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This research is an attempt to elucidate the contemporary role of Buddhist monks in development practice in
northeast Thailand. I focus on so—called “development monks” and the changes that have characterized monastic
development activism in recent decades in terms of both ideology and practice. I examine how shifts in the
collaborative structure of localist development practice have reshaped development monks’ understanding of
locality and extralocality, and have led to a fundamental reimagining of the practices in which these monks

engage.

The “development monk” movement began 1960s primarily as individual monks contesting the centralized
development practices of the state and other non—-local entities in favor of those that adhere more closely
to Buddhist teachings. Throughout the 1980s and 90s, development monks began forming networks and collaborating
with NGOs and activists in an effort to stave off “non—local” forces from interference in local development
thus, reasserting local authority, autonomy, and identity — an ideology that Parnwell (2007) has called
“neolocalism.” However, since the creation of the “People’s Constitution” and the passage of the National
Decentralization Act in the late 1990s, the Thai government has been adopting the language and symbols of
localism in its development strategies. As a result, there has been a large—-scale withdrawal of NGO support
from monastic development practice and an increase in monastic collaboration with government entities. This
along with greater access to information and communication technology, have led to a shift in monastic
development ideology and practice to what I call “networked localism.” Unlike the neolocalist ideology
practiced by earlier generations of development monks, networked localism attempts to re—appropriate the
symbols and technologies of modernization and extra—locality in order to reassert the central role of the

local within the context of increasing globalization.

Based on fieldwork conducted in northeast Thailand from 2013-2014, I focus on the work of Phrakhru
Phothiwirakhun, a networked—localist development monk in Roi Et province. Phrakhru Phothiwirakhun has been
working for the past twenty years to make his temple into a community center, outfitting it with various
facilities such as an ICT center, a financial institution, and a children’s learning center. I argue that these
practices illustrate his attempt to position the temple as a network ‘“hub,” mediating local-extralocal
connections in key spheres of village life. Furthermore, Phrakhru Phothiwirakhun is active in extralocal
collaborative endeavors, playing a key role in the formation and operation of several large—scale development
monk networks. These kinds of networks have helped to codify monastic development activism as a community
of practice and enable greater government collaboration with development monks. This increased government
involvement, I argue, has created a practical and symbolic “infrastructure” that serves as the basis for future
development activism. This, in turn, has resulted in the “channeling” of monastic development practice into
state—initiated projects, which emphasize a nationalist narrative and village-level liability for the

socioeconomic problems local residents face
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