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Abstract 
This comparative analysis explores the Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ 
Tradition within the broader context of Theravada Buddhism, 
juxtaposing it against similar traditions in Thailand and Burma. 
Originating from ancient roots and influenced by historical interactions, 
each tradition -- Sri Lankan, Thai and Burmese -- exhibits unique 
characteristics shaped by geographical, cultural and doctrinal factors. 
The study examines key elements such as monastic practices, lineage 
formations, doctrinal interpretations and cultural adaptations within 
forest monasticism. By analyzing historical developments and 
contemporary practices, this research highlights both shared aspects 
and distinctive features, offering insights into how these traditions have 
evolved independently while contributing to the wider tapestry of 
Theravada Buddhism. This comparative approach enhances 
understanding of the diverse manifestations of forest Buddhism across 
Southeast Asia, illuminating their significance in the preservation and 
dissemination of Buddhist teachings and practices. 
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Introduction 

Buddhism, with its profound teachings and rich cultural heritage, has flourished across various regions of 

Asia, manifesting in unique traditions shaped by local contexts. Among the most notable are the forest 

monastic traditions of Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma (Myanmar), each contributing distinctively to the 

tapestry of Theravada Buddhism. These traditions, deeply rooted in ancient practices, emphasize 

simplicity, meditation and adherence to the Vinaya (monastic discipline). This paper embarks on a 

comprehensive comparative analysis of the Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition, juxtaposing it against the 

forest traditions of Thailand and Burma. Through this analysis, the study aims to unravel the historical 
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developments, doctrinal nuances and cultural adaptations that have defined these traditions over 

centuries. 

The Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition 

Sri Lanka, often regarded as the cradle of Theravada Buddhism, boasts a venerable history of forest 

monasticism. The Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition traces its origins to the time of the Indian Emperor 

Asoka, whose son, Mahinda, played a pivotal role in establishing Buddhism on the island (Mahinda & 

Asoka, 1950). Over the centuries, Sri Lankan Forest monasticism has experienced cycles of growth, decline 

and revival, influenced by internal dynamics and external interactions (Gombrich, 1988). The tradition is 

characterized by a strict adherence to the Vinaya, a commitment to meditation practices and a lifestyle 

that often involves dwelling in remote forest hermitages (Gethin, 1998). Today, Sri Lankan Forest 

monasticism is represented by several prominent sects, including the Sri Kalyani Yogashrama Samstha 

(Galduva Sect) of the Rāmañña Nikāya, which continue to uphold these ancient practices (Wijayaratna, 

1990). 

The Thai Forest Tradition 

Thailand’s forest monastic tradition, known as the Thai Forest Tradition, is renowned for its emphasis on 

ascetic practices and rigorous meditation. Emerging prominently in the early 20th century, this tradition 

was revitalized by influential monks such as Ajahn Mun Bhuridatta and his disciples (Tambiah, 1984). The 

Thai Forest Tradition places a strong emphasis on vipassana (insight) meditation and strict adherence to 

the Vinaya, encouraging monks to live in secluded forest environments (Taylor, 1993). This tradition has 

significantly influenced the global understanding of Theravada meditation practices, attracting 

practitioners and scholars from around the world. It is known for its pragmatic approach to the Dhamma, 

focusing on personal experience and direct realization of Buddhist teachings (Kornfield, 1977). 

The Burmese Forest Tradition 

The Burmese (Myanmar) Forest Tradition, also deeply rooted in Theravada Buddhism, has a rich history 

of monastic scholarship and meditation. This tradition has been profoundly influenced by the works of 

notable meditation masters such as Ledi Sayadaw, Mahasi Sayadaw and Sayadaw U Pandita (Jordt, 2007). 

The Burmese Forest Tradition is particularly known for its structured meditation techniques, including the 

popular Mahasi Vipassana method, which emphasizes mindfulness of breathing and bodily sensations 

(Braun, 2013). Burmese forest monks often engage in intensive meditation retreats and play a crucial role 

in the preservation and propagation of the Pali Canon and its commentaries (Jordt, 2007). The tradition 

has contributed significantly to the global spread of vipassana meditation, attracting international 

practitioners seeking to deepen their understanding of Buddhist mindfulness practices (Braun, 2013). 

