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Abstract

Background and Objectives: The intersection between collections and popular culture has become
an important topic of sociological debate, particularly within the context of contemporary Thai society.
The Buddha statue represents a prominent cultural collection among devotees and practitioners
of Buddhist worship. Simultaneously, it is closely connected to Buddhist institutions that exist
amid the ongoing commoadification of culture. Therefore, this study aimed to investigate the
culture of Buddha statue worship and its relationship with social identity and everyday belief
systems by employing visual autoethnography as a methodological approach.

Methodology: This study employed a qualitative research design using visual autoethnography, which
integrates subjective experiences and memories through the lens of material culture. In this study,
| used photographs alongside personal field notes to construct a mixed analytical process that
combined both inductive and deductive reasoning. Visual autoethnography challenges the
conventions of traditional research by emphasizing active participation and reflexive engagement.
This situates personal experience as the central medium through which broader social phenomena
can be interpreted and understood. Despite its potential, this approach remains relatively
underutilized in the study of Buddha statue worship in contemporary Thai society.

Main Results: The findings of this study revealed the intricate relationships between faith, online
space, and the identities of Buddha statue devotees. These relationships demonstrated that the
veneration and collection of Buddha statues constituted a distinct form of collection culture that
reflected personal tastes and aesthetic preferences. Concomitantly, the practice of collecting
Buddha statues was deeply embedded within the collective consciousness, a shared sense of
faith and belonging tied to place. For example, devotion to Luangpho Phuttha Sothon embodied
the collective identity of people from their hometown in the Chachoengsao Province, where
spiritual reverence was closely intertwined with local rootedness. Such collective consciousness
inevitably shaped how individuals positioned themselves within Buddhist veneration networks.
Involvement to Buddhadhamma: This article is situated within Applied Buddhism, focusing on
understanding how the Buddha statue serves as a symbolic medium that facilitates (Buddhanussati)
the recollection of the Buddha. Each element of the image embodies the moral and spiritual
foundations of Buddhist teaching, which are the observance of sila (Virtue), the cultivation of samadhi
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(Concentration), and the realization of paffia (Wisdom). Moreover, a certain series of Buddha images is
produced through collective acts of merit-making, in which communities of devotees participate in
casting the images with altruistic intentions, such as aiding people experiencing poverty or donating
proceeds from the veneration process to public welfare. These practices exemplify the principle of
Sanhgahavatthu 4 (The Four Bases of Social Harmony), reflecting the ways in which communities of faith
collectively embody generosity, compassion, and moral solidarity through religious and material action.
Conclusions: This study contributes to sociological perspectives on the veneration of Buddha statues
by highlighting the intricate relationships among faith, online space, identity, and the self of Buddha
image devotees. The findings illustrate that Buddhist statue worship is not merely a religious act but
also a social action shaped by interaction, belief, and aesthetic expression. The results have potential
policy implications for supporting the development of cultural and creative industries rooted in the
traditions of Buddhist institutions. In contemporary Thailand, there have been increasing government
efforts to harness economic value from cultural heritage. Insights from this study can inform such
initiatives by emphasizing how faith-based practices and religious material culture can serve as
pathways for sustainable cultural innovation based on Buddhist values.

Keywords: Buddha Statue, Religious Identity, Visual Autoethnography, Thailand

Introduction

Buddhism has long been intertwined with people's social lives, particularly in Thailand, where
it permeates everyday practice. Sociologists have paid considerable attention to the relationship
between Buddhism and social life, especially as Buddhism has increasingly adapted to contemporary
social and cultural changes (Bailey & Mabbett, 2003); (Schipper, 2012). Durkheim proposed that
religion functions as the center of social cohesion. Religion creates a clear distinction between
the sacred and profane, and through shared rituals surrounding sacred symbols, individuals feel
connected to something greater than themselves. Whenever people gather to celebrate, mourn,
worship, or follow collective moral rules, they reinforce their unity and identity. Durkheim
emphasizes that even if the symbols appear to be "Religious," what is ultimately being venerated
is society itself, because these shared beliefs and rituals strengthen the collective consciousness
(Durkheim, 1995). The Buddha statue and its veneration constitute social practices embedded in
devotees' daily lives, reflecting both religious faith and appreciation of the aesthetic expressions
of sacred art. However, the Buddha statue is more than an artistic representation of Buddhism;
It embodies a form of social and cultural cohesion that connects people. This illustrates how
Buddhism functions as a central institution shaping social patterns, traditions, and cultural practices
within society.

