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Abstract: This paper examines the attempts of a village monk to mobilize 
global resources in the service of grassroots community development. 
Phrakhru Phothiwirakhun of Roi Et province has spent the past two decades 
working to equip his temple with various facilities aimed both at giving 
villagers access to services and resources and at ensuring the continued 
centrality of the temple in village life. These facilities include an ICT/Digital 
and vocational-training center, an OTOP production center, a financial 
institution, and a co-op convenience store among others. I argue that it is 
also an attempt to reimagine institutions typically associated with 
supermodernity and non-place and reorient them so that they function as 
entities of the community – to re-embed them in place. He accomplishes this 
by implementing his projects in such a way that the temple acts as a “network 
hub,” occupying a space of betweenness centrality in local-extralocal 
interaction. 
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1. Introduction 

This paper is an ethnographic account of a temple-as-community-center created by Phrakhru 
Phothiwirakhun, a self-identified “development monk” and abbot of Wat Phothikaram in Roi 
Et, Thailand. It is an attempt to elucidate the current state of development monasticism and 
understand how networked localist ideology is manifested in village-level development 
practices.  
 
The development monk (phrasong nak phatthana or phra nak phatthana) movement arose in 
Thailand in the late 1960s and early 1970s, primarily in opposition the implementation of large-
scale development strategies enacted by the government during this period.2 These monks saw 
aspects these top-down, market-driven projects as ideologically opposed to Buddhist teachings 
(Nishikawa, 2001) and thus promoted what they considered to be more Buddhist forms of 

 
2 Most notably, the First National Economic and Social Development Plan 
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development. The movement has since expanded to include a wide range of activities, ranging 
in scope from sustainable economics to villager health to environmental conservation. When I 
use the term here, I will be referring to Lapthananon’s (2012a) definition as monks who 
“regularly engage in development activity with villagers or the community in a way that effects 
their living conditions or way of life” (p. 7, translation mine). Contemporary monastic 
development activism is characterized by what I have called “networked localism” – the 
mobilization of extralocal networks, actors, and resources in order to re-embed the processes 
and products of development in local relations, history, and identity.  
 
Phrakhru Phothiwirakhun’s activism is emblematic of this approach. He has spent the past two 
decades working to equip his temple with various facilities aimed both at giving villagers 
access to services and resources and at ensuring the continued centrality of the temple in village 
life. These include an ICT/Digital and vocational-training center, an OTOP production center, 
a financial institution, a co-op convenience store, a radio station, a cultural center, and a 
children’s learning center, among others. All of these are aimed at making the knowledge, and 
technologies, conveniences available in the local community. However, Phrakhru 
Phothiwirakhun’s community center is not merely about granting access. I argue that it is also 
attempting to reimagine institutions typically associated with what Augé would call 
supermodernity and non-place (1995) and reorient them so that they function as entities of the 
community - to re-embed them in place. He accomplishes this by implementing his projects in 
such a way that the temple acts as a “network hub,” occupying a place of betweenness 
centrality in local-extralocal interaction.  

2. Research Objectives 

The purpose of this research was to understand the social mechanisms by which networked 
localism functions to simultaneously grant local access to extralocal resources and re-assert the 
relevance of the temple and its surrounding community in a global context. 

3. Literature Review 

Although monks have had an active role in community development in Thailand for many 
decades, there has been surprisingly little academic literature published that focuses 
specifically on the development monk movement. Instead, development monks are often either 
relegated to brief anecdotes in broader discussions of Thai Buddhism or community 
development in Thailand. Many other works (especially those published before the 1990s) 
discuss monastic involvement and Buddhism’s role in social activism in Thailand while not 
explicitly using the term “development monk.” Much of the earliest examples of this kind of 
research focused primarily on outlining the general ways in which Buddhist teachings can be 
applied to socioeconomic philosophy and policy (e.g., Piker, 1973; Sivaraksa, 1975; Keyes, 
1983). Much of the work published in the late 1980s to early 1990s on Buddhist activism 
similarly focused on the sociopolitical application of Buddhist teachings, but was written by 
activist scholars (e.g., Sivaraksa, 1987; Phongphit, 1988; Sivaraksa & Ginsburg, 1992). 
Especially influential during this period was Prayudh Payutto, a monk and intellectual whose 
seminal works included Looking to America to Solve Thailand’s Problems (1987) and Buddhist 
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Economics (Sethasat Naeo Phut; 20053), in which he detailed the problems with a Western 
economic system being adopted and implemented in Thailand and advocated for a uniquely 
Thai system based on Buddhist principles. Pinit Lapthananon was one of the few scholars at 
the time who published ethnographic research looking at development monks as a movement 
and the projects they were implementing on the ground. His book, Botbat Phrasong Nai 
Kanphatthana Chonabot (The Role of Monks in Rural Development), an ethnographic account 
of development monks in northeast Thailand, helped set the stage for future scholarship on 
“development monks” in Thailand (1986).4  
 