Research Questions 

In undertaking a comparative analysis of these three forest traditions, this paper seeks to address several 

key research questions within the context of Sri Lankan Forest Buddhism: 

1) Historical Development and Influences: How have historical events and interactions shaped the 

development of forest monasticism in Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma? What are the key historical 

milestones that have influenced these traditions? 
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2) Doctrinal Interpretations and Practices: How do the doctrinal interpretations and meditation 

practices of the Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition compare with those of the Thai and Burmese 

traditions? What are the similarities and differences in their approaches to the Vinaya, meditation 

and daily monastic life? 

3) Lineage Formation and Continuity: How have lineage formations and continuity been maintained 

in the Sri Lankan Forest tradition compared to Thailand and Burma? What role do lineages play in 

preserving the authenticity and purity of monastic practices? 

4) Cultural Adaptations and Modern Challenges: How have these forest traditions adapted to 

modern cultural contexts and challenges? What are the contemporary issues faced by forest 

monks in Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma and how are they addressing them? 

5) Global Influence and Outreach: How have the Thai and Burmese forest traditions influenced the 

global spread of Theravada meditation practices? What role does the Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ 

Tradition play in the international Buddhist community and how does it compare with the 

outreach efforts of the Thai and Burmese traditions? 

By addressing these research questions, this paper aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

unique characteristics and shared elements of the Sri Lankan, Thai and Burmese forest traditions. Through 

this comparative analysis, the study seeks to highlight the rich diversity within Theravada Buddhism and 

the enduring significance of forest monasticism in preserving and disseminating the Buddha’s teachings. 

Historical Development and Influences 

The forest monastic traditions of Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma have evolved over centuries, influenced 

by a complex interplay of historical events, cultural exchanges and doctrinal developments. 

Understanding the historical context of each tradition is crucial for appreciating their unique 

characteristics and contributions to Theravada Buddhism. 

• Sri Lanka 

The establishment of Buddhism in Sri Lanka dates back to the 3rd century BCE when Emperor 

Asoka of India dispatched his son, Mahinda, to the island to propagate the Buddha’s teachings. 

This mission led to the conversion of King Devanampiya Tissa and the establishment of Buddhism 

as the state religion (Mahinda & Asoka, 1950). Over the centuries, Sri Lankan Buddhism 

experienced periods of decline and revival, influenced by political changes and external invasions. 

The forest tradition, with its emphasis on ascetic practices and meditation, played a crucial role 

in preserving the purity of monastic discipline (Gombrich, 1988). Notable periods of revival include 

the Anuradhapura era, during which the Pali Canon was first written down and the 18th century, 

when the Upasampada (higher ordination) lineage was re-established with the help of Thai and 

Burmese monks (Wijayaratna, 1990). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition traces its roots to the early 20th century when a group of reformist 

monks sought to revive the ascetic practices of the early Buddhist monastic community. Led by 

figures such as Ajahn Mun Bhuridatta and Ajahn Chah, the tradition emphasized strict adherence 

to the Vinaya, intensive meditation and living in secluded forest hermitages (Tambiah, 1984). This 

revival movement was partly a response to the perceived laxity in monastic discipline within 

mainstream Thai Buddhism. The Thai Forest Tradition has since gained international recognition 
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for its rigorous approach to meditation and its emphasis on direct experiential understanding of 

the Dhamma (Taylor, 1993). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition has a long history of monastic scholarship and meditation, with 

significant contributions from renowned meditation masters such as Ledi Sayadaw and Mahasi 

Sayadaw. The tradition is characterized by its systematic approach to vipassana meditation, which 

focuses on mindfulness of breathing and bodily sensations (Braun, 2013). During the British 

colonial period, Burmese monks played a crucial role in preserving and revitalizing the Theravada 

tradition, culminating in the establishment of prominent meditation centers and the global spread 

of the Mahasi Vipassana method (Jordt, 2007). 

Doctrinal Interpretations and Practices 

The doctrinal interpretations and practices of the Sri Lankan, Thai and Burmese forest traditions reflect 

both shared foundations and distinctive elements. A comparative analysis of these aspects’ sheds light on 

the unique contributions of each tradition to the broader Theravada Buddhist landscape. 