When considered a part of the aesthetic domain of art, Buddha statues have drawn
sociological interest through the lens of aesthetic experiences, which are understood as personal
encounters inherently connected to broader social structures and institutions. Such experiences
intersect with cultural consumption, wherein individuals attribute different meanings to objects

according to their social class, shaped not only by economic position but also by cultural capital
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(De la Fuente, 2000). However, Tambiah (1982) emphasized that Buddha statues are regarded
primarily as representations of the Buddha. Most images reflect the paths to enligshtenment
through diverse body postures and gestures. Thus, Buddha statues are not only a religious art but
also imbued with political and social class dimensions. Historically, images of similar forms have been
disseminated across regions, reinforcing Buddhism's devotion to the populace. Moreover, the meanings
attached to Buddha statues are deeply interwoven with local narratives and legends, raising critical
questions regarding their authenticity. A notable example is the Sinhala Buddha (Phra Sihing),
which symbolizes the transmission of Buddhism from Sri Lanka to Sukhothai and Lanna.
Typically held by the social elite, Phra Sihing was reproduced, and replicas were distributed across
major cities, serving as a medium for royal charisma and political authority. Although contestations
over authenticity have persisted, every Phra Sihing ultimately functions as a representation of the
Buddha, enduring in value and revered as an object of faith across generations.

In contemporary Thai society, Buddha statues have increasingly become objects of
collection for those with a particular appreciation for sacred artifacts. Under the framework of
collecting culture, collection is understood as a complex cultural practice involving the
management of collections, systems of classification, and valuation of objects, which are shaped
by the temporal dynamics of popularity. Further collection requires the accumulation of
experience in making decisions regarding acquisition, exchange, and curation. Moreover, collecting
culture should be examined as a form of consumption inherently tied to social class and status
(Pawakapan, 2021). In Thailand, research on collecting culture regarding religious objects remains
relatively limited. Existing studies have focused primarily on amulets rather than Buddha statues.
This is because amulets are more intimately associated with personal faith and vary according to
individual attributes. Amulets are also more readily commodified, portable, and easily circulated
in the transnational amulet market. They are often referred to as Phra Khrueang or Khrueang Rang
and frequently embody a mixture of religious traditions, including Buddhism and Hinduism
(lamkhorpung & Kosuta, 2022); (Naepimai & Chaisingkananont, 2023); (Srichampa, 2014).

