3 1 o e i 2 )

2021F+H

"FBRAARNERAEE A

EHE@E@X%%@EE%$M,:ﬁ




B )

Editor-in-Chief

BEfAf (CHEN Pei-Hsiu)
B R R AR R R
Department of Southeast Asian Studies
National Chi Nan University

UER ]

Associate Editor

ARt (CHAO Chung-Chi)
B E R B AR R B RR
Department of Southeast Asian Studies
National Chi Nan University

WIEZEE (e EaNEFHE)

Editorial Board

F3x&FE (WANG James W.Y. )
B R A R R R 2R
Department of Southeast Asian Studies
National Chi Nan University

Z28 (LEE Mei-Hsien )
BRI AR R R R
Department of Southeast Asian Studies
National Chi Nan University

RF 4 (CHANG Chun-Yen )
BB R AR R B R
Department of Southeast Asian Studies
National Chi Nan University

sEEgEE (CHANG Han-Bi )
BIIHRABERECHt R BRR
Department of Hakka Language and
Social Science Studies
National Central University

#F3rE (SHIU Wen-Tang )
R B SRR AR SR R SRR
Institute of Modern History
Academia Sinica

BrEZ# (CHEN Tsung-Yuan)
WILARBRERER
Department of History
Tamkang University

%2 (Alan Hao YANG)
B 17 B A 22 B B AR B SR L
AT ZE AT
Division of Asia-Pacific Studies of Institute of
International Relations
National Chengchi University

Z0¥E3 (LIU Yu-Shan)
BB R AR R R R
Department of Southeast Asian Studies
National Chi Nan University

Hihi#/ Published by

EIVA ST A N A T e sl

218 54561 ERRIEEERNER R
Center for Southeast Asian Studies

National Chi Nan University

1, University Rd, Puli, Nantou County, Taiwan
54561, R.O.C.

Tel.049-2910960 ext.2563 Fax.049-2918541
Website:www.cseas.ncnu.edu.tw

Email: cseas@ncnu.edu.tw

% W 1 i

Guest Editor

it (HSIEH Shih-Chung)
BILEEAEAEER
Department of Anthropology
National Taiwan University

B ARR S

International Advisory Committee
Anthony Reid
Department of Political and Social Change
Australian National University
Cynthia Bautista
Department of Sociology
National University of the
Philippines-Diliman
Edmund Terence Gomez
Department of Administrative Studies and Politics
University of Malaya
Hoang Van Viet
Center of Vietnam and Southeast Asian Studies
University of Social Sciences and Humanities
Vietnam
Jomo Kwame Sundaram
Department of Economic and Social Affairs The
United Nations
Kevin Hewison
Asia Research Centre
Murdoch University
Leo Suryadinata
Chinese Heritage Centre
Singapore
TAN Chee Beng
Department of Anthropology
Sun Yat-sen University
WANG Gung Wu
East Asian Institute
National University of Singapore
WONG Siu Lun
Center of Asian Studies
Hong Kong University

AT o

Executive Editor

EREE (WANG Sheng-Ting )
B 17 R B K R R R R R SR L
Center for Southeast Asian Studies
National Chi Nan University

B (SUN Tzu-Ming )
BB R B K B R B ER A SE L
Center for Southeast Asian Studies
National Chi Nan University

; l YTJSEAS

=3l TAIWAN JOURNAL
OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN STUDIES



%16 %% 2 1 2021 4 10 A

H X

MAaEeERe

"EFBARGREZAEE ) RAET 1

L B 3-% 4

Patrice Ladwig
Wealth, Social Stratification and the Ritual Economy:

Large-scale Donations and Prosperity Buddhism in Laos 7

Guido Sprenger
Folded Persons: Shamans, Witchcraft and Wayward

Souls among the Rmeet in Laos 49

Vanina Bouté

Religious Changes, Ethnic Minorities and the State in Laos 79

HSIEH Shih-chung Tristan
Really Need a Temple? The Lue as Flexible Buddhists 111



W5t % &

95 IR PR REREY & 2R F AT EAS BB PE 151
WA S84

MBS B d L F et To Sae 12 Wik 179
W%

M~ BIEE

FEEW o AR ER  RBEHRAD ) 197



Taiwan Journal
of

Southeast Asian Studies

Vol.16 No.2 October 2021

Table of Contents

M Editorial
Special Issue: The Religious Life in Laos 1
M Topic Article
Patrice Ladwig Wealth, Social Stratification and the Ritual
Economy: Large-scale Donations
and Prosperity Buddhism in Laos 7

Guido Sprenger Folded Persons: Shamans, Witchcraft
and Wayward Souls among

the Rmeet in Laos 49
Vanina Bouté Religious Changes, Ethnic Minorities
and the State in Laos 79

HSIEH Shih-chung Tristan
Really Need a Temple?

The Lue as Flexible Buddhists 111
B Rescarch Article
Yufita Ng The Impact of Identity Issues

on the Development of Indonesian

Democracy and Chinese Politics 151
B Ficld Report
LIN Yu-sheng A Preliminary Study on To Sae Worship

in Phuket Town, Southern Thailand 179



B Book Review
LIN Ping, LIU Chieh Wen

No Feast Lasts Forever:
Madame Wellington Koo
By OEI Hui Lan

197



i 2

"FRAARMFERAEE, FRET

R EE o Al SR p R Y — A B 5 - AR () Ja 1% e 125 501 0D P i
FIZRE - FEBIRR SR _EAGAS L b i b SRS LUK - SR DU ol E 2 By
& LR AR R ANE o R ER S - RANFTEE H i

» 35— B S BORBHIE SR - 55— 5 A2 AFEELE SRS B e A
ARBTG5 s 3 C 3 AL B 2 ER{E B Py 32
» AREV R R/ N AR > SORE BB 2 AR R AR AT -

ARXEEHREEZH > KT - SRR A E R EEN
PR SREL  SAL B IR Se s - S Bz [ml 8 o R SEHRRE R RS 22 Hi i
% LAEEAM - A RECEAH BRI FE R R B Ry e - bt — B fR I th T A S
Mt APREERERS - MR - REfgENE - Z2RM - ST RTEHEREE -
BT o AR IR AT DU AR Bt 2t A PTRG R AO R AE - JEvkiitT »
HEa o RARAFERREVEE - M FOEREMR L - R&E MK
FH o RN - thl e EIRRE IR CEES - — TSR IUREZE S
B o HYMRZ AWK > B G EER I N EE !