• Sri Lanka 

The Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition is deeply rooted in the Pali Canon and the early 

commentaries, with a strong emphasis on strict adherence to the Vinaya and intensive meditation 

practices (Gombrich, 1988). Forest monks in Sri Lanka typically reside in remote hermitages, 

focusing on mindfulness and insight meditation (vipassana). The tradition also places significant 

importance on preserving the purity of the Upasampada lineage and maintaining rigorous 

standards of monastic discipline (Wijayaratna, 1990). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition is renowned for its pragmatic approach to the Dhamma, emphasizing 

personal experience and direct realization of Buddhist teachings (Taylor, 1993). Monks in this 

tradition practice vipassana meditation, often supplemented by samatha (concentration) 

practices to develop deep states of concentration (jhana) (Kornfield, 1977). The Thai Forest 

Tradition also places a strong emphasis on the role of the teacher-disciple relationship, with senior 

monks providing guidance and support to their students (Tambiah, 1984). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition is distinguished by its structured meditation techniques and 

systematic approach to vipassana meditation. The Mahasi Vipassana method, developed by 

Mahasi Sayadaw, focuses on cultivating mindfulness through moment-to-moment awareness of 

bodily sensations and mental states (Braun, 2013). This method has been widely adopted and 

adapted by meditation practitioners worldwide. Burmese forest monks also engage in intensive 

meditation retreats and place a strong emphasis on studying the Pali Canon and its commentaries 

(Jordt, 2007). 

Lineage Formation and Continuity 

Lineage formation and continuity play a crucial role in preserving the authenticity and purity of monastic 

practices within the forest traditions of Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma. Each tradition has developed 

unique mechanisms to ensure the transmission of teachings and practices across generations. 
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• Sri Lanka 

The Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition has a long history of lineage formation, with significant 

periods of revival and re-establishment. The tradition has been shaped by the efforts of monks to 

maintain the purity of the Upasampada lineage, particularly during times of decline (Gombrich, 

1988). Notable revival movements include the re-establishment of the Upasampada lineage in the 

18th century with the help of Thai and Burmese monks and the founding of the Sri Kalyani 

Yogashrama Samstha in the 20th century to preserve the forest Vinaya lineage (Wijayaratna, 

1990). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition places a strong emphasis on the teacher-disciple relationship, with 

lineages often traced through prominent meditation masters such as Ajahn Mun Bhuridatta and 

Ajahn Chah (Tambiah, 1984). This relationship ensures the transmission of teachings and practices 

through direct mentorship and personal guidance. The continuity of the tradition is maintained 

through a structured process of ordination and training, with senior monks playing a pivotal role 

in shaping the next generation of forest monks (Taylor, 1993). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition has similarly emphasized the importance of lineage in preserving 

monastic discipline and meditation practices. Prominent meditation masters such as Ledi 

Sayadaw and Mahasi Sayadaw have established strong lineages that continue to influence the 

practice of vipassana meditation (Braun, 2013). The Burmese tradition places a significant 

emphasis on the study and transmission of the Pali Canon and its commentaries, ensuring that 

the teachings are passed down accurately through successive generations of monks (Jordt, 2007). 

Cultural Adaptations and Modern Challenges 

The forest traditions of Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma have each had to adapt to changing cultural 

contexts and modern challenges. This section explores how these traditions have responded to 

contemporary issues while maintaining their core principles. 

• Sri Lanka 

The Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition has faced numerous challenges in the modern era, 

including political instability, economic pressures and the influence of globalization (Gombrich, 

1988). Despite these challenges, the tradition has remained resilient, with forest monks 

continuing to uphold their ascetic practices and meditation routines. Efforts have been made to 

engage with lay communities and promote Buddhist education, helping to bridge the gap 

between monastic and lay practitioners (Wijayaratna, 1990). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition has also encountered modern challenges, including the 

commercialization of Buddhism and the pressures of urbanization (Taylor, 1993). In response, 

many forest monasteries have sought to preserve their secluded environments and maintain strict 

adherence to monastic discipline. The tradition has also embraced modern communication 

technologies to disseminate teachings and connect with a global audience, while remaining true 

to its ascetic roots (Tambiah, 1984). 

 

 



Sunil & Toqeer Comparative Analysis of Sri Lankan Forest Buddhism with…. 

 

15 
Copyright © 2024 Insights of Mystical, Spiritual and Theological Studies (IMSTS) 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition has faced significant political challenges, particularly under military 

rule, which has affected the autonomy and activities of monastic communities (Jordt, 2007). 

