polarization of public opinion on these reforms has made 

them a contentious issue, contributing to societal divisions over the proper role of 

religion in politics (Morris, 2019). 

 

5.4. The Role of the Monarchy in Shaping and Supporting Monastic Reforms 

The Thai monarchy has historically played a central role in supporting and 

shaping monastic reforms, with successive kings acting as both patrons and protectors 

of the Buddhist Sangha. The monarchy’s close relationship with the Sangha has been 

a source of legitimacy for both institutions, reinforcing the image of the king as a 

Dhammaraja (righteous ruler) who upholds Buddhist principles. In contemporary 

Thailand, the monarchy continues to influence monastic reforms, often positioning 

itself as a stabilizing force that preserves the traditional role of Buddhism while 

endorsing necessary changes to address modern challenges (Jory, 2016). 

King Vajiralongkorn’s recent involvement in the appointment of the Supreme 

Patriarch, the head of the Sangha, reflects the monarchy’s ongoing influence in 

monastic governance. By supporting reforms aimed at improving ethical standards 

and transparency within the Sangha, the monarchy seeks to maintain the moral 

authority of the monastic order and ensure its alignment with national values. 

However, the monarchy’s involvement in monastic affairs is also seen by some as part 

of a broader strategy to consolidate power, further blurring the lines between religious 

and political authority in Thailand (McCargo, 2017). 
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6. Case Studies of Monastic Reforms in Thailand 
 

6.1. The Reform Efforts Under the Prayuth Administration 

Since assuming power in 2014, the Prayuth Chan-o-cha administration has 

made significant efforts to reform the Sangha, focusing on increasing state oversight 

and addressing issues of financial mismanagement and ethical violations within the 

monastic order. One of the key initiatives of the Prayuth government was to amend 

the Sangha Act in 2016, which allowed the monarchy to have greater influence in 

appointing the Supreme Patriarch, the head of the monastic community (McCargo, 

2017). This reform aimed to reduce internal conflicts within the Sangha and streamline 

the selection process, which had previously been a source of tension among different 

monastic factions. The government's reforms also included efforts to increase 

transparency in temple finances, requiring monasteries to report their income and 

expenditure to government authorities in an effort to curb corruption (Peleggi, 2007). 

While these reforms were framed as necessary for the moral and financial 

integrity of the Sangha, they were also politically motivated. The Prayuth 

administration sought to ensure that the Sangha remained aligned with state policies 

and avoided becoming a platform for political dissent. This aligns with broader efforts 

by the military-led government to consolidate control over key national institutions, 

including the monarchy and the Sangha, as part of their nation-building efforts (Jory, 

2016). 

 

6.2. Monastic Reactions to Government Intervention: Support, Resistance, 

and Adaptation 

The reforms introduced under the Prayuth administration have been met with 

mixed reactions within the monastic community. Some monks and religious leaders 

have supported the reforms, recognizing the need for greater transparency, ethical 

accountability, and financial oversight in the Sangha. They argue that these reforms 

are essential for maintaining the public’s trust in the monastic order and ensuring that 

monks continue to serve as moral exemplars in society (Kitiarsa, 2012). Supporters 

also view the involvement of the monarchy in appointing the Supreme Patriarch as a 

stabilizing force that reinforces the traditional connection between the monarchy and 

the Sangha. 

However, there has also been significant resistance to government intervention, 

particularly among conservative monks who see these reforms as an infringement on 

the autonomy of the monastic community. Critics argue that the state’s increasing 

control over religious affairs undermines the Sangha’s independence and diminishes 

its spiritual authority. This tension has led to conflicts within the monastic order, with 

some factions resisting reforms and advocating for greater independence from state 

interference (Morris, 2019). Despite these divisions, many monasteries have adapted 



 
 
 

-57- 

 
 

 

วารสารวิชาการสังคมศาสตร์สมัยใหม่ 

 
Journal of Modern Academic Social Science (Online) 

 
ISSN: 3056-9958 (Online), Vol. 1, No. 3 (May-June 2024) 

 

to the new regulations, implementing financial transparency measures and adjusting 

to the shifting dynamics between the Sangha and the state. 

