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Abstract - The Saffron Revolution of 2007 marked a pivotal
moment in Myanmar’s modern history, highlighting the
intersection of religion, politics, and social justice. Central to
this movement was the role of Theravada Buddhist monastic
leaders, whose moral authority and public influence
galvanized mass protests against the military junta. This paper
examines the causes, development, and outcomes of the
Saffron Revolution with a specific focus on the monastic
community’s leadership. Drawing upon historical context,
Buddhist doctrinal principles, and contemporary political
analysis, the study explores how the Sangha transitioned from
a traditionally apolitical role to one of direct social and
political engagement. It further discusses the implications of
monastic activism for both religious authority and civil
society in Myanmar and Theravada Buddhist countries more
broadly.
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Introduction

The Sangha, or Buddhist monastic community, has
historically held a position of deep respect and moral authority
within Myanmar’s predominantly Theravada Buddhist
society. Traditionally tasked with providing spiritual
guidance, monks in Myanmar are not only venerated religious
figures but also influential social actors. Their role often
extends beyond the spiritual realm, especially during times of
national crisis or political turmoil. Throughout Myanmar’s
history — from colonial resistance movements to post-
independence nation-building — the Sangha has occasionally
stepped into political discourse, shaping public opinion and
mobilizing collective action. One of the most striking
examples of such involvement occurred during the Saffron
Revolution in 2007.

The Saffron Revolution, named after the color of the monks'
robes, was a mass protest movement sparked by the military
regime’s sudden decision to remove fuel subsidies, which led

to a dramatic rise in the cost of living. Although the initial
demonstrations were led by civilians, they gained national and
international attention only when thousands of Buddhist
monks joined the protests. Their presence transformed the
movement into a powerful moral stand against decades of
authoritarian rule, human rights abuses, and economic
mismanagement by the military junta. What distinguished this
movement was not only its scale but the moral and symbolic
weight brought by the participation of monks. In Myanmar,
the Sangha enjoys widespread public trust, and its
involvement lent credibility and legitimacy to the uprising.
This marked a significant shift from the traditional role of
monastics as passive observers of political matters, toward a
more active and engaged form of leadership. Monks invoked
Buddhist ethical principles such as karuna (compassion) and
ahimsa (nonviolence) to justify their involvement, framing
their activism as a response to the suffering of the people — a
duty aligned with their spiritual responsibilities.

This paper aims to analyze the unique involvement of
monastic leaders in the Saffron Revolution, examining the
motivations behind their political engagement, the methods
they employed, and the broader socio-political implications
of their activism. In doing so, it situates the movement within
the historical context of monastic participation in Myanmar’s
political life, while also exploring how the Saffron Revolution
challenged traditional notions of Buddhist renunciation by
aligning spiritual leadership with the struggle for justice and
social reform.

Historical Background of Monastic Involvement in Politics

The involvement of the Sangha in Myanmar’s political affairs
is not a new phenomenon. Rooted in centuries of Buddhist
tradition and national identity, monks have consistently held
influence far beyond the religious domain. The relationship
between the Sangha (monastic community) and the state in
Myanmar has evolved through various historical epochs,
shaped by colonialism, nationalism, dictatorship, and modern
resistance.
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During the British colonial period (1824-1948), the Sangha
played a pivotal role in fostering Burmese national identity.
The British colonial administration, being largely Christian
and secular, significantly undermined the traditional role of
the monarchy as a patron of Buddhism. This erosion of state-
Buddhism relations threatened the stability and influence of
the Sangha, which had long been intertwined with political
legitimacy under Burmese kingship.