Despite these challenges, Burmese forest monks have continued to play a crucial role in 

preserving and promoting vipassana meditation practices. The tradition has also adapted to 

modern contexts by establishing international meditation centers and engaging with a global 

community of practitioners (Braun, 2013). 

Global Influence and Outreach 

The forest traditions of Thailand and Burma have had a notable impact on the global spread of Theravada 

meditation practices. This section examines the influence of these traditions and compares it with the 

outreach efforts of the Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition. 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition has gained international recognition for its rigorous meditation practices 

and emphasis on direct experience of the Dhamma. Prominent figures such as Ajahn Chah have 

established international monasteries and meditation centers, attracting practitioners from 

around the world (Kornfield, 1977). The tradition’s pragmatic approach and emphasis on personal 

transformation have resonated with a global audience, contributing to the spread of Theravada 

meditation practices (Taylor, 1993). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition has similarly made significant contributions to the global spread of 

vipassana meditation. The Mahasi Vipassana method, in particular, has been widely adopted by 

international meditation centers and has influenced various contemporary mindfulness practices 

(Braun, 2013). Burmese meditation masters have played a pivotal role in training international 

practitioners, helping to disseminate the teachings of Theravada Buddhism beyond the borders 

of Burma (Jordt, 2007). 

• Sri Lanka 

While the Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition has primarily focused on preserving its ancient 

practices within the local context, it has also made contributions to the global Buddhist 

community. Efforts to promote Buddhist education and engage with international scholars have 

helped to raise awareness of the Sri Lankan Forest tradition (Gombrich, 1988). However, 

compared to the Thai and Burmese traditions, the global outreach of the Sri Lankan Forest 

tradition has been more limited, with fewer international meditation centers and initiatives 

(Wijayaratna, 1990). 

By addressing these research questions, this paper aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

unique characteristics and shared elements of the Sri Lankan, Thai and Burmese forest traditions. Through 

this comparative analysis, the study seeks to highlight the rich diversity within Theravada Buddhism and 

the enduring significance of forest monasticism in preserving and disseminating the Buddha’s teachings. 

Similarities between Sri Lankan, Thai and Burmese Forest Traditions 

The forest traditions of Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma, though unique in their historical developments and 

cultural contexts, share several core similarities that underscore their common Theravada Buddhist 

heritage. These similarities include their emphasis on monastic discipline, meditation practices, the 
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importance of lineage and their adaptation to modern challenges. This section provides a detailed 

comparative analysis of these commonalities. 

Emphasis on Monastic Discipline 

All three forest traditions place a strong emphasis on maintaining strict monastic discipline (Vinaya). The 

adherence to Vinaya rules is seen as essential for the preservation of the monastic order’s purity and 

integrity. 

• Sri Lanka 

In Sri Lanka, the forest tradition is known for its rigorous adherence to the Vinaya rules. Monks in 

this tradition are expected to follow a strict code of conduct, which includes celibacy, simplicity 

and a lifestyle of renunciation. The Sri Kalyani Yogashrama Samstha, for example, was established 

to maintain the strict observance of Vinaya and to ensure the purity of monastic practice 

(Wijayaratna, 1990). 

• Thailand 

Similarly, the Thai Forest Tradition is renowned for its strict discipline. Monks in this tradition 

follow the guidelines laid down by their renowned teachers, such as Ajahn Mun Bhuridatta and 

Ajahn Chah, who emphasized the importance of Vinaya as the foundation for spiritual practice. 

The strict adherence to monastic discipline is seen as crucial for achieving mental clarity and 

progress in meditation (Taylor, 1993). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition also emphasizes the importance of Vinaya. Prominent figures like 

Ledi Sayadaw and Mahasi Sayadaw have advocated for strict adherence to monastic rules as a 

means to cultivate mindfulness and concentration. The tradition’s focus on maintaining the purity 

of the monastic order is reflected in the rigorous training and daily practices observed by forest 

monks (Braun, 2013). 

Meditation Practices 

Meditation is a central practice in all three forest traditions, with a particular emphasis on insight 

(vipassana) and concentration (samatha) meditation. 

• Sri Lanka 

The Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition places significant importance on meditation as a means 

to achieve enlightenment. The practice of vipassana meditation, aimed at gaining insight into the 

nature of reality, is a common feature among Sri Lankan Forest monks. Additionally, the tradition 

also incorporates samatha meditation practices to develop concentration and tranquility 

(Gombrich, 1988). 