TREIRBOE b B 5 - U > BN IEEEE R - Ny - EHEREE
B (Lao) AfhiZBI AL —FHg D » HERETIREE - 2892 IR0 EUE
Wi o WAMEMRE SRR - ERAGBA TV - thale EieiE i
A - SERNEREGERE - BEIERA R - AREMHHRIE e
HE—R > AHEEZBEEIEREE R > DA R/ NS R - 5%
i B O e R B A A R A SR AT © FEIE)T b - IRAPTSEHRE L Ha 5
BYSCE - FEERE TR LRSI LERAISHY — 30 - AR L RILER R e < » i
‘IR E B s - G RS B S R —F - Aok > REEEVD - 18
Z R - ] DIBEA — 2 R R wE B A e -

R A L E R o E1E S DUE A2 IR0 <7 > FH DU bt Of
16 > REAAEM ARG EEBR sl - D E R B SF eI AR K © Patrice Ladwig



2 REEERS

DL—f B IREHI I — b < Ry B 3R - R I — (R N B il 2 B PR A e A < it
G EFEE L R - 1A 1989 ERAAUCEBK - EAR X BV EEE
% 0 RPN - PR AR - AR TWWEHEIEE - B RE
AR DI EI AR - WIEnes v DR (EAE S BAL - B2 - 58
HEBAMNS @ s —HEs > Bl 2UE A E8a - DUREBIZR
NETEBRF » W T e SRR R -

EARRIIRRMRKRE - A2 - B0 0 <7 i am K/ e AR ETT A
AImEA] - RS2 MAYThES © FY2 - BERHLEEIRY - PSRk HESFBea K
Lhes# » W LIAERAL © Patrice 38Ry 2 PVE AL HE B — @Ok - #RFEA
BRI DA e R SR A B - 1 FF DART B B 55 SOEBEIRAT R » R IR
FERE B LR R A B 2 i 8 A4 - BURFRYRERE RIARTE M - E3RIHEAE
PeEOE s L o SETERE B UREE 5 HA AR -

Ry  {E R R S R SRR 2T + B R T
f& ( Austro-Asiatic linguistic family ) (%8 & — = #8 28 i ( Mon-Khmer
linguistic family ) A R 3 » Guido Sprenger #F 729 L1 LE Rmeet f& - 5
MRS BIRERE L —  Sprenger DIZ EHAZEBH A (folded persons) Z 1
& KRB REN T HEE - Rmee BT ZEMGEE - K REZATE
BB IHIRE - WFFeE HEIR A 22l B B Y 2 S B e W 3 A A B Btk
ALt B rte - AUE TRIEE ARSI - HAowynt &4 ThE SEE -
ST BSOS SRR R LB R RE o A ERII RIS IR MR R AR
BT - A IRt S - M E TRy EAVE 55 E 22 BT
W - (e EUS A 4R - MR Gk & Ty - B - A FERZ a0t - KRy
AR DMESGREI A E - EfRDESCH IR EEN SR - S8 - Ea
DUk BEE R AMEFZHER IR LT LT E S - ¥ Sprenger [
& * Rmeet AW N 2H8 » BLEI R DAHR R Ry ME — < 52 2 HHE - ERH
IR A ZE + 4 15 45 2 i B A A B e 1 R K o ik W Y R B R T
% NBAD - A8t H 7 anfs@ iy - B a1t - i a2
—EB AN HE A - AR AR o HrpIEREE 7 Reemt AZE#E Bl AE
B A ai FIUE -



SHRBEEH 3

tb Remeet HYJLFREE Fos&@ R SRALHED - 2 0¢ B IR AG AR M7 35 i o 2B 2
LR o A o E IR R IR A B R th B V) A8 - A2 B
AETTZHI T (1 » Vanina Bouté BUBFFEfEH - ShAES 1970 SR PIERIG 174
B2 1% > BRI MR B (S (I RE RS PR IURR I ol - IR R R SRR R
BEER(E - Al BFESH - BHRERNESEHN > BUFA S A ET R
BB L H - IR EN S - B SR SUE RSB
{t (folklorization) [T » #ARMAL T 2% - — VI R GETEEBEE 2 > IRA
BAEAENEEEAS -

PRI > Bouté FEH - A ERERE e 2 B HRPTLh T - DR EH S
DIERS ARV AT - BRI ERE Ay Khmu AJ730UE - —#EASCGE
o DULREPH BN BB 2R - HE R AV A EMN - H—H A REE
BB R B FIBORERERIERE o #5 FI 28R & AR B 5 B35 5 1Y Phounoy A - JI
BRF—FNELRIRZEH - — 5 R A E TR - 55— AL sk
s LREE - EASIRA » EARRKRAA Ho A @ BIBFREHCEREAR
R B - SR AR RSN I o D BURREERY S B TR B S I - Mt
BUFREEEHRAL - thif 2 RAMEMIRE - SRS FIH L — 228 - fEFr ek 2
AL I R TIRIRESS - YERIRA R TR BEM > HEEG ARG
417 e