While studying the history of sacred objects in Thai society, faith and beliefs in Buddhist
amulets have long been examined through phra khruang, small, portable sacred objects believed to
provide protection against harm caused by both worldly and supernatural forces. Despite Thailand's
rapid industrial advancement and pursuit of modernization, the exchange networks surrounding
Buddhist amulets, such as amulet markets and communities devoted to buying and collecting
sacred images, have grown remarkably alongside these developments. The rise of a new middle
class within the context of Thailand's transformation into a newly industrializing economy has
fused aspirations for success with a Thai Buddhist worldview that attributes extraordinary power
to the Buddha and his disciples, grounded in their moral and spiritual authority. Consequently,
worship practices originally intended to serve as reminders of Buddhist teachings have gradually
shifted toward the use of personal talismans. This transformation reflects a belief in the magical
potency embedded in Buddhist sacred objects and underscores how protective power has become
a central aspect of contemporary Buddhist material culture in Thailand (Soontravanich, 2013).
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During my fieldwork, | had the opportunity to venerate Luangpho Phuttha Sothon,
Phra Phuttha Chinnarat, and Luangpho Phra Sai, three of the most renowned Buddha statues in
Thailand, often described in oral traditions as guardian Buddhas in the nation's cardinal direction.
Each temple produces Buddha statues of varying sizes, which devotees can take home as auspicious
objects. Therefore, this study focuses on these three images as the primary cases for analysis.
These Buddha statues are widely recognized among collectors and have a significant influence
on Buddhist commerce (Buddha Phanit). My long-standing practice of collecting these three
Buddha statues further positions me within this cultural field, allowing my experience to be a part
of this visual autoethnographic inquiry. These statues are released in editions, either designed and
produced directly by the temple or commissioned and distributed by devotees, with revenues
directed toward public benefit projects such as the purchase of ambulances. An especially
intriguing case emerged from my conversations with monks and caretakers at Wat Pho Chai in the
Nong Khai Province, where Luangpho Phra Sai was enshrined. A local devotee, the owner of a
famous restaurant in Nong Khai province, combined the legend of Luangpho Phra Sai with regional
beliefs in the Naga to create a special edition statue, Luangpho Phra Sai Naga Prok (Model Phra
Nakhathibodi Barami Phra Sai). Proceeds from this initiative were used to acquire medical
equipment for hospitals in Nong Khai and fund the restoration of Wat Pho Chai. Importantly,
devotion to Luangpho Phra Sai extends beyond the local Nong Khai community. The faith surrounding
this image has transcended provincial boundaries and spread to neighboring Southeast Asian
countries, much like the devotion to Luangpho Phuttha Sothon and Phra Phuttha Chinnarat
(Fieldwork Note, June 14, 2025).

Thus, the study of Buddha statue-collecting culture has become an especially compelling
topic that still contains significant gaps for further scholarly exploration. This article focuses
specifically on the collection cultures of Luangpho Phuttha Sothon, Phra Phuttha Chinnarat, and
Luangpho Phra Sai, emphasizing the researcher's own experiences of collection, faith, and the
social identities of Buddha statue collectors. Having participated in the cultural field of Buddha
statue collection for nearly a decade, the researcher approached the subject from both
experiential insight and reflexivity. Within the framework of collecting culture, emphasis is placed
on the knowledge and competencies of collectors as active agents, those who possess the
experiential capacity to discern value, assign meaning, and appraise the worth of collected objects.
To explore this dynamic, this study employs visual autoethnography, focusing on the material
culture embodied in the Buddha statues. The approach is grounded in my own positionality as
someone who is deeply familiar with Buddhist traditions and actively involved in the Buddha
statue-collecting community. This methodological orientation allowed me to draw on my insider
experience while using visual materials as analytic entry points. The rationale and procedures for

this approach are discussed in detail in the research methods section.
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Objectives
This study aimed to investigate the culture of Buddha statue worship and its relationship
with social identity and everyday belief systems by employing visual autoethnography as a

methodological approach.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research approach via visual autoethnography,
a methodological technique that conveys the researcher's personal experiences and memories
to understand phenomena in social and cultural worlds (Wall, 2008). In anthropological fieldwork,
photography has long been used as a visual method for understanding the cultural dimensions
of everyday life. This involves capturing images that are ethnographically meaningful and
interpreting them, along with participant observations (Bateson & Mead, 1942). Visual methods
have also been employed to access past experiences, working in tandem with sensory experience;
Viewing a photograph can evoke memories and associations embedded within it, memories that
are intertwined with social relationships and the material connections that shape them (Banks &
Zeitlyn, 2001). When considered through the lens of autoethnography, such methods become
vital tools for narrating personal experiences, memories, and shared emotional landscapes in
which subjectivity and embodied experiences collide. These intersections generate rich cultural
data that extends beyond the conventional field notes or detached observations. Rosaldo's "The Day
of Shelly's Death" exemplifies this approach, as he used poetry to evoke the emotional intensity of
losing his beloved wife and interwove this deep personal grief with his ethnographic insights, thereby
opening new spaces for alternative ethnographic voices and forms of representation (Rosaldo, 2014).