The late 1990s and early 2000s saw an uptake in the academic literature describing Thai 
development monks, mostly based on research conducted in the 1990s. Unlike the prescriptive 
treatises of the previous decade, this research was often more focused on how Buddhism was 
being applied by monks in actual development practice (e.g., Izumi, 2000; Nozaki, 2003; 
Sakurai, 2007; King, 2009). Much of the research during this period focused on monks engaged 
in environmental work (e.g., Lancaster, 1997; Darlington, 1998; Rungwichaton & 
Udomittipong, 2001) and their collaboration with NGOs and other activists (Akaishi, 2001; 
Delcore, 2003; Sakurai, 2008). Particularly influential in my research on networked localism 
was Parnwell’s work on what he called “neolocalism” that was prominent among development 
monks, NGOs, and other activists in Thailand (2007). He described this as an attempt to 
relocalize development, “clawing back” local control over the development process (Parnwell, 
2005, Parnwell & Seeger, 2008).   
 
There has been exceedingly little research on monastic development activism conducted after 
the 1990s. One exception is Lapthananon’s Development Monks in Northeast Thailand 
(2012b), which includes research he conducted in 2003-2004, and describes the beginning of 
the trends in monastic development practice that I will describe here. In addition, there has 
been some recent scholarship conducted by monks in monastic universities who have 
participated in existing projects at other temples and in development-monk networks 
(Bamphen, 2006; Oupakutto, 2013; Hemnithi & Yodmalee, 2018).  
 
This paper examines a case that is typical of development monks’ practices over the past 
decade, which have been characterized by the integration/mobilization of extralocal actors, 
symbols, and technology in order to reaffirm the role of the temple and local community in the 
modern global context.  
 
4. Research Methodology 

This paper is based on long-term ethnographic fieldwork conducted in northeast Thailand 
beginning in 2013 and continuing into the present, consisting of participant observation and 
semi-structured interviews with development monks and their lay collaborators.  

 
3 Originally published in 1988. 
4 Although he does not explicitly use the term, “development monk,” in this book.  
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My primary key informant was Phrakhru Phothiwirakhun (hereafter referred to as “PKP”), a 
development monk in the villages of Ban Pho Noi and Ban Pho Sisawat and the ecclesiastical 
district officer for Prathumwat district (Roi Et province). He is also the secretary for the 
Phaendin Dhamma-Phaendin Thong Development Sangha Networks Organization (PDSNO; 
the predominant regional development monk organization in the northeast) and the regional 
representative for The Foundation for Dhamma Deliberative Development (DDD; currently 
the most active national development monk organization). I acted as his assistant at various 
organizational meetings and events, observing and participating in the planning and execution 
of local development projects, as well as conducting interviews with the monks and lay 
collaborators in attendance.  

All interviews were conducted in Thai, and all translations presented below are mine. 
Transliterations of Thai words/names are presented using the Royal Thai General System of 
Transcription except where there already exists an official or preferred English spelling that 
differs from this system. 
 
5.  Results 

In 1995, PKP established the Sun Ganrian Chumchon Chaloem Phragiad Wat Phothikaram 
(The Community Learning Center in Honor of Wat Phothikaram), a program aimed at 
improving economic conditions in the village by teaching villagers marketable skills such as 
typing. Nearly ten years earlier, he had studied typing in the nearby province of Maha 
Sarakham and determined that the villagers in his community could also benefit from such 
vocational training. He managed to obtain a copy of the curriculum but was unable to acquire 
a license to teach it in his temple. Undiscouraged, he created a program himself, consisting of 
eight lessons, after which the students who finished the course would act as volunteer teachers 
for the next group of trainees. PKP  often refers to this process as a “villagers teaching villagers” 
approach, and it has been a pervasive philosophy throughout all of his subsequent development 
work. 
 