%k —RNESHRENERHEREFERDEEE Lao-Lue (2
f Tai-Lue » — g SCET R BRI - AREDR B B E RIEH ) - HSIEH
Shih-chung AFREANTNHE © "R 0MRE - KL E YRS - 7F
W=7 2R P FER A REAE - o DHEPBIE P AW ~ BIE R - B
RE#E > DURARRFBISE AN Y #E Lue AR5 - SPRZ R A 4R
BAETRZ Mh-FHUEREEAL - MR R EUEEN S - EEFRE - AMg
R 4T P SR AT A IR B 5 - SRR T SRE Al T LUGE
PG PR OE R - S - S fhE E AN BNA LR - SR
< AT B ] A R B {4 RE - HSIEH Shih-chung DL T ANER ] 2 il J5E 15
e ) TR S EBEE ) B o RGO < (E R
BRBEOEPR(EI0 - 7€ Lue ARYBIFHE > AREIN—T5 - IPEHDGEEIR



4 REEERS

ENEMRE > KSR SRS - EERRE - R R % %80 % 2
HHTIE -

BB FHCAL R AR - AR FEEE S AR - AR TREIA K
SR BCETS HREPYRRSCE > 2RI AT T BUGHS o B iR i s 2 ek ( Patrice
Ladwig) ~ RfiE [ RAFAYIZHE H AR F MBI (Guido Sprenger) ~ i85
i W S 2 R I FE AE 1 51 B 4 A0 o Bk A B B SR R P 9 ES (' Vanina
Bouté) - DURIEE RS HREOG A LUIEOE <7 A 1Y 5 AR MER (2 () (HSIEH
Shih-chung) ~ ER > RIEZEHZ - WEEDIEZE LT —ERBIWT T
B o ARSI EGE BB = AfEE 2021 25 - DUE S XERE - A
B — /NS & - ESR SRS IRTR - BHEr 7aTE - 5 - AHEFRLUE -
EASER T E S WG T EEERE T — 1) R R R AR -

i
[ 37 B YRR AR B R MR B



GHRBEET S

B AT 2 TR o W S BT S E o B B R T B 52 @ ST ER2K - FR R BB
I BRI R BOR - DU 2 B SAL RN 72 & P i Semil 7 - B8 1820 LR
Fe o W SRR SR S o Al FEGHE > RIERBIIANERAS © ZiEI5
fE] £ B i o B SCMMELR AR - REE R R R BV B AGm SR A -
IR SCR G CRRBEE RN ISR S - A0 - KRR 1960 4
& 1970 AR SLES TR - FBIBUR T 5 9w B 749 BE TS
W Y A, - B R B 3R~ ARESIIE AR - 5
ANJ % 2 TS B AT

i BB 2 UL T E B AR B ~ R H MR 5 s T
RREREHE WAL - My (RIE—PH RG22 ) TeAR
T P " AN 8 T 4 £ KT R R 5 R TR BOR T B 2 HE B B B[R] - 3tz HL o
AHRARE G IR AR E R LR R LIWES - VI EPBBUFE A
RIFEJMNANE - %5 R ISR LR e bl f - iR #a%—
FER e B IR RS B 5 8 I RIR - HT M E 2 S er s - Rl
BRI - A 2R BT 72 AE 5 8 R R S T S AR R YN R ) R S
b o DR T BURAE T2 28 30 ) 22 30T 4 R B i & B SO AL BB Yy 2 25

(EERFERT]) Rl ZES B EAE iR - B S B - &
EHEEERREV e E AR EE - @ERRHEM R E - KA
A HESE SR 2 MR SE e S > (EL0GRESRAS VY A7 B R I EH B AR ek BT
FEHMICE - (GERFEET) S L i S BRI A 25 =R
FERBN RS -

ARE] TR A RN REAESEE ) FRIYRE B ESCE - AR i
3~ AR EERES R o BUE (BEREH/RE TS0l R E
AZBEPUGHRE) fait - Elfe s AR HAMARRARERE 5 - DUR R R
Bem Ry FR R B - — Esg B B BUR Bt & # ke - HEEBUFR?
1988 R RS BIAdE » K> K RbBaaE#ET - $EHEE
% NE @R 2 H G BUaE - e RERR BUGHTS | B IR 2R
AITER AP AEREERL & - HEEEAZBHERRHS > SaHas
EJERYBRIA 38 R AT A BTG ER -



6 dmiH=EHS

MEA (REIFEHY 2 HEE T To Sae B —SCERBEIM S
ANRFHE AR S - MELEREH > To Sae BAM S HHVH REM -
B gH b ST RE AV H B - {H1E To Sae iR IRAE - ZEME
AN FFANTR] 8 25 8 R 1 B i e A e - St T AR MR B 90 B AU SRR R
fEER > BRELE RS - To Sae T Ry —EBEEHVIHAH - [T+
To Sae iR 2 & 2 Bl P B SFSE SR AL SRV SR A - RSO SN E 8 — T
RS AR A T 1

M~ BIEEZH) GRAENEEVER © B R ARITESR) - Ui
MR G % 2 AN R 23 B B A LRV AR Al TR o ARy R ERRF BT TC
B~ QBRI I 3 KB P A T RAAESINI R A » i H B SR S &R
DUR ENJE B b g SOAL BE B PR I S LB A - ERTS Th 2 RSP 2RI (A -
hEHEER L L T R EEE P ZHEREEE

(EE R PR ET]) 2 B A ME — A i B SR T e 1 ST - B
s ATREZ B EEHERH NS HHELL T HERS , 5 i
2R - &k (GERFMEEET) FREGH GRS AR R
TH FENBESE Bt 1 R BB 1 RS R R R PR T S 3 M B B L

i
(EERFEEET) &L



SE R HBEF - 1642802021 5 > & 7-48
HEEm

ouy
=

Wealth, Social Stratification and the Ritual
Economy: Large-scale Donations and

Prosperity Buddhism in Laos

Patrice Ladwig"
Senior Research Fellow, Max-Planck-Cambridge Centre for Ethics, Economy and

Social Change, Max Planck Institute MMG, Gottingen, Germany.