However, visual autoethnography focuses on material culture in which various forms of
materiality can construct narratives to explain social phenomena (Payne, 2022). According to
Payne's (2022) visual autoethnography, she recounted her memories through objects she had
photographed while relocating. Photographs serve as a visual tool to reflect personal experiences;
They illustrate the social life of objects that trigger memories and shared experiences and are
imbued with sensory qualities. Based on my own experiences, the world of Buddha statues was
understood as an interplay between aesthetic appreciation and the collection of cultural materials.
These objects were valued not only for their sacred qualities or visual forms, but also for the
personal life stories embedded within them. Their significance emerged through the lived
experiences of the individuals who engaged with them, collected them, and attributed meaning
to them over time, this created material embodiments of cultural heritage and emotionally
invested artifacts within everyday religious practices.

| used visual autoethnographic methods to explore my experiences and recollections of the
veneration of three significant Buddha statues in Thailand: Luangpho Phuttha Sothon (Wat Sothonwararam
Worawihan, Chachoengsao Province), Phra Phuttha Chinnarat (Wat Phra Sri Rattana Maha Woraviharn,
Phitsanulok Province), and Luangpho Phra Sai (Wat Pho Chai, Nong Khai Province). These three

Buddha statues are well-known, and it is common for Thai people to worship at those temples
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and bring home replica statues for household veneration. As a Buddhist, | was familiar with the
religious culture surrounding the veneration of Buddha statues. Moreover, each of the three Buddha
statues had a history that reflected the origins and development of its respective community.
The data and photographs conforming to autoethnographic methods were recorded between
2023 and 2025. | revisited these photographs to evoke the experiences and memories embedded
within them, using them as sensory triggers that guided my reflections on past moments.
These visual materials were interpreted alongside entries from my personal field notes,
which were loosely structured and unorganized. Together, the photographs and field notes
allowed me to trace meanings, recall interactions, and understand the questions central to the study.
These records included the Buddha statues that | had venerated, along with details that allowed
for value assessment, as the three Buddha statues held relatively high values depending on their
production series, the artisans who designed them, and their popularity among Buddha statue collectors.
Maintaining such records enabled me to reflect on and reassess the value of these Buddha statues.

However, my writing of this autoethnography began when, during a long holiday, | had the
opportunity to arrange for a new Buddha shelf. Thereby, | encountered an interesting point that
reflected the social relationships of materiality, identity of the worshipper, and aesthetic value of
my collected Buddha statues. Moreover, | learned from key individuals involved in the creation of each
Buddha statue that these sacred objects were not confined to their veneration solely to Thailand.
They were also revered by foreign devotees, particularly those from Asian nations with similar
religious cultures who traveled to worship at these three sites.

|, therefore, believed that writing this autoethnography would help open a new space of
knowledge that effectively connected my personal narrative with the phenomenon of the Buddha
statue-collecting culture, which was moving from the local to the global flow. Examining the
research data according to the framework of visual autoethnography involved a combination of
inductive and deductive analyses. Inductive analysis focused on personal notes and storytelling
through photographs that | had taken of the Buddha statues, while deductive analysis selected

social theories, creating main and sub-themes to present the research findings.

Results and Discussion

Sacred Spaces in Everyday Life

The placement of Buddhist devotional objects reflects cosmological beliefs rooted in the
cultural systems of mainland Southeast Asia and the Indian subcontinent. Within this framework,
the Buddha statue was positioned at the auspicious center of a dwelling and aligned in the correct
direction according to traditional Thai spatial beliefs. This practice is closely intertwined with the
everyday use of space; For instance, people typically avoid placing Buddha statues near restrooms or
kitchens, which are considered impure because of the nature of the daily activities conducted there.

Thus, creating a sacred space for Buddhist icons has become a pervasive feature of Thai
Buddhist culture. Even as modern society has shifted toward faster-paced lifestyles and vertical

forms of living that prioritize convenience and transportation accessibility over spaciousness,
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reverence for the proper placement of Buddha statues persists. Such spaces continue to serve as
focal points of faith to residents, channeling auspicious energy and spiritual well-being.