• Thailand 

In the Thai Forest Tradition, meditation practices are deeply influenced by the teachings of Ajahn 

Mun and Ajahn Chah. Both insight and concentration meditation are practiced, with a strong 

emphasis on mindfulness and direct experience. The tradition encourages meditation in natural 

forest settings, which is believed to support the development of inner stillness and insight 

(Tambiah, 1984). 
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• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition is particularly known for its emphasis on vipassana meditation. 

Methods developed by meditation masters like Mahasi Sayadaw focus on the meticulous 

observation of bodily sensations and mental processes to cultivate insight. This tradition also 

incorporates samatha practices to enhance concentration, providing a balanced approach to 

meditation (Braun, 2013). 

Importance of Lineage 

The concept of lineage is integral to the forest traditions of Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma, serving as a 

means to preserve and transmit teachings and practices. 

• Sri Lanka 

The Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition has a rich history of lineage formation, with various 

lineages being re-established during periods of decline. The tradition has maintained continuity 

through the efforts of dedicated monks who have ensured the transmission of teachings and 

practices across generations (Wijayaratna, 1990). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition places great importance on the teacher-disciple relationship, with 

lineages often traced through prominent meditation masters. This relationship ensures the 

transmission of teachings through direct mentorship, preserving the integrity and authenticity of 

the tradition (Taylor, 1993). 

• Burma 

• The Burmese Forest Tradition similarly emphasizes lineage, with teachings being passed down 

from renowned meditation masters to their disciples. The continuity of the tradition is maintained 

through structured ordination and training processes, ensuring that the teachings are preserved 

and transmitted accurately (Jordt, 2007). 

Adaptation to Modern Challenges 

All three forest traditions have had to adapt to modern challenges while striving to maintain their core 

principles and practices. 

• Sri Lanka 

The Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition has faced various modern challenges, including political 

instability and economic pressures. Despite these challenges, the tradition has remained resilient, 

with forest monks continuing to uphold their ascetic practices and engage with lay communities 

to promote Buddhist education (Gombrich, 1988). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition has encountered challenges such as the commercialization of Buddhism 

and urbanization. In response, many forest monasteries have preserved their secluded 

environments and maintained strict adherence to monastic discipline. Additionally, the tradition 

has embraced modern communication technologies to disseminate teachings and connect with a 

global audience (Taylor, 1993). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition has faced significant political challenges, particularly under military 

rule. Despite these difficulties, Burmese forest monks have continued to play a crucial role in 
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preserving and promoting vipassana meditation practices. The tradition has adapted to modern 

contexts by establishing international meditation centers and engaging with a global community 

of practitioners (Braun, 2013). 

Worldwide Inspirations 

The forest traditions of Thailand and Burma have had a notable impact on the global spread of Theravada 

meditation practices, while the Sri Lankan tradition has also contributed to the global Buddhist 

community. 

• Sri Lanka 

Although the Sri Lankan Forest Monks’ Tradition has primarily focused on preserving its practices 

locally, it has made significant contributions to the global Buddhist community. Efforts to promote 

Buddhist education and engage with international scholars have helped to raise awareness of the 

tradition (Gombrich, 1988). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition has gained international recognition for its meditation practices and 

pragmatic approach. Prominent figures such as Ajahn Chah have established international 

monasteries and meditation centers, attracting practitioners from around the world and 

contributing to the global spread of Theravada meditation (Kornfield, 1977). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition has made significant contributions to the global spread of vipassana 

meditation. The Mahasi Vipassana method, in particular, has been widely adopted by 

international meditation centers and has influenced contemporary mindfulness practices. 

Burmese meditation masters have trained international practitioners, helping to disseminate the 

teachings of Theravada Buddhism globally (Braun, 2013). 

By examining these similarities, this paper highlights the commonalities that underpin the forest traditions 

of Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma. Despite their unique historical developments and cultural contexts, 

these traditions share a commitment to monastic discipline, meditation practices, lineage preservation 

and adaptation to modern challenges, contributing to their enduring significance within Theravada 

Buddhism. 

Differences between Sri Lankan, Thai and Burmese Forest Traditions 

While the forest traditions of Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma share many commonalities rooted in their 

Theravada Buddhist heritage, they also exhibit distinct differences shaped by their unique historical, 

cultural and social contexts. These differences include variations in historical development, meditation 

practices, monastic organization, interaction with lay communities and responses to modern challenges. 