In the beginning, he had no dedicated classroom in his temple so was instead using the temple’s 
sala phak sop (a pavilion used for storing bodies awaiting cremation) as a learning space, as it 
was the least used of the temple's facilities. He borrowed temple money to buy three computers, 
on which the sixty-or-so villagers participating in the program would take turns, and which 
were in use from 5:00 AM to midnight daily. This evolved, with support from local officials 
and the Ministry of Information and Communication Technology, into the temple’s ICT center 
(now “digital center”). Over the years, PKP has slowly added various facilities connected with 
the learning center with the goal of helping villagers to attain knowledge and vocational skills 
and promoting what he refers to as “local wisdom” (panya thongthin). In addition to the digital 
center, these include a children’s preschool learning center, a village library, a radio station 
that broadcasts news stories translated into the Isan dialect, and a small “museum” for 
displaying tools and equipment traditionally used in the area to aid in farming and household 
chores. All of these projects – even those that are comparatively direct attempts at affording 
economic opportunities to the villagers are rooted in pedagogy. They are implemented with the 
goal of teaching the villagers about sustainability and development based on Buddhist 
principles. After the 1997 financial crisis, King Bhumipol proposed the adoption of a 
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“sufficiency economy” (sethakhit pho phiang) economic development philosophy, which 
advocated limiting consumption and attempting to curb what he saw as unsustainable economic 
growth. Although this notion gained little traction with the Thaksin administration, it found a 
resurgence after the 2006 coup d'état, where it formed the basis of a number of campaigns 
aimed at local villages. Coinciding with this, PKP began using the temple’s community 
learning center in order to teach the villagers about sufficiency economy and the ideals of 
community responsibility, self-reliance, and the re-rooting of local economy in traditional 
practices that it promotes. The most recent addition to the Wat Phothikaram community center 
is a combination café and meeting space for villagers and outside visitors to the temple. 
Phrakhru Phothiwirakhun mobilizes these institutions and facilities in order to bring the 
villagers and extralocal actors together, using social, institutional, and technological networks 
to transform the village into a place in which there are resources and opportunities and that is 
also firmly rooted in local tradition, relations, and identity - what he refers to as a “smart 
village.”5 
 
The project for which the temple is best known is the Community Digital Center in Honor of 
Wat Phothikaram (Sun Dichitan Chumchon Chaloem Phragiad Wat Phothikaram; hereafter 
referred to as the “digital center”), and it is arguably PKP’s most successful endeavor. Of the 
various facilities at the temple, the digital center is most emblematic of PKP’s practices as a 
whole and, as such, offers the greatest insight into his attitudes regarding localist development 
activism and local/extralocal connectivity. As mentioned above, it began as a series of typing 
courses aimed at providing villagers with basic vocational skills. As access to knowledge and 
economic resources became both more readily available and increasingly dependent on internet 
access/literacy, PKP made it the centerpiece of his temple-based development activism. It 
began with the creation of an ICT center (The Community ICT Center in Honor of Wat 
Phothikaram) located on the grounds of Wat Phothikaram. This attracted the attention of the 
Ministry of Information and Communication Technology, with whom he collaborated in 
opening similar centers in a number of temples throughout the region (financed by the 
ministry). While the center began primarily as a means to grant local villagers access to 
extralocal knowledge and resources by focusing on vocational training, its role has since shifted 
to emphasize digital access, providing high-speed wi-fi connectivity and other internet related 
services in the temple and ensuring that the temple (and, by extension, religion and locality) 
remains relevant in an era characterized by digital connectivity. As smart phones and other 
devices have become more ubiquitous, villagers have enjoyed greater personal access to online 
networks. The temple digital center has concurrently worked to bolster its online presence, 
primarily by becoming extremely active in social media-based promotion and the formation of 
online village networks.  
 
Although his focus has shifted to high-speed internet access, PKP still offers computer training 
courses for all ages and a wide variety skill and experience levels. The basic classes are usually 
taught either by one of the temple monks or fellow villagers with expertise in the relevant area. 
The pupils in these lessons often consist of village children, novice monks, elderly community 
members, or older monks who had heretofore eschewed the use of modern information 

 
5 Using the English in a reference to “smart” technology. 
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technology. For the more advanced classes, especially those involving programming or web-
design, he invites  local volunteers, often from the nearby university. These classes are typically 
attended by local entrepreneurs, police officers, and government officials.   
 