Field observations and analysis of the devotional statue economy reveal that replicas of Phra
Phuttha Chinnarat, Luangpho Phuttha Sothon, and Phra Sai remain among the most frequently
purchased and installed Buddha statues, typically occupying the position of the principal statue, the
"Center of Auspiciousness."

While the spatial positioning of a Phra Room (Figure 1-4), a dedicated shrine area for worship
and prayer, is regarded as a vital element of Thai homes, the placement of Buddha statues within
this space follows deeply rooted beliefs about auspicious direction and hierarchical order. Typically,
Buddha statues are arranged from the highest to lowest according to individual belief systems or
local cultural traditions. Images with long historical legacies and legendary associations, such as
protectors and granters of blessings, are often placed in the highest position. Although no fixed
rule dictates the precise order, representations of the Buddha are generally positioned at the

uppermost level of the altar.

Figure 1 Visual Recording: Phra Room, A Dedicated Shrine Area for Worship and Prayer
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Figure 2 Visual Recording: Luangpho Phuttha Sothon

Historic Edition commemorating the 109th anniversary of the Royal Thai Police, created
through a sacred ceremony held in the ordination hall (Ubosot) of five temples revered by Thai

people as housing Buddha images regarded as "Brothers" of Luangpho Phuttha Sothon.

Figure 3 Visual Recording: Phra Phuttha Chinnarat

Saturday Five Great Auspicious Edition (B.E. 2563 / 2020), it is believed that the "Saturday Five"
day is an especially auspicious time for performing sacred ceremonies and enhances the sanctity

of ritual practices.
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Figure 4 Visual Recording: The 666-Year Thawi Chok Buddha

The image was created by the Cha Tawee lineage, a family of highly renowned sculptors
known for their design and supervision of the Phra Phuttha Chinnarat Buddha statue. The works
of this lineage are especially noted for their harmonious proportions, symmetry, and balance.
They claim qualities that distinguish them from sculptures produced elsewhere.

My personal devotion also influenced how | arrange these sacred objects. For instance,
my deep attachment to my birthplace influences the placement of Luangpho Phuttha Sothon in
the most prominent position of my household shrine. At times, spatial arrangement reflects not
only belief but also an aesthetic of faith, where | select images, whose postures embody the
spiritual qualities | wish to cultivate, such as standing figures symbolizing progress or seated figures
representing peace and protection.

On another point, Buddhist ritual constitutes a form of "Connection Work," an aesthetic and
affective practice that mediates religious belonging. Domestic acts of devotion, including the
arrangement of household shrines and the veneration of Buddha images, can likewise be understood
as everyday technologies of spiritual connection. The visual and spatial configuration of sacred objects
within the home does not merely represent beliefs; It also actively cultivates emotional attachment,
sensory engagement, and a sense of belonging to Buddhism. Through aesthetic decisions, such as the
placement, posture, and hierarchy of images, practitioners generate intimate ritual environments that
invite protection, blessing, and moral orientation into daily life. In this sense, the household shrine
functions as a microsite where transcendent religious ideals are mediated through material forms,
sustaining and renewing faith in the flow of modern living (Williams-Oerberg, 2021).

In Thai society, Buddha statues are made of various materials and colors, mostly gold and
brass with black lacquer, each reflecting personal faith and aesthetic preferences. The Buddha
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statue serves as a medium of communication with the divine, marking a sacred time and space.
It was never intended merely as an object of beauty in the modern sense but as a form that
evokes reverence and transcendence. From this intertwining of spatial placement and aesthetic
expression, a heightened sense of sacred experience emerges. Over time, people, including
myself, have come to value form, balance, beauty, and expression not only as symbols of
devotion but also as reflections of inner harmony. This gradual shift marks the philosophical birth
of aesthetics in Asia, where appreciation of the sacred form evolves into an understanding of
beauty as a transformative force that moves and reshapes the human spirit emotionally,
intellectually, and sensually. Furthermore, the veneration of Buddha statues reflects social class
because the possession of valuable and scarce objects signifies social standing. This is particularly
pronounced in creation processes that incorporate sacred rituals, revealing social privileges
limited to groups endowed with substantial cultural or economic capital.