This section provides a comprehensive analysis of these differences. 

Historical Development and Influences 

The historical trajectories and external influences on the forest traditions in Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma 

have resulted in unique characteristics and practices in each country. 
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• Sri Lanka 

The Sri Lankan Forest Tradition has a long and continuous history dating back to the introduction 

of Buddhism by Arahant Mahinda in the 3rd century BCE (Gombrich, 1988). The tradition has been 

shaped by periodic revivals and reforms, often in response to external threats such as colonialism 

and political instability. Sri Lankan forest traditions have also been influenced by interactions with 

Indian, Burmese and Thai monks, leading to a synthesis of practices (Wijayaratna, 1990). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition, particularly in its modern form, is relatively younger, having been 

significantly shaped in the early 20th century by figures like Ajahn Mun Bhuridatta and Ajahn Chah 

(Taylor, 1993). The tradition emphasizes direct experience and pragmatic approaches to 

meditation and monastic life, influenced by indigenous animistic beliefs and practices. Thai forest 

monks often seek out isolated forest environments to deepen their meditation practice, which is 

seen as integral to their spiritual development (Tambiah, 1984). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition has been deeply influenced by the country’s rich history of 

meditation practice and monastic scholarship. Prominent meditation masters like Ledi Sayadaw 

and Mahasi Sayadaw have played crucial roles in shaping the tradition, particularly through the 

development of structured vipassana meditation techniques (Braun, 2013). The Burmese 

tradition has been characterized by a strong emphasis on meditation as a means to achieve direct 

experiential knowledge of the Dhamma, with a focus on systematic and methodical practice. 

Meditation Practices 

Although meditation is central to all three traditions, the methods and emphasis differ, reflecting each 

tradition’s unique approach to practice and realization. 

• Sri Lanka 

In the Sri Lankan Forest Tradition, there is a balanced emphasis on both vipassana (insight) and 

samatha (concentration) meditation (Gombrich, 1988). Practices often draw from traditional texts 

such as the Visuddhimagga and there is a strong focus on developing jhana (meditative 

absorption) as a foundation for deeper insight. The tradition also incorporates elements of 

devotional practice, including chanting and ritual, which support the cultivation of faith and 

mindfulness (Wijayaratna, 1990). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition places a significant emphasis on mindfulness and direct observation of 

the mind and body. Teachers like Ajahn Mun and Ajahn Chah have promoted an approach that 

integrates both samatha and vipassana practices, with a particular focus on developing 

continuous mindfulness (sati) in all activities (Taylor, 1993). Meditation in the Thai tradition often 

involves practices such as walking meditation and mindful reflection on the body, which are 

designed to cultivate deep awareness and insight (Tambiah, 1984). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition is renowned for its rigorous and systematic approach to vipassana 

meditation. Methods developed by Ledi Sayadaw and Mahasi Sayadaw focus on the detailed 

observation of bodily sensations and mental processes, often starting with the practice of 

anapanasati (mindfulness of breathing) and progressing to vipassana techniques (Braun, 2013). 
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The emphasis is on achieving insight into the three characteristics of existence: impermanence 

(anicca), suffering (dukkha) and non-self (anatta). 

Monastic Organization and Structure 

The organizational structures and monastic hierarchies within the forest traditions vary, reflecting each 

country’s historical and cultural context. 

• Sri Lanka 

The Sri Lankan Forest Tradition is organized into various nikayas (monastic orders), such as the 

Siyam, Amarapura and Ramanna Nikayas. Each order has its own administrative structure and 

hierarchy, with forest monasteries often operating semi-autonomously within these broader 

frameworks (Gombrich, 1988). The tradition places a strong emphasis on community living, with 

monks often engaging in collective activities such as alms-rounds and communal chanting 

(Wijayaratna, 1990). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition is characterized by a more decentralized and informal organizational 

structure. Monasteries are often established by individual meditation masters, who attract 

disciples through their reputation and teachings (Taylor, 1993). The tradition places a strong 

emphasis on the teacher-disciple relationship, with lineages being traced through prominent 

figures such as Ajahn Mun and Ajahn Chah. Monasteries tend to be small and isolated, fostering 

a close-knit community of practitioners (Tambiah, 1984). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition has a more formalized and hierarchical organizational structure, 

with a strong emphasis on the transmission of teachings through established lineages. Large 

meditation centers, such as the Mahasi and Panditarama centers, play a central role in training 

monks and lay practitioners (Braun, 2013). The tradition also has a well-developed system of lay 

support, with laypeople playing an active role in providing material support and participating in 

meditation retreats. 