In response, many monks became politically active, not
through violent means, but by promoting cultural
nationalism. They organized public sermons, Buddhist
education campaigns, and moral reform movements aimed at
reviving Burmese identity and resisting colonial domination.
Monks such as U Ottama and Sayadaw U Wisara emerged
as early Buddhist political leaders, advocating nonviolent
resistance and even enduring imprisonment for their defiance.
Their activism galvanized the Burmese independence
movement, and they were revered as both spiritual and
national heroes. After Myanmar gained independence in 1948,
the role of the Sangha remained central to shaping national
discourse. The first few democratic governments attempted to
institutionalize Buddhism as a guiding force in governance.
The Sixth Buddhist Council (1954-1956), held in Yangon,
and the state-sponsored propagation of Buddhism during this
period, reinforced the alignment of the Sangha with national
interests. Monks continued to exert moral pressure on the
government, offering critiques of corruption, inequality, and
moral decay. While not all monastic leaders engaged in
formal politics, their sermons, teachings, and public
appearances often carried implicit political messages. The
moral authority they held gave them a significant platform for
social influence.

Military Rule and Suppression of the Sangha

Following the 1962 military coup led by General Ne Win,
Myanmar entered a long era of military dictatorship. The
newly established Burmese Socialist Programme Party
sought to control every aspect of life, including religion. The
state implemented a strict policy of separating religion from
politics, and monastic institutions were brought under
surveillance and regulation.

Registration of monks, state-sanctioned monastic education,
and monitoring of religious sermons were part of an effort to
depoliticize the Sangha and prevent its mobilization against
the regime.

Despite these efforts, underground networks of monastic
resistance persisted. Some monks continued to speak out
against oppression, often at great personal risk. The military’s
desire to co-opt and control the Sangha created internal

divisions, giving rise to two broad categories: regime-aligned
monks and independent or dissident monks. The former
received state support and participated in government
ceremonies, while the latter often found themselves
marginalized or targeted for repression. Still, the enduring
spiritual and moral authority of the Sangha meant that any
public engagement by monks — even symbolic gestures —
had the potential to inspire widespread public support and
resistance. This historical foundation set the stage for the
monastic-led Saffron Revolution in 2007.

Causes of the Saffron Revolution

The Saffron Revolution did not emerge in a vacuum. Rather,
it was the culmination of decades of political repression,
economic mismanagement, and growing public discontent
in Myanmar. While the immediate trigger of the protests was
the government’s sudden removal of fuel subsidies in August
2007, the deeper causes were far more systemic and long-
standing. On August 15, 2007, the ruling State Peace and
Development Council (SPDC), Myanmar’s military junta,
abruptly announced the removal of fuel subsidies, causing fuel
prices to skyrocket overnight — in some cases, doubling or
tripling. The price of petrol and diesel increased by 100%, and
the price of compressed natural gas (widely used for public
transport) rose by nearly 500%. This decision was made
without warning or public consultation, disproportionately
affecting the poor and middle classes.

Public transport collapsed, food prices soared, and ordinary
citizens found themselves unable to afford basic goods. The
economic hardship triggered spontaneous protests in major
cities, including Yangon and Mandalay, led initially by
activists and former student leaders. However, these early
protests were small and quickly suppressed by the authorities.

The fuel crisis acted as a catalyst for broader dissatisfaction
rooted in decades of military misrule. The deeper causes of
the Saffron Revolution include:

e Widespread Poverty and Economic Inequality:
Despite being rich in natural resources, Myanmar has
long suffered from chronic poverty. Under military
rule, economic opportunities were limited, and
wealth was concentrated in the hands of elites
connected to the junta. Ordinary citizens, including
many lay supporters of the monastic community,
faced food insecurity, unemployment, and
deteriorating public services.

e Authoritarian Rule: The
Myanmar since 1962,

military had ruled
eliminating democratic

© 2025, JOIREM  |www.joirem.com| Page 2



http://joirem.com/
http://www.joirem.com/

5 =0

-

-

V4 i\
1’ A ‘§
\" JOIREM 0"
=\ Vi

D

Journal Publication of International Research for Engineering and Management (JOIREM)
Volume: 03 Issue: 08 | August-2025

institutions, banning political opposition, and
systematically repressing dissent. Basic freedoms —
including speech, assembly, and the press — were
heavily restricted. Elections, when held, were either
rigged or ignored, and the judiciary was subservient
to military interests.

e Human Rights Abuses: Arbitrary arrests, torture,
forced labor, and ethnic violence were common
under the junta. International organizations
frequently condemned the regime’s human rights
record, but little changed on the ground. Monks,
although traditionally respected, were not immune to
such repression when they became politically active.

e Suppression of Religious Institutions: The
military’s attempts to control the Sangha created
deep resentment among many monks. Interference in
ordination, censorship of sermons, and the promotion
of regime-friendly monastic organizations led to a
sense of spiritual degradation and loss of religious
freedom. Many monks viewed the military regime as
morally bankrupt and incompatible with Buddhist
ethical values.