The practice of Satipatthana, commonly known as the Four Foundations of Mindfulness,
serves to deepen both concentration and self-awareness in daily life. When a Buddha statue
functions as an object of veneration, it cultivates a serene and aesthetically resonant environment
that supports contemplative focus. In this context, the image can act as an entry point for the
study of Dhamma, anchoring awareness in the present and mitigating attachments to past regrets
or future anxieties. Through such grounded mindfulness, one comes to understand that suffering
is not sustained by clinging but can be alleviated through releasing.

Online Spaces and the Construction of the Devotional Self

Over the past five years, | have become interested in how the practice of renting and
venerating Buddha statues (Phra Phuttha Roop) has become intertwined with the process of
self-construction in online spaces. The Buddhist amulet and statue market has expanded rapidly into
the digital realm, particularly through Facebook pages and online marketplaces, where transactions
and negotiations over sacred objects occur swiftly through various applications.

My practice began through family narratives that shaped my belief that Luangpho Phuttha
Sothon's blessings would protect and guide my life. Growing up in Chachoengsao Province,
where Luangpho Phuttha Sothon is revered as a sacred and protective figure, deeply influenced
my sense of faith and belonging. My initial participation in the online amulet community began
with a devotion to Luangpho Phuttha Sothon before gradually expanding to an appreciation of
other significant Buddha statues, whose beauty and sacred power are believed to bring
professional success and prosperity.

The rapid growth of online spaces has deeply integrated the economies of Buddhist amulets
and the veneration of statues. In the past, devotees typically traveled to temples in person to obtain
amulets or Buddha statues, ensuring authenticity through direct purchases from the temple.
The temple's role as the primary distributor guarantees the sacred legitimacy of each object. However,
the emergence of digital platforms has fundamentally transformed these practices. Temples are no
longer the sole intermediaries, and devotees are no longer required to be physically present,

except for those who wish to examine the craftsmanship and aesthetic quality of Buddhist art
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before making decisions. Moreover, the obtainment of amulets differs from that of Buddha statues,
as amulets generally lack the same level of craftsmanship. Most amulets primarily respond to the
needs of individuals seeking objects that are convenient, easy to carry, and readily accessible.
As a result, amulets have grown rapidly on online platforms, especially when compared to Buddha
statues, which still embody an aesthetic gaze and require a more contemplative appreciation
(Hamratanaphon, 2024), (McBain, 2024); (Naepimai & Chaisingkananont, 2023).

Purchasing a Buddha statue online requires new interpretive and evaluative skills. Among the
senses, vision becomes dominant over touch, and other sensory experiences become unavailable.
Therefore, sellers emphasize the visual qualities of each image using multiple-angle photographs and
persuasive captions that highlight their defining features. Common descriptions include phrases such
as "Popular Mold," "Standard Edition," "Rare Model," "Sharp Features," "Excellent Condition,"
and "Authentic Guarantee," often accompanied by the year of consecration. Buyers typically examine
the face, back, and base of the statue, key visual markers of authenticity, before making decisions.
Many sellers also act as self-guarantors of authenticity, whereas buyers rely on a peer review system
known as "Credit Checking." This verifies the seller's reliability through previous customer feedback,
confirming successful delivery and genuine items.

Online markets for Buddha statues have thus reshaped social relationships between
buyers and sellers, dismantling the traditional monopoly once held by temples. | contacted
a seller who built trust by inviting me to view the actual image in person before the purchase.
Before agreeing to meet him, | checked his credibility through online reviews. However, relying
solely on vision remains a limitation. | prefer to touch the Buddha statue | intend to venerate,
as tactile engagement allows me to sense the texture of the material. Whether it is brass, stone,
or other substances. The combination of sight and touch enabled me to make more grounded
decisions regarding bringing the image home.