 

6.3. The Wat Dhammakaya Controversy and Its Impact on Monastic 

Governance and Reform 

The Wat Dhammakaya controversy represents one of the most significant 

challenges to monastic governance in contemporary Thailand. Wat Dhammakaya, a 

large and influential temple known for its unorthodox teachings and vast financial 

resources, has been at the center of numerous legal and ethical scandals. Its leader, 

Phra Dhammachayo, was accused of embezzling large sums of money and engaging 

in other forms of misconduct, leading to a government-led crackdown on the temple 

(Bowie, 2017). The controversy reached its peak in 2017 when the Thai government 

launched a raid on the temple, drawing widespread media attention and sparking 

debates about the role of the state in monastic governance. 

The Wat Dhammakaya case has had a profound impact on the way monastic 

reform is perceived and implemented in Thailand. It highlighted the need for stronger 

regulatory mechanisms to oversee temple finances and ensure ethical behavior among 

high-ranking monks. At the same time, it exposed the deep divisions within the 

Sangha, as many monks and laypeople defended the temple’s practices and accused 

the government of politically motivated persecution (Jory, 2016). The Wat 

Dhammakaya controversy continues to influence monastic reforms, as the 

government seeks to prevent similar cases of corruption while balancing the need for 

religious freedom and autonomy. 

 

6.4. Regional Differences in the Implementation of Reforms: Central vs. 

Provincial Monasticism 

Monastic reforms in Thailand have been implemented unevenly across the 

country, with significant regional differences between central and provincial 

monasteries. In urban and central regions, such as Bangkok and its surrounding areas, 

monasteries tend to be more closely aligned with state policies, often due to their 

proximity to government and royal institutions. These monasteries are generally more 

financially stable and well-organized, allowing them to implement reforms related to 

financial transparency and administrative oversight more effectively (Peleggi, 2007). 

In contrast, provincial monasteries, particularly those in rural and northern 

regions, have faced greater challenges in adapting to state-imposed reforms. Many of 

these monasteries are more loosely organized and rely heavily on local lay 

communities for support. Monks in provincial areas may resist government 

intervention, viewing it as an encroachment on their traditional autonomy and 

spiritual practices. Additionally, provincial monasticism tends to be more influenced 

by local cultural and religious practices, which may differ from the centralized models 
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promoted by the government (Morris, 2019). As a result, the implementation of 

reforms varies significantly across the country, reflecting the complex relationship 

between the Sangha, the state, and local communities. 

 

7. Challenges and Opportunities in Monastic Reforms 
 

7.1. Resistance to Reforms from Within the Sangha: Conservative vs. 

Progressive Factions 

Resistance to monastic reforms within the Sangha has largely centered on the 

ideological divide between conservative and progressive factions. Conservative 

monks, particularly those aligned with traditional interpretations of Buddhism, tend 

to oppose reforms that increase state control or alter long-standing practices. They 

view these reforms as an infringement on the autonomy of the Sangha and a threat to 

the preservation of Buddhist values (Jory, 2016). These factions often resist financial 

transparency measures, government-imposed ethical standards, and administrative 

changes that diminish the Sangha’s independence. Many conservative monks believe 

that the Sangha should remain focused solely on spiritual matters and resist becoming 

entangled in state politics. 

On the other hand, progressive monks see reforms as necessary to address 

contemporary challenges such as corruption, financial mismanagement, and declining 

public trust in the Sangha. They advocate for a more modernized monastic order that 

is transparent, accountable, and socially engaged. Progressive monks also support 

educational reforms that prepare monastics to engage with the wider world, including 

areas such as social justice, environmental activism, and community development 

(Bowie, 2017). This internal conflict creates significant challenges for the 

implementation of reforms, as factions within the Sangha continue to push for 

divergent visions of monastic life. 

 

7.2. Opportunities for Positive Change: Modernizing Monastic Education, 

Promoting Social Engagement 

Despite the challenges, monastic reforms present significant opportunities for 

positive change, particularly in the areas of education and social engagement. 

Modernizing monastic education is crucial for ensuring that monks are equipped to 

address the needs of contemporary society. By integrating modern subjects such as 

science, technology, and social sciences into the monastic curriculum, monks can 

become more effective community leaders and educators, helping to bridge the gap 

between traditional Buddhist teachings and the demands of modern life (Kitiarsa, 

2012). These reforms can empower monks to engage in broader societal issues, such 

as poverty alleviation, environmental sustainability, and conflict resolution, while still 

maintaining their spiritual roles. 