The Pakokku Incident: A Turning Point

A critical turning point came on September 5, 2007, in the
town of Pakokku, when military troops violently dispersed a
peaceful procession of monks protesting fuel price hikes.
Reports indicated that soldiers beat monks, destroyed alms
bowls, and raided monasteries. Such acts were seen not only
as political repression but as deeply sacrilegious, violating
the sanctity of monastic life. In response, monks across the
country declared a boycott of alms from military personnel
and their families — a powerful symbolic act in Theravada
Buddhism known as “patta nikkujjana kamma”. This act
effectively excommunicated the military from the religious
life of the nation. It was a bold declaration that the regime had
lost its moral legitimacy in the eyes of the Sangha.  This
incident galvanized the monastic community. Over the next
two weeks, monks began organizing mass demonstrations,
chanting the Metta Sutta (Discourse on Loving-kindness)
and walking peacefully through the streets in meditation and
protest. These demonstrations quickly spread across major
cities, drawing support from thousands of laypeople.

The involvement of Buddhist monks in the Saffron
Revolution was not accidental or spontaneous. It was the
result of deliberate planning, deep spiritual conviction, and a
response to widespread moral and social decay. Once the
Sangha decided to act, their leadership profoundly
transformed the nature of the movement — from a civilian
uprising to a moral and spiritual protest rooted in Buddhist

principles. The monks' leadership gave the revolution both its
legitimacy and its unique character, setting it apart from
previous political demonstrations in Myanmar.

In Myanmar, the Sangha enjoys profound respect and trust
from the population. Monks are seen as paragons of virtue,
moral clarity, and self-sacrifice. Their participation in public
life carries immense symbolic weight. When monks took to
the streets, the movement immediately gained legitimacy in
the eyes of ordinary citizens and the international community.
Unlike political parties or dissident groups, monks were not
seen as seeking power or personal gain. Their participation
signaled a moral condemnation of the military regime,
rather than a bid for political control. The decision to protest
was thus interpreted by many as a spiritual necessity — a
collective action taken to protect the moral fabric of society.
The monks' teachings emphasized the importance of standing
against dukkha (suffering) in all its forms, including
institutional injustice and social oppression. In their view,
remaining silent in the face of such suffering would amount to
a failure of their monastic duty.

True to Buddhist principles, the protests were firmly
nonviolent. The monks adopted a peaceful strategy that
reflected the core ethical values of ahimsa (hon-harming) and
karuna (compassion). Protest marches were conducted in
silence or accompanied by the chanting of the Metta Sutta, a
discourse that radiates loving-kindness toward all beings. The
monks walked barefoot in meditative processions, often
holding their alms bowls upside down as a sign of protest.
These silent, disciplined marches stood in stark contrast to the
violent repression that would follow. The choice of
nonviolence was both principled and strategic. It reinforced
the image of monks as spiritual protectors of the people and
made it harder for the regime to justify its eventual
crackdown.

One of the most potent forms of protest used by the monks
was the refusal of alms from members of the military and
their families. Known in Pali as “patta nikkujjana kamma”,
this act involved turning the alms bowl upside down in
rejection. In Theravada tradition, alms-giving is not just a
social custom — it is a deeply religious act that binds
laypeople to the monastic order. To be denied the opportunity
to offer alms is seen as a spiritual disgrace. This symbolic act
effectively excommunicated the military from the religious
life of the nation. It sent a clear message: the junta had lost its
moral right to rule. In a Buddhist society like Myanmar’s,
where rulers historically derived legitimacy from their
association with the Sangha, this was a devastating spiritual
rebuke.
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To coordinate their activities and present a unified voice,
monks formed the All Burma Monks’ Alliance (ABMA).
This informal network of senior and junior monks became the
spiritual and organizational backbone of the revolution. The
ABMA issued statements, coordinated marches, and
articulated the moral and religious basis of the protests.
Though decentralized, the Alliance demonstrated remarkable
unity, discipline, and clarity of purpose — qualities that
helped sustain the movement in its early days. Through these
efforts, the monastic leaders showcased an extraordinary
blend of spiritual commitment and strategic acumen. Their
leadership not only broadened the movement’s appeal but also
redefined the role of monks in Myanmar’s public life.