At the time of its inception and for a number of years thereafter, the temple’s ICT center served 
a dual purpose. One was to act as a training facility as described above. Its other role was as a 
place at which the villagers, especially children, who did not have computers in their homes 
(or their pockets) could have the opportunity to use and become familiar with them. This was 
important, as it helped to establish the temple as a kind of access point. For many of the 
villagers, logging into social media, searching for information on the internet, or simply playing 
computer games required them to go to the temple to do so. Access to these extralocal resources 
was inextricably linked to the physical space of the wat, further underscoring its salience in 
village daily life. It is also an example of one of the defining characteristics of the networked-
localist approach to development activism – the appropriation of extralocal technologies in a 
way that couches them in practices and institutions particularly relevant to local history, 
tradition, and communal relations. This emphasis on localization through access provision is 
still apparent in some respects but has become less relevant in recent years. PKP still offers 
computer access and training to elderly villagers who may not have internet communication 
devices in their homes or the knowledge of how to use them. He also occasionally arranges for 
specialists to teach higher-level technical courses (programming for websites using HTML, 
etc.) there. However, for many of the residents of Ban Pho Noi and Ban Pho Sisawat, however, 
the temple ICT center no longer plays the role of networked classroom and computer access 
terminal that it once did.  
 
Much has changed in the years since PKP began this project and the ubiquity and relatively 
low cost of smart phones in recent years has meant that many of the villagers are carrying 
around ICT devices with them wherever they go. Furthermore, in 2011, the Yingluck 
administration announced a One Tablet Per Child (Khronggan Taeblet Phisi Phuea Gansuksa 
Thai, OTPC)  with the goal of supplying tablets running the Android operating system to 
students in primary schools across the country. Although this program was later scrapped by 
the National Council for Peace and Order after the 2014 coup, it succeeded for a short time in 
granting village children regular access to IC technology in the home. During the early days of 
my fieldwork, I would often see children - even in remote villages with no internet access - 
huddled in a corner playing games on these devices. Many of the villagers in Ban Pho Noi and 
Ban Pho Sisawat have similarly become proficient in the use of IC devices and are frequent 
users of social media platforms for communication and no longer rely on the temple as an ICT 
access point.  
 
A key characteristic of the networked localist approach, however, is the willingness of the 
activists involved not merely to adapt to changing conditions and new paradigms but to attempt 
to re-contextualize the products of change as vehicles for place-ness. PKP tends to accept (if 
not outright embrace) novelty - particularly with regard to advances in and expanded access to 
technology. Thus, as villagers gained greater access to and became increasingly active in 
mobile computing and online communities, he began to focus his efforts there. He has since 
endeavored to cultivate the temple’s online presence, becoming especially active on social 
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media networks such as Facebook and Line. He now posts several times daily from the digital 
center’s Facebook page. These posts are often inspirational words or hand-drawn cartoons 
offering benedictions or exhorting Buddhist philosophies with regard to life, community, and 
development. More often than not, however, they are simply accounts of the days’ meetings, 
ceremonies, or activities accompanied by photo albums, often containing hundreds of 
individual images, which he typically uploads within hours of the event. He has uploaded 
thousands of such albums, making this Facebook page both an up-to-the-minute newsfeed and 
a vast photographic archive of past activities.6 At any meeting, temple event, training session, 
or other activity there are, thus, likely to be several younger monks and lay assistants with 
cameras in hand taking a seemingly endless stream of photographs and videos. 
   
It is important to note that, although it is a vehicle for the dissemination of a wide range of 
temple-related information that is unrelated to digital technology, this Facebook page is 
represented as that of the digital center more than of the temple as a whole. This serves to both 
relocate the center to a virtual space while simultaneously grounding its virtual presence in the 
actual space of the physical center. While the physical incarnation of the temple digital center 
is now often empty (except when special training courses are being held), its virtual incarnation 
is populated by thousands of people, both in the local area and elsewhere. It has both helped 
the center remain relevant despite the dwindling number of visitors and insured that villagers’ 
engagement with computing technology and virtual networks remains connected to the sense 
of community, history, and locality – of place – that the temple represents. Similarly, it ensures 
that Wat Phothikaram’s digital center remains a part of the ongoing dialogue regarding the 
ways in which digital technology is understood and utilized, particularly within the context of 
promoting the goals and values of the local community. PKP also sees the uploaded content, 
itself, as being a way in which the ICT center’s online presence remains situated in the physical 
and cultural space of the local community. As he states: 
 