In my experience, online transactions present significant challenges to trust. Online veneration
remains largely an aesthetic experience mediated by vision and textual persuasion through captions.
However, at the decision-making stage, it was necessary to engage additional sensory dimensions to
achieve confidence and spiritual connection.

Trade in Buddha statues also reflects the speculative dynamics based on popularity and rarity.
Rare images are limited in supply and are highly sought after, functioning as material objects
embedded with cultural value, which Pierre Bourdieu calls objectified cultural capital. Through online
networks, cultural capital is converted into economic capital by leveraging social capital that connects
communities of faith and collectors through trust-based relationships. Moreover, possession of rare
and renowned images generates symbolic capital, as recognition from within the collector community
or "Field" confers prestige and spiritual legitimacy upon the owner.

Discussion

Blurring the boundary between my subjectivity and the field of study remains a central
challenge in my research. | aim to demonstrate how my personal experience of venerating
Buddha statues has illuminated the broader cultural phenomenon of Buddha statue collection,
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which continues to thrive in contemporary Thai society (Payne, 2022). Spatial perception plays a
crucial role in this process, as it anchors one's sense of self within spatial awareness and influences
the evaluation and interpretation of cultural values.

My background as a native of the Chachoengsao Province, where Luangpho Phuttha
Sothon serves as a key spiritual symbol connecting the community's collective faith, has
profoundly shaped my understanding of sacred space and belonging. This spatial perception
becomes visible in the continuous flow of devotees from across the country who pay homage to
this image and transforms it into a form of cultural reasoning that links authenticity to locality;
To own a genuine Luangpho Phuttha Sothon image is to ensure that it originates from Wat Phra
Phuttha Sothon in Chachoengsao Province. The logic of authenticity and spatial attachment
extends to other revered Buddha statues in Thailand.

Simultaneously, within both physical and online spaces where Buddhist images are
exchanged and valued, multiple forms of capital circulate continuously. A clear transformation
from cultural capital to economic capital can be observed as certain Buddha statues gained
popularity and became prized collectibles among devotees. These Buddha statues, forms of
objectified cultural capital, acquire increasing economic value in proportion to the demand for
ownership by collectors and worshippers (Bourdieu, 1989). When considering perspectives that
connect aesthetics with religion, Buddhist communities highlisht how the ability to belong to a
religious concept through things was perceived as more meaningful than not belonging at all.
Consequently, possessing a Buddha statue is a fundamental signifier of aesthetic patterns and
emotional knowledge. Such objects cultivate an atmosphere conducive to devotional practices,
create spaces for meditation, and engage with the teachings of Buddhism in everyday life (Baffelli
et al,, 2021). Similarly, this perspective recognizes sacred objects as mediating agents in the
construction of religious values and devotional aesthetics. Sacred objects act as active mediators
in transnational devotional networks. In the present context, the aesthetic and material qualities
of sacred objects do not merely facilitate worship but also provide devotees with sensory
confirmation of spiritual presence, reinforcing personal faith through visible and tangible forms.
Selective access to such objects reflects the unequal distribution of cultural and economic capital,
thereby reproducing social hierarchies within devotional communities. This process establishes a
moral economy in which sacred values, social recognition, and religious distinctions are exchanged
and negotiated. Interpreted through this lens, the participation of devotees in acquiring and
venerating sacred objects can be understood as both a religious practice and a means of attaining
symbolic status, particularly in transnational settings where devotion is intertwined with mobility,
consumption, and identity formation (Srinivas, 2012).