Abstract

This article explores the effects of the recent economic transformations in
Laos on Buddhism with regards to large-scale donation rites and the ritual
temple economy. An ethnographic case study of a donation of a wealthy business
woman from Vientiane for the renovation of a rural temple is discussed as an
example of an emerging prosperity Buddhism that reflects increasing competition,
rural-urban differences in wealth, and a conjuncture of market and religion.
However, the Lao case also exposes some differences from prosperity cults in
Thailand and Myanmar that have been researched. Although the donation rite
involved advertisement and branding related to the business of the donor, I argue

that traditional notions of collective merit-making and other aspects of the moral

5

A first, more theory-driven version of this paper was presented in May 2021 in the seminar
series of the Max Planck-Cambridge Centre for Ethics, Economy and Social Change
(Max-Cam). Thanks to all participants for their ideas and feedback. Research funding by
the same center, and the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic
Diversity (Gottingen, Germany) is gratefully acknowledged. Thanks also to all collaborators
in Vientiane, laypeople and monastics alike, who helped me during fieldwork in 2019. [
am grateful for the thorough reading, and very insightful comments, by two reviewers of
TJSEAS. I tried to incorporate most of the excellent points made in the reviews. However,
some comments would have required extending the paper substantially, and could
therefore not be fully taken into account. All data and statements relate to a time before
the Corona-virus pandemic.
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economy of rural Buddhism are still significant. By discussing the organizational
aspects of the ritual, I show that the continuity of these moral economy aspects,
such as the limited role of the main donor, and the emphasis on collectivity, are
reinforced by a politics of religion still marked by remnants of socialist
discourse. I finally argue that the donation rite created a temporary space where
social differences between the diverse rural and urban participants were
downplayed, but that this could not hide the increasing inequalities and

stratifications that now mark much of Laos’ social fabric.

Keywords: Buddhism, Ritual, Economy, Donation, Social Stratification
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I. Introduction

Vientiane has become an utterly different city in recent years. Oversized
billboards of Chinese companies, traffic jams with cheap motorbikes cramped
between large SUVs, and the sheer endless building boom in town, despite
spiraling land prices, are some of the most visible signs of this transformation.
The stilt houses of “urban peasants”, the rice fields and the water buffaloes I
still encountered during my first fieldwork in the middle of the Lao capital in
2004 have all but vanished. Laos’ economic liberalization—introduced in 1986
in parallel to Vietnam’s economic Péi Mdi (‘renovation) policy—has over the
last twenty years gradually substituted the socialist economy of the past, and has
now developed into an economic boom. The latter is mainly visible in urban
areas, and primarily fueled by investments from China, Vietnam and Thailand
that finance infrastructure projects often linked to mining, dam building and
large-scale rubber plantations. However, economic growth rates of about 8-11%
per year for the last decade (BT12018: 3) say little about the complex reshuffling
of the social fabric in the sprawling capital with its approximately 800.00
inhabitants, and its ripple effects on more rural areas. Although agricultural
labor and rice-farming still represent the overwhelming part of means of
livelihood in Laos (UNPD 2018: 9), the market economy has enveloped most
sectors of urban Lao society, and has led to a sharp increase in inequality, both

in the city, and between urban and rural areas (UNDP 2018: 7).

During my fieldwork in 2019, I set out to trace some of the effects of the
expanding economy on the Buddhist religious field. With more cash being
available, ritual activity had increased significantly compared to a few years
ago. The donations (P. dana)' the monastic order (P. saiigha) received during

festivals of the yearly ritual cycle had grown substantially compared to a decade

I Central technical terms in relation to Buddhism are sometimes also listed with reference

to their origin in Pali (P.) or Sanskrit (Skt.). Terms in Lao and Thai are given in brackets
with no special signifier, unless there is a marked difference between the languages.
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ago. Moreover, lavish commemoration rituals for deceased relatives, the sponsoring
of ordination rites or temple construction had also translated some of new wealth
into the religious realm. With increasing inequality, however, it also became
obvious that those with less money and more precarious existences could only
moderately participate in this boom and therefore resorted to temples and monks
specialized in rites that are more affordable and of direct practical use, such as
the shedding of bad luck. Most of the prosperity-enhancing rites and larger
donations I attended were by no means inventions spurred by the evolvement of
a capitalist economy. They have a long history, but were flourishing because the
increased competition of the market had partially been transposed to the religious
domain. The higher acceleration of goods and capital was paralleled by an

intensification of the ritual production of Buddhist merit, luck, and auspiciousness.

These developments reflect some of the major themes that have been
discussed in a bourgeoning literature on the links between markets, religion and
morality, both in comparative terms (Rudnyckyj & Osella 2017), as well as in
relation to Buddhism (Brox & Williams-Oerberg 2020). The evolvement of
prosperity cults, which as a topic of research initially emerged from studies of
charismatic Christianity and its prosperity gospel (Bowler 2013, Coleman
2000), have also been observed in various forms of Buddhism, ranging from
Japan (Borup 2018) to Theravada Southeast Asia. Whereas in Thailand this has
been a topic of research since the late 1990s, when the country’s economy
boomed and Buddhism and the religious landscape underwent major changes
(Jackson 1999), similar developments have more recently been discussed with
reference to Myanmar (Foxeus 2018), and Cambodia (Christensen 2020: 172).
Despite the huge diversity of prosperity cults, and the large differences between
Christianity and Buddhism, the literature on the phenomenon often seems to
feature a bifurcation, as Simon Coleman (2017) has recently argued: First, neo-
Weberian approaches discuss the convergence and synergies of religion and the

economy, and the formation of various spirits of capitalism, in which cosmologies
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and rituals reflect, embrace and even enhance the competition of the market. A
second set of studies focuses on the “dark side” (Ortner 2016) of the competitive
rat race of the capitalist economy, and discusses the formation of cults that arise
out of exploitation and marginalization. When the hopes for prosperity among
the marginalized remain unfulfilled, occult magical practices and even zombie-

like figures are mobilized (Comaroff & Comaroff 2000).