Interaction with Lay Communities 

The relationship between forest monks and lay communities differs across Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma, 

reflecting variations in cultural expectations and societal roles. 

• Sri Lanka 

In Sri Lanka, forest monks traditionally maintain a somewhat distant relationship with lay 

communities, focusing primarily on their ascetic practices and meditation (Gombrich, 1988). 

However, they also engage with laypeople through Dhamma talks, meditation instruction and 

community services. Forest monasteries often rely on lay support for their material needs and 

laypeople view supporting the Sangha as a means to accumulate merit (Wijayaratna, 1990). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition has a more interactive relationship with lay communities. Forest monks 

often teach meditation and give Dhamma talks, attracting large numbers of lay followers who 

participate in retreats and offer material support (Taylor, 1993). Laypeople are actively involved 

in the life of the monastery, providing alms, attending ceremonies and practicing meditation 
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alongside the monks. This close relationship is seen as mutually beneficial, fostering a strong 

sense of community and shared spiritual practice (Tambiah, 1984). 

• Burma 

In Burma, the interaction between forest monks and lay communities is also strong, with a 

particular emphasis on lay participation in meditation practice. Large meditation centers offer 

extensive programs for lay practitioners, who often undergo intensive training alongside monks 

(Braun, 2013). The tradition encourages laypeople to take an active role in their own spiritual 

development, viewing meditation practice as accessible and beneficial for all, regardless of 

monastic status. 

Responses to Modern Challenges 

Each forest tradition has faced and responded to modern challenges in ways that reflect their unique 

contexts and priorities. 

• Sri Lanka 

The Sri Lankan Forest Tradition has faced challenges such as political instability, economic 

pressures and the impact of modernization. In response, forest monks have sought to preserve 

their traditional practices while also engaging with contemporary issues. Initiatives such as 

community education programs, environmental conservation efforts and interfaith dialogues 

have been undertaken to address modern challenges and promote the relevance of Buddhist 

teachings (Gombrich, 1988). 

• Thailand 

The Thai Forest Tradition has responded to modern challenges by emphasizing the practical 

applicability of meditation and mindfulness in everyday life. Monasteries have adapted to 

urbanization and commercialization by establishing urban meditation centers and engaging with 

a global audience through online teachings and publications (Taylor, 1993). The tradition’s flexible 

and pragmatic approach has allowed it to remain relevant and accessible in a rapidly changing 

world (Tambiah, 1984). 

• Burma 

The Burmese Forest Tradition has faced significant political challenges, particularly under military 

rule. Despite these difficulties, the tradition has remained resilient, with monks and lay 

practitioners continuing to uphold and promote meditation practices. The establishment of 

international meditation centers and the global dissemination of Burmese vipassana methods 

have helped to ensure the tradition’s survival and relevance in the modern world (Braun, 2013). 

The forest traditions of Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma, while sharing a common Theravada Buddhist 

heritage, exhibit distinct differences shaped by their unique historical, cultural and social contexts. These 

differences are evident in their historical development, meditation practices, monastic organization, 

interaction with lay communities and responses to modern challenges. By understanding these 

differences, we can gain a deeper appreciation of the rich diversity within the Theravada Forest tradition 

and the ways in which each tradition has adapted to preserve its core teachings and practices in a changing 

world. 
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Conclusion 

The comparative analysis of the forest traditions in Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma reveals a rich tapestry 

of practices and teachings that, while rooted in a shared Theravada Buddhist heritage, have evolved 

uniquely in response to their distinct historical, cultural and social contexts. These traditions differ in their 

historical development, meditation practices, monastic organization, interactions with lay communities 

and responses to modern challenges. Sri Lanka’s tradition emphasizes a balanced approach to meditation 

with a strong devotional element, Thailand’s tradition highlights direct experience and mindfulness 

integrated into daily life and Burma’s tradition is characterized by its rigorous and systematic vipassana 

methods. Understanding these differences not only enriches our appreciation of the diversity within 

Theravada Buddhism but also underscores the adaptability and resilience of these traditions in preserving 

their core teachings and practices amidst changing global landscapes. 
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