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ABSTRACT

This thesis studies formation of religious identity of a contemporary Buddhist
movement, namely, Santi Asok community in the process of social change in globalization. This
particular group has been selected precisely because of its outstanding characteristics of anti-
mainstream and marginalized Buddhist discourse. The researcher analyses the combination of
various cultural elements of its identity manifested through the group’s organizational structure,
its re-interpretation of Buddhist doctrine, religious rituals, roles of monks as well as its
interactions with different social groups. In short, the objective of the study is to understand
cultural components of “Asokness”. The researcher hopes that the main analytical concept of
identity formation will enable the reader to understand the complexity of religious movements in
Thailand.

The study has found out that on the one hand, Asok tries to project its image of pre-
modern Buddhist community through its life style of self-subsistent agricultural economy, its
peasant “uniform” and the form of intra-community exchange. On the other hand, however, we
can see middle class cultural component in the formalization of its organizational structure as well
as humanist worldview manifested through re-interpretation of Buddhist doctrine, religious rituals
and everyday Dhamma practices. These characteristics express the class outlook of its lower
middle class core leaders. At the same time, Asok can also satisfy the needs and religious
temperaments of its peasant members through the idea of economic equality in its ideology of
meritism, the re-interpretation of merit through hard works, especially, works in agricultural
sector.

Moreover, another interesting reformist proposition is the attempt to restore monk’s

role of community leader. Emphasis on severe Sila observance and strict recruitment process is



but the criticism of the existing Sangha community whose stiff and fossilized administrative
structure has been anti- thesis to every reformist attempts.

Finally, Asok also realizes that gaining legitimation from larger society is necessary.
It seeks traditional liaison with the monarchy as well as increasing the characteristics of
nationalism and expressing more co-operation with the government. Even through certain parts of
state apparatus have tried to incorporate Asok, the movement has managed to comply while still
preserving its relative antonomy. Asok’s survival after political crisis, its gradual but steady
organizational growth as well as the success and practicality of its self-subsistent economy have

been the proof of its potentiality to become anti-mainstream Buddhist community in Thai society.
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