The military junta, known for its zero-tolerance approach to
dissent, responded to the Saffron Revolution with swift and
brutal force. While the government initially hesitated to
confront the monks directly — aware of the deep respect they
commanded — it soon launched a systematic crackdown
aimed at dismantling the movement and silencing its leaders.
Security forces began by targeting monasteries, raiding them
during the night and detaining hundreds of monks. These raids
were conducted under the cover of darkness to avoid public
backlash and media coverage. Monasteries that had served as
hubs of protest — including the famous Ngwe Kyar Yan
Monastery in Yangon — were surrounded by troops,
ransacked, and their residents beaten and arrested.

Monks were forcibly defrocked, imprisoned without trial, and
subjected to harsh interrogations. Many were relocated to
remote prisons, cut off from their communities and denied
access to legal representation. Reports later surfaced of monks
being tortured or disappearing altogether. The regime’s
decision to attack such highly respected individuals shocked
the nation and underscored the desperation and brutality of
the junta.

At the same time, the government moved quickly to control
the flow of information. Internet access was restricted,
foreign journalists were expelled, and local reporters were
threatened or detained. Despite these efforts, footage of the
protests and the ensuing crackdown — much of it captured on
mobile phones — was smuggled out of the country and
broadcast by international media outlets. This triggered a
global wave of condemnation. World leaders, human rights
organizations, and Buddhist communities abroad expressed
outrage at the junta’s actions. The repression of monks, in
particular, drew widespread attention and sympathy. The
United Nations, ASEAN, and the European Union called for
restraint and urged the regime to engage in dialogue —
appeals that were largely ignored.

Although the government was successful in physically
suppressing the protests, it paid a heavy price in terms of
legitimacy and reputation. The brutal images of barefoot
monks being beaten and dragged through the streets
undermined any claim the junta had to moral or religious
authority. In a society where religious reverence is deeply
ingrained, such actions were seen as both sacrilegious and
politically reckless. The regime’s decision to use violence
against monks alienated large segments of the population,
including many who had previously remained neutral or
silent. It also deepened divisions within the military and
among state-sanctioned religious institutions.

Although the Saffron Revolution of 2007 did not succeed in
toppling the military junta, its long-term significance is
undeniable. The movement left an indelible mark on
Myanmar’s socio-political consciousness and reshaped how
both domestic and international actors viewed the intersection
of religion and politics in the country. The implications of the
monks’ leadership and the public’s response reverberated in
ways that paved the path for future reforms and democratic
aspirations.

One of the most immediate outcomes of the Saffron
Revolution was the unprecedented international attention it
brought to Myanmar’s internal affairs. Graphic images of
peaceful monks being beaten and arrested, widely circulated
through digital media, created a global outcry. Human rights
organizations, Buddhist communities worldwide, and
governments from both Western and Asian nations
condemned the regime's actions. In response, the United
States, the European Union, and other international bodies
imposed or tightened economic sanctions, targeting
Myanmar’s ruling generals and military-linked businesses.
The United Nations sent special envoys, including Ibrahim
Gambari, to negotiate with the regime, and Myanmar's
political situation became a prominent issue in international
forums. Although these efforts did not yield immediate
political change, they isolated the regime diplomatically,
damaged its international reputation, and increased the costs
of continued repression.