My research to understand the changes in Vientiane’s urban Buddhism and
its connections to rural areas did not lead me to the exploited and marginal, the
path of Sherry Ortner’s dark anthropology. Instead, it just happened by chance
that I followed the trace of money, and ended up doing fieldwork with a wealthier
woman and her family. Her company had profited substantially from the economic
boom, and she regularly supported the monastic order and temples by organizing
donation rites. What interested me was if, how and why newly acquired wealth is
channeled into Buddhist rituals. Are the larger donations performed by an
emerging affluent Lao middle and upper class driven by a new competitive
entrepreneurial ethos and an intensified quest for status and prestige? Do donations
and their ritual performance actually reflect or even intensify inequalities? With
the economic changes that have occurred in Vientiane, I also wondered to what
extent the motivation for, and desired outcomes of giving, had changed. Do these
donations hold on to traditional ideas such as the collective sharing of merit, and
the sponsorship of Buddhism as a social good, that have been described as
characteristic for Lao peasant Buddhism? Or do we witness a resignification of
giving itself as a mere search for individual power and status, and the rise of a
commercialized and commodified prosperity Buddhism like in neighboring

Thailand (Kitiarsa 2012, Scott 2009), or Myanmar (Foxeus 2018).

This article focuses on a large-scale donation organized by a business

woman and her family who own a mid-size company in Vientiane. Manivong?

2 All names of persons in this essay have been changed in order to anonymize the identity of my

collaborators. Concrete places, such as temples, have mostly been relabeled for the same reasons.
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and her husband, both in their late 40s, run a business that regularly hosts and
sponsors rites of various sorts, ranging from small blessings with a few monks
on the company grounds, to the event discussed in this article in which ten-
thousands of dollars were donated for the renovation and construction of a rural
temple. The latter rite in particular is used to demonstrate how wealth among
urban donors now also effects the ritual economy of more rural areas, giving a
glimpse of the increasing links, but also disparities between the two. Although
the ritual largely followed established patterns, and brought increased status for
the donors and their recognition as pious Buddhists, I encountered something
new: The ritual explicitly foregrounded Manivong’s company, and involved
quite a substantial amount of advertisement and branding. The ritual seemed to
be part of a business strategy. The essay starts with a short overview that
connects wealth and donations for temple-building with basic Buddhist notions
such as karma and merit etc., and then briefly outlines the potential effects of
this ritual and moral economy in terms of social stratification and redistribution.
Next, I introduce Manivong and her business, and then give a detailed ethnographic
account of the donation rite I attended. In part four, I situate the advertisement
for the company during the ritual in a somewhat generalizing and broader
comparative perspective with reference to various accounts of prosperity
Buddhism in Thailand and Myanmar. I discuss to what extent the foregrounding
of the company can be understood as a commodification of Buddhism, or at least
an intrusion of the competitive market into the religious sphere. By looking in
more detail at the effects of giving, I argue that despite increasing differences in
wealth, the individualistic focus of Thai and Burmese Buddhist prosperity cults
was not pronounced in the Lao case. Instead of the donor as a person, the
company as a collective was foregrounded, and thereby represented as a “moral
entity” equipped with positive Buddhist qualities. In the final section, I suggest
that this reduction of the role of the main donor, and the emphasis on collectivist
ritualism, can be understood as remnants of a moral economy of rural Lao

peasant society which has been partially conserved by the socialist politics of
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religion. I discuss the organizational set-up of ritual, and the influence of various

actors linked to the Lao state and Buddhist institutions in larger donation rites.

In conclusion I argue that on the one hand, the economic boom in Vientiane
supports the evolvement of various facets that have been taken as characteristic
for prosperity Buddhism. The donation rite and the foregrounding of the
company as a religious agent reveal a crossover of the liberalized economy and
the religious field. On the other hand, I claim that the ritual advertisement for
Manivong’s company and her increase in prestige was only perceived as
legitimate because of the “traditional” organization and set-up of the ritual itself.
The collectivist agenda (such as the sharing of merit), partially deriving from
rural village Buddhism, downplayed her status as a main donor during the rite.
At the same time, this representation of an egalitarian ritual community during
the rite cannot hide the increasing social stratification that has been fueled by
economic transformations during recent years. The ideal world as depicted in
ritual can only be of temporary nature, and quickly fragments when wealthy

donors and villagers encounter each other.

I1. Sponsoring Temple Construction: Karma, Status
and Business

Western followers and adherents of “Buddhist modernism” (McMahan
2008) or “protestant Buddhism” (Gombrich & Obeyesekere 1988) often perceive
its ideas and practices as egalitarian. By de-emphasizing the role of rituals and
traditional cosmologies, and by foregrounding meditation and the possibilities
of working on an ethical self, it promotes a rather modern view of social
structure and hierarchy. Historically speaking, however, most variants of
Buddhism actually promoted a more stratified social order. To put it very simply:
Buddhist kings are in their position because of their karma and an adequate