The possession of Buddha statues also corresponds to the expansion of digital media,
which has transformed them into religious material goods embedded in consumerist dimensions.
Digital platforms amplify this commodification through mass production and mediated rituals that
enhance symbolic appeal, such as consecration ceremonies, testimonials of miraculous experiences,

and faith-based storytelling. These narratives, circulated through social media interactions, accelerate

Temple of Wang Tawan Tok
1343/5 Radchadamnern Rd., Meuang, Nakhon Si Thammarat, 80000 Thailand

Vol.10 No.4 October-December 2025 pp.589-604



Journal of Buddhist Anthropology JB A

ISSN: 2985-086X (Online)
601

the dissemination and consumption of Buddha statues across vast online networks (Kitiarsa, 2012);
(Tarocco, 2011); (Naepimai & Chaisingkananont, 2023). Thus, from a sociological perspective, Buddhism
is viewed as a "Religion of Salvation" that highlights worldly suffering while offering a path for
individuals to escape the cycle of rebirth through disciplined mental cultivation. Weber contends
that Buddhist teachings emphasize personal spiritual endeavors rather than ritualistic practices.
Yet, in contemporary contexts, lay Buddhists must continue to engage with the demands of
everyday life, producing tension between the monastic ideals of world renunciations and the practical
realities of secular existence. This tension fosters more transactional modes of devotion among
laypeople, such as seeking blessings, prosperity, and protection. Weber describes this interplay as a
convergence of "The Ethic of Salvation" and "The Needs of The Worldly Order," revealing how

transcendent aspirations coexist with secular desires in modern Buddhism (Weber, 1965).

Originality and Body of Knowledge
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Figure 5 Collecting Buddha Statue Ecosystems
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The findings of this study reveal an ecosystem of Buddha statues that circulate through
faith, self, identity, and online spaces, each interacting and colliding with traditional domains of
religious devotion. This contemporary ecosystem is sustained by the intensive circulation and
interdependence of these four elements. As shown in Figure 5 that veneration of the Buddha
statue extends beyond mere faith; It also encompasses the social and cultural dimensions
expressed through the identity of the devotees. This was a key finding of the present study.
Simultaneously, this article employs visual autoethnography as its methodological approach, a
research method that remains relatively underutilized in studies of Buddha statue worship in Thai
society. By narrating this phenomenon through my own lived experience, this study offers a
methodological originality that contributes to new empirical insights.

Furthermore, the veneration of Buddha statues is increasingly intertwined with the emergence
of online spaces, which play a crucial role in shaping devotees' decision-making. Most Buddha statues
that circulate through digital media must be authenticated through complex social mechanisms that
validate their legitimacy. These online spaces also serve as interactive arenas in which buyers and
sellers exchange symbolic and economic values, fostering relationships grounded in faith, trust, and
shared beliefs.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The findings of this study reveal the intricate relationships between faith, online spaces,
and the identities of devotees of the Buddha statue. These relationships demonstrate that the
veneration and collection of Buddha statues constitute a distinct form of collection culture that
reflects personal tastes and aesthetic preferences. Concurrently, the practice of collecting Buddha
statues is deeply embedded within the collective consciousness, a shared sense of faith and
belonging tied to place. For example, devotion to Luangpho Phuttha Sothon embodies a
collective identity among the people of Chachoengsao Province, where spiritual reverence is
closely intertwined with local rootedness. Such collective consciousness inevitably shapes how
individuals position themselves within Buddhist veneration networks. Future research could
further explore the communities of Buddha statue devotees through the lenses of aesthetics and
cultural sociology to better understand the intersection of social institutions, culture, and art.
Additionally, digital social research methods can be applied to investigate online devotional
communities using tools such as social network analysis or sociograms to visualize the relational
structures and patterns of interaction. In addition, visual autoethnography holds the potential for
future studies on contemporary Buddhist-related phenomena, such as the circulation of amulets
and Buddhist tourism. Furthermore, this study offers potential policy implications, particularly for
promoting Thailand's cultural and creative industries. Buddhist institutions can play a participatory
role in this development by leveraging the faith and symbolic power of Buddha statues to
introduce Thailand's religious culture to global audiences. However, such engagement inevitably
raises questions about the commodification of religion, how faith, when mediated through

economic and cultural exchanges, transforms into a spiritual economy in the modern world.
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