 
 
 

-59- 

 
 

 

วารสารวิชาการสังคมศาสตร์สมัยใหม่ 

 
Journal of Modern Academic Social Science (Online) 

 
ISSN: 3056-9958 (Online), Vol. 1, No. 3 (May-June 2024) 

 

 

Promoting social engagement also provides an opportunity for the Sangha to 

remain relevant in the face of changing societal expectations. By encouraging monks 

to participate in social outreach programs and community development initiatives, 

the Sangha can help address pressing issues such as inequality, health care, and 

education in underserved areas. This approach not only reinforces the role of monks 

as moral and spiritual guides but also positions the Sangha as a vital force in national 

development (McDaniel, 2011). 

 

7.3. The Future of Monasticism in Thailand: Balancing Tradition with 

Political Realities 

The future of monasticism in Thailand depends on the ability of the Sangha to 

balance tradition with the political realities of a modern state. As the government 

continues to assert control over religious institutions, the challenge for the Sangha is 

to maintain its spiritual integrity while adapting to state-led reforms. This balancing 

act involves navigating complex relationships with the monarchy, political leaders, 

and lay communities, all of whom have vested interests in the future of the Sangha 

(McCargo, 2017). Monastic leaders must find ways to implement necessary reforms 

without sacrificing the core values of Buddhism or allowing the Sangha to become a 

tool of the state. 

One possible path forward is to promote greater autonomy within the Sangha, 

allowing regional and provincial monasteries more freedom to govern their own 

affairs while adhering to overarching ethical and financial standards. This approach 

could help address the concerns of conservative factions while still implementing 

progressive reforms where they are needed. Additionally, continued collaboration 

between the Sangha and government agencies could foster mutual respect and 

understanding, ensuring that monastic reforms are implemented in a way that 

benefits both religious and political interests (Morris, 2019). 

 

7.4. The International Perspective: How Thailand’s Monastic Reforms Fit 

Within the Broader Southeast Asian Buddhist Context 

Thailand’s monastic reforms do not exist in isolation; they are part of a broader 

trend of modernization and state intervention in Buddhist monastic orders across 

Southeast Asia. Countries such as Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos have also 

experienced similar challenges, with governments seeking to exert control over 

religious institutions while addressing issues of corruption and declining public trust 

in the Sangha (Jory, 2016). Thailand’s reforms can be viewed within this regional 

context, as part of an ongoing effort to balance tradition with the demands of a 

modern, globalized world. 
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At the international level, Thailand’s monastic reforms have the potential to 

serve as a model for other Buddhist countries facing similar challenges. By promoting 

transparency, accountability, and social engagement, Thailand’s Sangha can 

demonstrate the adaptability of Buddhism to modern political and social realities. 

However, the success of these reforms depends on the ability of monastic leaders to 

maintain the spiritual integrity of the Sangha while responding to external pressures. 

As such, the international Buddhist community continues to observe Thailand’s 

reforms as part of a larger conversation about the future of monasticism in a rapidly 

changing world (Peleggi, 2007). 

 

8. Conclusion 
8.1. Summary of the Intersection of Politics and Religion in Monastic 

Reforms 

The intersection of politics and religion in Thailand has profoundly shaped the 

course of monastic reforms, with state involvement increasingly influencing the 

governance, ethics, and financial management of the Sangha. Historically, the close 

relationship between the monarchy and the Sangha provided a foundation for both 

religious authority and political legitimacy. However, as Thailand modernizes, this 

relationship has evolved, with government intervention in monastic affairs becoming 

more pronounced, particularly through legislation like the Sangha Act of 1962 and its 

subsequent revisions (McCargo, 2017). These interventions have both strengthened 

state control over the Sangha and introduced much-needed reforms aimed at 

addressing issues of corruption, transparency, and ethical conduct within the 

monastic order. Yet, this shift has also led to tensions within the Sangha, as 

conservative factions resist what they perceive as an infringement on religious 

autonomy (Jory, 2016). 