amount of merit accumulated in past lives. Merit can be acquired in various
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ways such as moral discipline, keeping precepts, meditation, and by ordaining
as a monk or novice. For most laypeople in Southeast Asian Theravada
Buddhism, however, performing dana and giving to the monastic order is the
most common way of improving one’s position in this and future lives. The
centrality of giving has been extensively documented in both textual (Heim
2004) and anthropological (Sihlé 2015) research. From a purely materialistic
perspective, the monastic order as a kind of religious leisure class, and
monasteries as religious institutions, has a parasitic relationship with society.
Reiko Ohuma’s (2005: 104) simple statement that “the very existence of
Buddhism as such has been dependent on the gift” describes this fact very well.
On a quantitative level, the amount of surplus invested for the upkeep of
Buddhism is staggering. Studies on rural Southeast Asian Buddhism from the
1960s give us some numbers. Milford Spiro reports that “the typical Upper
Burmese village is reported to spend from 30% to 40% of its net disposable cash
income on dana and related activities” (Spiro 1970: 458-459). Even higher
numbers have been reported from Laos by Christian Taillard (1974), who in the
early 1960s examined rural investment patterns in thirty-one villages in the
Vientiane area. On average the temple consumed almost 60 percent of all
mobilizable investments. These statistics derived from pre-capitalist rural
peasant economies are hard to compare with the current urban situation.
Nevertheless, they reveal a mode of surplus allocation in which the temple acted
as a central communal institution of accumulation and redistribution, financed
by a “voluntary taxation” through the gift economy?®. In the interpretative
framework of economic anthropologist Steve Gudeman (2001: 27-31), the
temple could be described as a “base”, and a form of commons, which exemplifies

important collective values, expressed and maintained by a ritual economy.

3 Georges Bataille’s (1988: 104) remark that “on the whole, a society always produces more

than is necessary for its survival; it has a surplus at its disposal. It is precisely the use it
makes of this surplus that determines it” may seem a bit exaggerated, but fits the numbers
we have for the case of pre-capitalist peasant economies in Buddhist Southeast Asia.



EHRBBLEA 15

While the numbers above give us a good picture of the overall investments
of village communities into dana, larger projects such as building monasteries
also needed, and indeed attracted, sustenance by wealthy donors. As Tambiah
points out with reference to rural Thailand, temple building “is open only to the
rich” (1968: 69). In early Buddhism, some of the most important patrons of the
Buddha and his followers were wealthy businessmen, as reflected in popular
narratives such as that of Anathapindika, a merchant and banker who founded
the Jetavana monastery where many episodes of the Buddha’s life take place®.
This dependency on larger gifts shows that karma and merit have hierarchical
implications. With reference to Southeast Asia, this impact of Buddhism on the
social fabric has been discussed in Edmund Leach’s (1954: 197-212) classical
formulation of oscillating types of egalitarian (gumlao) and stratified (gumsa)
forms of social organization among the Kachin in highland Burma, as well as in
James Scott’s (2009: 10, 19) more recent proposal that many “egalitarian”
upland minorities fled the “civilized” and stratified Buddhist states of the Southeast
Asian plains. What are the general features of this stratification? Being well-off
gives a person more opportunities and time to invest in the ritual economy to
enhance his or her status. As merit can be accumulated, this also influences the
potential to do so in the future. Congruently, the production and distribution of
merit has often been described as an economy of merit, or, alternatively, as an
“economics of salvation” (Walsh 2007). F.K. Lehmann also understands Buddhist
merit as analogous to the economy in the modern sense: “Just as in a market
economy, it takes money to make money, so it takes merit to make merit”
(Lehman 1996: 25). Moreover, he remarks that “merit making is a very competitive
game, the object of which is sheer one-upmanship,” and supports the claim that

doctrinal Theravada Buddhism “is profoundly concerned with ranked statuses”

4 Anathapindika became a follower of the Buddha, donated a monastery and invited the

monks to spend the rain retreat there (see Lewis 2014: 30). Religious metaphors about
travelling to shores beyond rebirth were also suggestive for merchants and long-distance
traders, which in Pali and Sanskrit sources describe the Buddha as a “caravan leader” who
protects merchants (LIU 1997: 114).
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(ibid: 26). From this perspective, merit could be understood to have certain
affinities with a modern market economy, in which participants can have rather

different amounts of investment capital due to its unequal distribution.

At the same time, however, the individual quest for status outlined by
Lehmann, and the stratifying effects discussed by Scott and Leach, are only one
side of the coin. Other mechanisms of the ritual economy reinforce material
redistribution and the sharing of merit, features that are often taken to be
characteristic for a moral economy. The latter notion has been subject to
controversial discussions in recent years due to its wide and fuzzy use of
“moral”, and certain romanticizing tendencies®. Staying somewhat closer to the
discussions of the topic related to Southeast Asian peasantry (Scott 1977;
Popkin 1979), I think one can indeed argue that rural Lao villages expose such
features. Georges Condominas (1968: 114-118), who did fieldwork in villages
around Vientiane before the revolution in 1975, proposed that the ritual economy
that links laypeople, monks, and monasteries has redistributive features that even
out differences in wealth, and offers opportunities for making merit for poorer
members of a community. Therefore, he concluded, their social structure was
hierarchical in the sense of ranking and prestige, but egalitarian in terms of

distribution of wealth.

Although the business connections of early Indian Buddhism, the
individualistic stance on merit-making and its emphasis on status and rank are
subject to huge variation when operating in different regions and economic
systems, I suggest that one can still make out a certain affinity between business
men as wealthy donors, temple construction and Buddhism in the current era.
Constructing, enlarging or renovating monasteries was in the past (Tambiah

1968), and is still today (Hornig 2019: 175), considered to be among the most

5 1 will only employ a rather cursory approach here focused on Southeast Asia and

Buddhism. See Hann (2018) and Fassin (2009) for the wider picture that has emerged out
of recent discussions in the anthropology of ethics, and economic anthropology.
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meritorious deeds one can perform in Theravada Buddhist Southeast Asia.
Sponsoring temple-building, so to speak, materializes a specific Buddhist idea

of the social good, which is valued higher than any other gift.