Do we lose the system we have here in our community just because there is [technological] 
development like this? Does it mean we lose our traditions, our local culture? Look at Facebook 
[and the images uploaded there] and such. Where are those photographs taken? They are taken 
here. [They are not taken in] America or Europe. The thing that is presented in all of these is 
the local community. (personal communication, December 3, 2013) 
 
For Phrakhru Phothiwirakhun and Wat Phothikaram, this kind of adaptive repositioning of the 
temple’s ICT center has become even more explicit with the addition of “Café Potikaram”7 in 
2016. As part of a collaboration with the Ministry of Information and Communication 
Technology (MICT), it became the first of nearly 2,000 village high-speed internet access 

 
6 Many photos of my own visits to the temple can be found here, including those of my first interview and tour 
of the temple, which were taken by a novice monk at PKP’s behest and uploaded later that day.  
 
7 The transliteration here differs from that used elsewhere. This is because the name of the facility as displayed on 
the building Romanized as such. Elsewhere, I use the Royal Thai General System of Transcription (RTGS), in 
which this would be written as Phothikaram. Thus, although I spell the two differently here, there is no difference 
in the way the names of the café and the temple are written or pronounced in Thai.  
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points around the country for which there are plans as part of the ministry’s DiCY (pronounced 
“dee-see”) Digital Literacy Thailand project aimed at educating villagers about digital 
technology. 
 
Café Potikaram is a single building, fashioned to look like the faux-Western-style coffee shops 
often seen alongside the rural highways that connect various urban centers throughout the 
country. It consists of a large patio that functions as a meeting/dining area with several long 
lacquered wooden tables and a small sliding serving window reminiscent of a drive through or 
outdoor diner. Although nothing is sold, villagers are free to help themselves to various teas 
and single-serving instant coffee popular in rural communities in the region.  
 
The facility’s appearance is also critical to PKP’s strategy for maintaining the relevance of the 
temple in the villagers’ technological lives. As of July 2016, it became the first Sun Dichithan 
Chumchon (Community Digital Center) for the Ministry of Information and Communication 
Technology (MICT)’s village internet access initiative. As part of this initiative, the ministry 
provided the temple with high-speed internet access, as well as a free three-day session to train 
volunteers in the village, who would, in theory, be tasked with training others in their 
community. For PKP, this digital center is another way in which he is adapting the temple’s 
ICT center to the changing ways in which the villagers interact with internet technology. As I 
described above, most of the villagers now have access to mobile internet technology in their 
homes. While the original center with its desktop computers still exists and is officially part of 
the Community Digital Center, it now functions primarily as a classroom for occasional 
training sessions. This new center has become PKP’s central technological project, the goal of 
which is to provide a high-speed internet connection and a comfortable environment in which 
the villagers can use their devices. At the time of its opening, PKP described to the me reasons 
for the center thusly: 
  
In the past people would come to The Community ICT Learning Center in Honor of Wat 
Phothikaram in order to use the computers in the center. This is because most of them did not 
have smartphones or tablets or anything like that. Now, however, not many people come to use 
the center, as they all have mobile phones, smartphones, etc. So, we had to adjust, increasing 
the internet signal and making it a Community Digital Center. We also made it so they can 
watch movies, listen to music, and watch TV through applications or satellite (personal 
communication, July 30, 2016).  
 
In order to maintain the temple’s role as technological hub, PKP has adapted his methods to 
accommodate the changing ways in which villagers interact with technology. Furthermore, he 
understands it as an adaptation and extension of the development work in which he has already 
been engaged for nearly two decades. While in the past, the temple provided access to the basic 
information technology that the villagers were lacking, that function has become less relevant 
as access has become exponentially more ubiquitous and affordable. This digital center is the 
most recent example of PKP’s willingness to adapt his strategies in an attempt to ensure the 
ways in which villagers interact with technology remain embedded in place. In this case, that 
means creating a space that entices the villagers to gather at a physical center in the community 
in order to use digital technology. It is both an attempt to provide access to technologies that 
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are otherwise not available to the villagers and to shape the ways in which villagers interact 
with the technology to which they already have access, doing so in ways that seek to reinforce 
the temple’s central role in village life and to re-localize global networked systems.  
 