 

8.2. The Significance of Continued Reforms for the Future of the Sangha and 

Thai Society 

Continued reforms are crucial for ensuring the long-term relevance and 

integrity of the Sangha in Thai society. The Sangha plays a central role in the moral 

and spiritual life of the Thai people, and its ability to adapt to modern challenges will 

determine its future standing. Financial transparency, ethical accountability, and 

modernization of monastic education are essential reforms that will help the Sangha 

maintain public trust and contribute more effectively to national development 

(Kitiarsa, 2012). These reforms also provide the opportunity for the Sangha to expand 

its role in addressing contemporary social issues, such as poverty, education, and 

environmental conservation, thereby enhancing its relevance in an increasingly 

globalized world. 
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For Thai society, these reforms not only preserve the spiritual and moral 

authority of the Sangha but also reinforce the connection between Buddhism and 

national identity. As the state continues to exert influence over religious affairs, the 

challenge will be to implement reforms that both improve the Sangha’s governance 

and maintain its traditional spiritual autonomy. The ability to strike this balance will 

be critical to the future of monasticism in Thailand and the country’s broader religious 

and cultural landscape (Peleggi, 2007). 

 

8.3. Recommendations for Maintaining the Balance Between Political 

Intervention and Monastic Autonomy 

To maintain the balance between political intervention and monastic 

autonomy, several key recommendations can be made: 

(1) Enhancing Transparency While Preserving Autonomy: Reforms aimed at 

improving financial transparency and ethical accountability should be implemented 

in a way that respects the internal governance structures of the Sangha. The creation 

of independent oversight bodies that include both monastic and lay representatives 

could help ensure accountability without compromising religious autonomy. 

(2) Promoting Dialogue Between the State and Sangha: Constructive dialogue 

between government officials and monastic leaders should be encouraged to foster 

mutual understanding and cooperation. This dialogue can help ensure that reforms 

are implemented in a manner that aligns with both the state's objectives and the 

spiritual mission of the Sangha. 

(3) Decentralizing Monastic Governance: Allowing more autonomy at the 

regional and provincial levels of the Sangha can address local concerns and reduce the 

perception of excessive state control. This decentralization would enable monasteries 

to maintain their cultural and religious practices while adhering to national standards 

of governance and ethics (McDaniel, 2011). 

 

8.4. Final Thoughts on the Evolving Role of Monks and the Sangha in 

Thailand’s Political Landscape 

The role of monks and the Sangha in Thailand’s political landscape is evolving 

as the country grapples with modern challenges. While the Sangha remains a symbol 

of moral authority, its involvement in political matters is increasingly shaped by state-

led reforms and societal expectations. Monks are expected to uphold traditional 

Buddhist values while also adapting to new roles as community leaders, educators, 

and social activists. As monastic reforms continue, the Sangha must navigate the 

delicate balance between maintaining its spiritual mission and engaging with the 

political realities of contemporary Thailand (Morris, 2019). 

 



 
 
 

-62- 

 
 

 

วารสารวิชาการสังคมศาสตร์สมัยใหม่ 

 
Journal of Modern Academic Social Science (Online) 

 
ISSN: 3056-9958 (Online), Vol. 1, No. 3 (May-June 2024) 

 

The future of the Sangha will depend on its ability to remain a vital force for 

spiritual and social good, while avoiding entanglements that could compromise its 

independence or moral authority. As both the government and the Sangha move 

forward with reforms, the focus should remain on fostering a monastic order that is 

both true to its religious roots and responsive to the changing needs of Thai society. 

By achieving this balance, the Sangha can continue to play a pivotal role in shaping 

the moral and cultural fabric of Thailand. 

 

8.5 Body of Knowledge 

The body of knowledge on monastic reforms in Thailand reveals the intricate 

relationship between religion and politics, particularly the role of the state in shaping 

the governance and ethical standards of the Buddhist Sangha. Monastic reforms have 

often been driven by political motivations, aimed at ensuring that the Sangha aligns 

with national interests while addressing internal challenges such as corruption and 

declining public trust. The Sangha, historically intertwined with the monarchy, has 

faced increasing state intervention, particularly through legislative acts like the 

Sangha Act of 1962, which centralized monastic governance under state oversight 

(McCargo, 2017). Recent reforms have focused on improving financial transparency, 

ethical conduct, and modernizing monastic education, with mixed reactions from both 

conservative and progressive factions within the monastic community. While these 

reforms offer opportunities for monks to engage in contemporary social issues and 

maintain their relevance, they also raise concerns about the erosion of religious 

autonomy. The tensions between tradition and modernization, as well as the 

balancing act between political control and monastic independence, remain key 

challenges for the future of monasticism in Thailand (Jory, 2016; Kitiarsa, 2012). 
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