Perhaps the most important domestic outcome of the Saffron
Revolution was its effect on civil society and national
consciousness. After decades of fear and political apathy
under military rule, the uprising reawakened a spirit of
resistance. It inspired a new generation of activists,
including youth, students, writers, and artists, who were
galvanized by the monks’ courage and moral clarity.
Moreover, the Saffron Revolution demonstrated that even in
tightly controlled authoritarian settings, there remained space
for collective action, especially when led by respected
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religious figures. The event rekindled hope among the public
and signaled the potential of religious institutions as agents
of social change. Monks were no longer seen solely as
spiritual leaders detached from worldly affairs, but as
protectors of justice and national well-being. The Sangha's
engagement also prompted renewed conversations within
Myanmar about the role of religion in public life, encouraging
Buddhist discourse to expand into realms of human rights,
ethics, and governance.

Although the junta suppressed the protests, the
reverberations of the Saffron Revolution contributed to a
shift in the political landscape in the years that followed. By
2010, the military-led government initiated a series of
controlled democratic reforms, including the release of
political prisoners, legalization of opposition parties, and the
2015 general elections — which brought Aung San Suu Kyi’s
National League for Democracy (NLD) to power. While the
motivations behind these reforms were complex and included
economic and geopolitical calculations, the internal and
external pressures stemming from the Saffron Revolution
played a role. The movement exposed the regime’s
vulnerability and demonstrated that continued repression
would provoke resistance and international condemnation.
Although Myanmar’s democratic transition has since faced
major setbacks — especially with the 2021 military coup —
the legacy of the 2007 movement continues to serve as a
touchstone for future struggles.

Theological Reflections on Monastic Activism

The involvement of monks in the Saffron Revolution also
invites deep theological reflection within the framework of
Theravada Buddhism. Traditionally, the Vinaya Pitaka, or
monastic code of discipline, advises monks to avoid political
involvement. A monk’s life is meant to be one of
renunciation, focused on meditation, study, and detachment
from worldly affairs. However, Buddhist ethics, especially as
expressed in the teachings of the Buddha on compassion
(karunpa), non-harming (ahimsa), and truth (sacca), offer a
moral imperative for engagement when society suffers. When
people experience systemic injustice, poverty, and repression,
standing by silently may contradict the Bodhisattva ideal of
alleviating suffering. For many monks in 2007, political
activism was not a departure from their religious duties, but an
extension of their moral obligations.

The Saffron Revolution represents a powerful instance of
Engaged Buddhism in the Theravada tradition — a concept
more commonly associated with Mahayana thinkers like
Thich Nhat Hanh. By confronting injustice nonviolently and
spiritually, Myanmar’s monks embodied a model of activism

that was rooted in doctrinal integrity yet responsive to modern
realities.

The protests also raised important questions within the Sangha
itself:

e What is the proper balance between detachment and
social responsibility?

e Can monks engage in political matters without
compromising their spiritual purity?

e What mechanisms within Buddhist teachings can
justify collective resistance to state violence?

Conclusion

The Saffron Revolution stands as a landmark event in the
history of Myanmar and in the broader discourse on
Buddhism and political activism. Led by monks armed not
with weapons but with spiritual authority, it demonstrated
how religious leadership can transcend traditional roles and
emerge as a powerful force for social and political reform.
Though the revolution did not achieve its immediate goal of
regime change, its symbolic power, moral clarity, and
global resonance helped to reshape the narrative of resistance
in Myanmar. It reminded the world that even in the face of
brutal repression, nonviolent protest grounded in ethical
conviction can shake the foundations of authoritarian power.

The courageous stance of the monks offered the people of
Myanmar — and observers around the world — a vision of
moral leadership grounded not in political ideology but in the
timeless values of compassion, justice, and truth. The
movement’s legacy lives on in subsequent waves of activism,
including the widespread resistance following the 2021
military coup, where once again, the Sangha has played a role
in advocating for justice. In the broader context of Buddhist
thought, the Saffron Revolution challenges scholars and
practitioners to rethink the boundaries between spiritual
practice and civic engagement. It calls for a more dynamic
understanding of the monk’s role in society — not merely as a
secluded renunciant, but as a moral compass and protector
of the people during times of collective suffering. Ultimately,
the Saffron Revolution is not just a chapter in Myanmar’s
political history — it is a powerful case study in the
intersection of faith, resistance, and the enduring human
quest for freedom.
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