6. Discussion and Conclusion 

This shift in PKP’s ICT-related projects highlights a key aspect that sets the networked localist 
approach to development apart from other types of community development strategies. It is not 
merely an attempt to grant villagers opportunities or access to resources that they otherwise 
would not have, but also an effort aimed at defining how villagers interact with those resources 
– namely, in a way that is contingent with the localist emphasis on place. The move from the 
ICT center as an access point to that as primarily an appropriation and attempted 
reconfiguration of the use of existing IC technology to which there is already access, and finally 
to the Community Digital Center is a clear demonstration of this. It is also an example of the 
importance placed on the temple’s role as a “hub,” mediating the network paths by which 
villagers interact with this technology. 
 
A fundamental strategy by which networked localists approach the concept of “access” within 
development practice through the creation and/or strategic relocation of centralized access 
points. It is helpful to think of these access points in terms of “nodes” and “hubs.” A node is 
typically understood as a point where links in a network intersect. In the case of the internet, 
for example, this could refer to the individual modems connected to the network. In the case 
of social media, this might mean the individual users with accounts on various platforms. 
Nodes are widely dispersed throughout a network and, when taken individually, have little 
impact on the structure or integrity of the network as a whole. However, as Zizi Papacharissi 
(2011) points out in A Networked Self, “these numerous small nodes coexist with a few very 
highly connected nodes, or hubs” (p. 4), which she compares to the large airports in a few 
major cities that serve as connection points for all of the various smaller airports around the 
world. The question then becomes how one differentiates between a “node” and a “hub.” Here 
I will distinguish the two using the notion of betweenness centrality. According to Freeman 
(1977), points can occupy positions of what he refers to as centrality. Points exhibit centrality 
when they “stand between others and can therefore facilitate, impede or bias the transmission 
of a message” (p. 36). Nodes that facilitate connection between two or more points in a network 
can, thus, be said to have centrality. However, as Freeman goes on to point out, the degree of 
a given point’s centrality, does not necessarily reveal any information as to its role in the 
integrity of the network as a whole (i.e., whether or not it acts as a hub). He, thus, proposes 
describing points in terms of “betweenness-based centrality.” Hansen et al. (2010) refer to this 
as “betweenness centrality,” which they define as “a measure of how often a given vertex lies 
on the shortest path between two other vertices” and “of how much removing a [point] would 
disrupt the connections between other [points] in the network” (p. 40). I will, thus, define a 
“hub” as a node that exhibits (high) betweenness centrality8 – it lies at a central point on enough 

 
8 For the sake of simplicity, I will not refer to betweenness centrality by degree (i.e., “high” vs. “low” betweenness 
centrality). This is because I am using the term not to accurately measure the import of a particular node to the 
network as a whole, but as a device to understand the intended role of specific monastic development practices. 

That is, I am interested in how practices are implemented in order to attain/maintain high betweenness centrality, 
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important network connections that removing it would significantly disrupt the network as a 
whole.  

This is a useful lens through which to view PKP’s approach to his practice. Networked-localist 
practice is often an attempt to establish and resituate the “nodes” that make up local-extralocal 
networks in a way that facilitates greater participation of local actors in those networks and 
uses them to strengthen the authority, autonomy, and identity of the local community. In some 
cases, the successful deployment of multiple nodes in a variety of social spheres may lead to 
the monastic development practices functioning as a network hub. PKP’s temple-as-
community-center is not merely an attempt at helping to connect the local to the extralocal, but 
to be an active and intrinsic part of the connection process, itself – to be a hub. This, he 
accomplishes through working to facilitate both access to and mobilization of extralocal 
resources. The individual facilities in the temple can be understood as nodes that lie at the 
intersection of local-extralocal linkages. Taken together they are fundamentally an attempt to 
alter the ways in which the local interacts with extralocal systems in terms of 1) granting local 
actors access to extralocal expertise, technology, and material resources, 2) rendering the needs 
and conditions of local communities legible at the extralocal level, or 3) re-embedding 
extralocal systems and the institutions of supermodernity in place and locality in ways that 
extend across multiple social spheres.  
 
By contrast, the majority of the projects headed by other networked-localist development 
monks I have observed have primarily been focused on a single type of access/legibility-related 
activity/facility (many of which overlapped with those being implemented at Wat 
Phothikaram). Phrakhru Phothitham Khosit, a development monk in Udon Thani province for 
example, works exclusively arranging for village projects to be sold through OTOP. Phra 
Athikan Wichian, another development monk in Roi Et province, has focused all of his 
attention with regard to local access and legibility on his ICT and media technology center. In 
cases such as these, the temples act as nodes, connecting villagers to extralocal networks and 
the resources available therein, but are too narrow to be considered attempts to fundamentally 
change the way village life as a whole relates to the extralocal. PKP, however, has constructed 
a complex consisting of a multitude of these kinds of nodes. Although each of the facilities in 
Wat Phothikaram fulfill a specific purpose that creates its own connection between the village 
and extralocal systems and entities, these nodes are linked through their connection to various 
social spheres and their spatial and symbolic affiliation with the wat (temple). As such, the wat, 
itself, becomes a kind of hub as represented by a spatial location. It acts as the access point to 
a cluster of interlinked nodes, which in turn, serves as a stage for local/extralocal interaction 
and a major conduit through which ideas of community, locality, and modernity are mutually 
construed. It is important to note, however, that the network by which a hub is defined is, in 
part, an imaginary construct. By this I mean that it is artificially bounded – a process necessary 
in order to render it viable as an object of discourse. This means that a point’s betweenness 
centrality (and, thus, whether or not it is to be considered a “hub”) is contextual. Here, I refer 
to temple practices as “hubs” based on two kinds of context: (1) the position they occupy in 

 
but not in actually evaluating the degree of success to which these goals are achieved (assuming such an endeavor 
would even be possible based on ethnographic data). Thus, I will be treating betweenness centrality as a binary 
concept – insofar as whether or not a given practice is intended to function as a hub. 



  

 

 
 

410 
 

The 5th TICC International Conference 2020 
in Multidisciplinary Research Towards a Sustainable Society 

November 26th – 27th, 2020, Khon Kaen, Thailand 

linking the local to the extralocal in a given social sphere and (2) the position these practices 
occupy in linking the local to the extralocal across multiple spheres in ways that significantly 
impact local-extralocal connection as a whole. Taken as a whole, PKP’s temple-as-community-
center is an attempt to make the wat into a hub based on the latter context.  
 
This distinction between the wat as a node and wat as a hub is an important one, as it means 
that, in the case of the latter, these are not merely ancillary services provided by the temple in 
an effort to solve the individual access/legibility issues of the local community. When taken in 
concert, they form an attempt to reimagine the ways in which access to these systems and the 
relationship between place and that the institutions and tools of supermodernity are to be 
understood and engaged. Apart from facilitating direct access to extralocal resources through 
the creation and relocation of network nodes, networked-localist development monks also work 
to mobilize existing nodes to which villagers already have sufficient access. That is, they 
attempt to shape the ways in which these nodes are accessed and used in order to grant local 
actors greater autonomy, authority, and legibility at the extralocal level, as well as preserve the 
relevance of the temple and local community in people’s daily lives. Although these nodes and 
hubs are points or clusters of points within a network that facilitate connections among other 
points, they are not merely passive conduits. In other words, they are not intended to behave 
simply as intermediaries, which Latour defines as “what transports meaning or force without 
transformation: defining [their] inputs is enough to define [their] outputs” (2005, p. 39). Instead 
they act as mediators, which “transform, translate, distort and modify the meaning of the 
elements they are supposed to carry” (ibid). This is key in that the networked-localist endeavor 
is one that attempts both to facilitate local/extralocal interaction (granting access to expertise, 
resources, conveniences, and familiar symbols associated with supermodernity) and to 
fundamentally alter the process and symbolic meaning of that interaction (by re-embedding it 
in place). Latour bids those of us in the social sciences to reexamine facets of social life that 
are typically treated as intermediaries and explicitly focus on how they may behave as 
mediators. It is through this process that we can attempt to transparentize the proverbial “black 
box” and better understand the active role that its components play in the production of 
meaning. This is precisely what the networked localists have set out to do. Theirs is an attempt 
to create specific kinds of mediators – nodes and hubs that convey resources, etc. while also 
fundamentally transforming their symbolic meaning – and to render as visible that process of 
transformation. This conscious attempt to create these kinds of explicit mediators is a hallmark 
of networked-localist practice. 
 
Although PKP’s temple facilities are often described in terms of their intermediary functions 
(giving villagers access to internet technology, savings accounts, etc.), they are not mediators 
disguised as intermediaries. Instead, he describes the whole of his activities in the temple as a 
“model” (tonbaep) to which villagers and others attempting similar endeavors can refer. This 
is a driving force behind the active promotion of his practice through social media, 
presentations to other monks and lay activists, demonstrations for temple visitors, and large 
festivals and events held at the temple. It is also evident in the pedagogical aspects inherent to 
all of his temple practices. In addition to providing certain kinds of access, each of the facilities 
at the temple are underscored by an educational component. They are implemented with the 
intention of teaching the villagers how to incorporate the tools and symbols of the extralocal 
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into a community values-oriented framework. The nodes at the temple are, thus, not merely 
implicit mediators, but are set up in such a way as to demonstrate the process by which this 
mediation can take place.  
 
This creates an important contrast to those development activists who have primarily only been 
concerned with allowing access. Many traditional development monks (those whom I would 
not consider to be networked localists) with whom I have spoken discontinued their activist 
practices when they felt that villagers had gained more-or-less sufficient access to financial and 
educational resources. A statement I frequently heard was some variation of “the villagers are 
already developed.” They often cited the success of previous development projects or changes 
in government policies regarding local development as reasons for this shift, a view that is 
predicated on access being the primary goal of localist/Buddhist development practices. This 
poses a significant contrast to the ideologies and practices of many of the networked localist 
monks practicing today, particularly those of PKP. PKP is not only attempting to facilitate 
access to extralocal knowledge and resources, but to facilitate local access to these resources 
in a specific way – that is, through the temple. Maintaining the relevance of the wat and of the 
local community, as a whole, in the lives of the villagers is, in many ways, more important than 
simply insuring access. As he explained to me at our first meeting: 
 
If we do not do something like this [utilize and provide access to these types of resources], 
young people will see religion as something for a different [older] generation, not theirs. But if 
we do something to entice young people to come into the temple on their own, they will come 
out of self-interest. However, once they are here, others will also benefit” (personal 
communication, January 18, 2013). 
 
It is important to him that these resources are provided as part of the wat’s role in the local 
community. When the temple serves as a hub – a place that exhibits “betweenness centrality” 
– linking local and extralocal actors, institutions, and resources, these connections become 
inextricably bound to religion and the central place it has traditionally occupied in the village. 
Consequently, as villagers have gained access to certain extralocal resources (such as readily 
available internet access) by means other than through the wat, PKP has strategically 
repositioned his activities, pursuing new ways to maintain the temple’s centralized role in the 
community. 
 
This is especially apparent in the description of the Community Digital Center described above. 
When PKP first embarked on his endeavor to create an ICT center in his temple, it was 
primarily about access. It was an attempt to grant villagers access to extralocal knowledge and 
modern technology that was otherwise unavailable to them (at least at the village level) and to 
do so in a way that emphasized the relevance of community and locality, a typical feature of 
the networked-localist approach to community development. By locating the point of access in 
the temple – traditionally understood as the symbolic representation of the local community – 
PKP was both reinforcing the centrality of the wat in village life and symbolically positioning 
these resources to be accessible from within the context of history, relatedness, and identity – 
of place. It places emphasis on history in that it reinforces the wat’s traditional role as the 
repository of local means. It attempts to cultivate social relatedness in that it is meant to be a 
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gathering point for members of the community and to combat the dispersion of the village 
population that results from villagers being forced to seek such resources elsewhere. Finally, 
the wat has often served as shorthand for village life in rural Thailand. It has traditionally been 
the community center, synonymous with local identity.  
 
Once villagers had greater access to the technology and its use, these connections of IC 
technology to place could not be maintained merely through the provision of access. However, 
if the temple was going to continue to function as a hub shaping and facilitating connections 
between the local and extralocal, it was critical that it continue to have an active presence in 
this arena. It, thus, became important that PKP retain the relevance of the temple ICT center 
within that new paradigm. The temple’s role in information technology began as that of a 
computer access terminal and training facility. When villagers no longer required access to the 
basic technology, it shifted away from being an access point to become an online vehicle for 
the promotion and dissemination of temple activities and information in an attempt shape the 
ways in which villagers interact with the technology to which they to which they already had 
access. The ICT center’s most recent incarnation as the Community Digital Center in Honor of 
Wat Phothikaram aims both to provide access to networks and technology previously 
unavailable in the local community and to mobilize its existing technological resources in a 
new way. This kind of adaptation is a strategic repositioning, aimed at ensuring that the wat 
continues to occupy a position of “betweenness centrality” in a changing milieu.  
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