II1I. Manivong’s Business and the Donation of the Lao
Plastic Company

With a more affluent middle and upper class emerging in Laos, a veritable
monastic building boom has been triggered in Vientiane. Since around 2010,
most monasteries have at least temporarily become building sites, and most
temples in the city center are now almost as shiny (and sometimes as ugly) as in
neighboring Thailand. Although the dana investments reported for Burma and
Laos in the 1960s are hard to imagine today, the temple building and renovation
boom in Vientiane shows that substantial amounts of money and surplus
continue to be invested. The ethnography provided in this part can be understood
as a contemporary version of the relationship between Buddhism and wealthy
merchants I outlined above. It reveals some of the classical traits of patronage,
but also exposes features that are very characteristic of the current market and

economic boom in Laos.

The search for wealthy sponsors of Buddhism in Vientiane was at first easy
because their names circulate widely. However, getting in touch with them and
being able to work with them at times turned out to be rather difficult. Wealthy
businessmen and members of the elite have little time, and some of them were
for reasons of discreteness not very keen on working with a foreign researcher.
After some days, however, the abbot of a central Vientiane monastery put me in
touch with Manivong, the owner of a mid-sized company and factory that
specializes in the production and marketing of plastic parts. Her family business,
which she runs together with her husband, is located in the outskirts of Vientiane

in an industrial estate zone. Since its founding ten years ago, the company has
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grown tremendously, and now employs about one hundred workers. The market
for the plastic parts the company produces is huge in Laos, and the rising
demand will probably stay high for years to come. Arriving at her company, I
was immediately struck by the contrast between the largely empty surrounding
industrial wasteland, and the compound of the company: a well-kept garden with
roofed sitting places encircled the office spaces of the company. Entering the
compound, I immediately spotted two large shrines for the spirits of the place
(cau ti), which most Lao houses have. Manivong’s shrines were—relative to the
size of the company—pretty large, and the daily feeding of the protective spirits

was visible through fresh bananas and flowers, and some opened soft-drink bottles.

Having a cup of tea outside, she started talking about the history of the
company, and how she became a businesswoman. Originating from a mid-sized
town 200km north of Vientiane, she mentioned that her father was a rice-farmer
and trader. Being a little bit better off than neighboring families and having good
grades at school, she was able to get a higher education. In the early 1990s, she
moved to Vientiane to study to be a school teacher at Dong Dok university, the
only institution of higher education in the whole country at that time. After
graduating, she worked in various office jobs. But the private sector was at this
time very small, as the socialist economy was only slowly opening up for private
businesses. She worked a lot during these years, and her private life suffered a
bit. By Lao standards she married rather late in life, meeting her current husband
at age thirty. Things worked out, and they had two kids. With her husband, who
had some experience in technical things and production, she opened the business
in 2009. “You know how things were back then in Laos” , she said, and then
continued: “The new economic mechanism the government already implemented
in 1986 didn’t change much for twenty years, and it was really difficult to found
a private business. No credit, no legal framework and no security. But at the end
of the 2000s things really changed, and we dared to do it”. Indeed, Manivong’s

experiences reflect very clearly the economic take-off in Laos, which was rather
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slow in comparison to Vietnam, for example. The level of industrialization and
urbanization for a long time remained very low, and its effects on various
regions and provinces have been very uneven (see Phimphanthavong 2021).
Recent infrastructure projects such as railways and roads, however, have
contributed substantially to connecting regions, and have also led to new
entanglements (and disparities) between urban and rural areas in Laos (UN

Habitat 2020).

Turning the conversation to Buddhism, she directly remarked that overcoming
all the difficulties her business encountered during the first years would have
been impossible without her faith. Having established relationships to monasteries
and monks helped her a lot. Talking about her practices and beliefs, it came out
that her Buddhism represented an interesting mixture of modern themes and
traditional beliefs. Her interest in textual Buddhism and meditation (both of
which she had no time for) was paired with pronounced notions of fate and luck
based on merit and karma, the worship of protective spirits of the place, and the
conviction that one’s course of life can be substantially changed through ritual
action. Her husband, whom I got to know some days later, supported her

religious engagement, but left many of these issues to her.

A Dream, and Temple Construction

During our numerous conversations, Manivong repeatedly emphasized that
supporting monks and monasteries through donations is a way to ensure the
upkeep of Buddhism itself, and its teachings, the dhamma. The monastic order
and the world of lay-people were, in her account, not separated, but had
relationships beyond reciprocity that constituted a more encompassing notion of
Buddhism (cf. Jonuthyte 2021; Mills 2021). Her traditional understanding of
giving as sustaining Buddhism can be theorized with reference to Maurice Bloch

and Jonathan Parry (1989: 25), who proposed that capital and goods gained in
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the short-term cycle (her business) are transposed to a morally positive long-
term cycle, which is concerned with the reproduction of the social and cosmic
order (Buddhism and its dhamma). However, the intensity of this engagement
can also change through the course of one’s life, and she pointed out that with
increased means, ideally a higher level of responsibility should be taken. This
increased engagement materialized in a sponsoring rite that was going to be held
in a few weeks. The money gathered for this rite was going to be used for the
upkeep and enlargement of the temple close to her native village, 200km north
of Vientiane®. As most temples in the city center have already been renovated in
recent years, the support of rural temples has now become widespread. As I shall
outline, this implies an interesting urban-rural dynamic with regard to the guests
and heterogeneous audiences of such donation rites. Organizing and carrying
out a large donation rite that sponsors temple construction or renovation is a
complex process. The size of the ritual and the amount of different people
involved, the sums of money handled, and the bureaucracy differentiate it from
smaller donations. For Manivong, the process started with a dream, which she

vividly described to me when we met a few weeks before the rite:

“My mother died already two years ago. Back in the early 1990s, she
donated a plot of land to the monastic order in my home village. Over
the years, the village community and other believers financed the
construction of smaller buildings such as the main hall with the
Buddha statue, the monk’s living-quarters and a wall encircling the
monastery. It today houses two monks and several novices, but the
temple is not complete yet. Then, during several nights last year, my
mother suddenly appeared in my dreams. She complained that

although she had donated the land, and the temple had developed, the

6 Although I attended this rite, the preparation work involved can here only be reconstructed

because it took place months before my fieldwork. I collected numerous images and
written documents for this event, which I obtained when visiting the temple afterwards,
and interviewed monks and laypeople who were involved in it.
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monastery would still lack some things. She then asked me if it would
be possible for me to further sponsor the temple, so that the efforts of

our family and the monastery could come to completion”.

Dreaming of deceased relatives is considered by many Lao as containing
important messages that give hints to the afterlife, and the potential needs of the
dead. Dreaming of a deceased parent who stands unsheltered in the pouring rain,
for example, lead a layperson in my monastery to visit a monk living in the room
beside my monastic cell. She donated an umbrella and food to him, which was
then ritually transferred to the deceased. Although the interpretative frameworks
for dreams vary widely, Manivong took her dream and the message of her
mother seriously. A few days later, she visited the monastery and talked to the
abbot and the village headman. Both explained to her that a proper road leading
to the temple, a new entrance gate and several Buddha statues were needed.
Extensive preparations followed. Papers had to be prepared for the provincial
branch of the Lao Buddhist Fellowship Organization (LBFO), and the Section
of Religion of the Lao National Front for Reconstruction (Neo Lao Sang Sat -
NLSS), a mass organization and subbranch of the Lao Communist Party. The
papers had to outline the construction project itself, the budget, schedule and
the involvement of donors, monks and local officials. A committee for the
supervision of the funds had to be created. I shall discuss more details and the

effects of these procedures in a later part of the essay.

With the help of some influential monks from Vientiane, Manivong was
able to speed up the paper work, and permission for the project and holding the
rite was given after two months, which is indeed very fast. Then, weeks of
preparation for the event itself followed. She mobilized many of her friends and
invited them to participate in various ways and to add smaller donations for the
project. She visited the temple several times and discussed organizational details
with the monks, the temple’s laypeople committee and the local branch of the

NLSS. These larger rites held in the temple usually extend over two to three
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days, and the provision of food and drinks, as well as entertainment (music,
bands, stalls, and other funfair attractions) for the numerous guests have to be
organized. Here the local village community was willing to invest some time,
and Manivong provided them with an additional budget. Once all had settled on
a date, the invitation cards sent out to the numerous participants outlined the
construction project itself and a detailed ritual schedule of the event. The

company’s social media pages were also used to spread the message.

The Great Donation

In late February 2019 everything was set for the big weekend. For
Manivong and her family, the action started on the compound of her company
in Vientiane, where friends assembled the paraphernalia that were given to the
attending monks, such as monastic robes, sandals umbrellas, alms-bowls and so
forth. Friends and family also prepared their own donations, which were given
individually during several stages of the rite. Most of the hundred employees of
the company helped with practicalities, but also participated in the rites to
follow. Bank notes were folded into plastic flower arrangements, and envelopes
with the names and money of people who could not attend in person were
collected. Then about 15 cars, pick-ups with numerous people, a truck loaded
with large banners of the company and a mobile soft-drink stall all took off. This
drive to the temple was explicitly described as a procession (hae), which I joined
on my motorbike. After arriving at the temple, they set up a drink stall and
several large banners were unrolled and hung up at different places on the temple
grounds. All banners featured the name of the company and its icons, also used
in other forms of advertisement. The text on one of them read: “Faith. Donation
of the Lao Plastic Company”. Faith (sattha) here denotes faith and trust into the
triple gem: the Buddha, the monastic order, and Buddhist teachings. Manivong

put on an apron and served soft drinks to the numerous guests most of the day.
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To external guests who had just arrived and had no direct connection to her
family, the company or the village, she probably just looked like a normal person
who had volunteered to serve drinks—a short woman with glasses, wearing a
house-wife’s apron, with a large poster declaring the faith and generosity of the
Lao Plastic Company behind her. The monastery grounds were packed during
the day. In the evening, the party continued just outside the monastery. Noisy
live bands, karaoke, barbecue stalls, and drunken village teenagers took over for
the rest of the night. Manivong and most of her friends were already sleeping,

exhausted from a long day.

On Saturday morning the main rite took place, involving the handing over
of the main and minor donations, long chanting, and the feeding of monks.
Manivong and members of her family were seated in the first row, just in front
of the approximately 30 monks, most of whom were from the surrounding
villages. Many Buddhist rites in Laos start with receiving the five precepts in
order to purify the donor for the time of the rite. Accordingly, she and her family
were dressed in white cloth while all attendees received the precepts from the
monks. Then the abbot of the monastery held a sermon for approximately 10
minutes. In Laos and Thailand, there exists a whole genre of texts that outline
the merits and beneficial outcomes of a huge variety of donations, ranging from
donating flowers to daily food, and from sponsoring Buddha statues to whole
temple buildings. These sermons, in Lao called anisong (from Pali anisamsa),
can be in poetic language filled with Pali vocabulary, partially not easy to
understand for a lay audience (Jaengsawang 2020). They praise the generosity
of the donor and outline the amount of merit and blessings obtained. They are
very specific (there is an anisong for building toilets in a temple, for example);
hence, the sermon at this event was called “sermon on the benefits of temple
road and gate construction”. Interestingly, the name of Manivong and her family
was rarely mentioned, but the name of the company was foregrounded either as

“employees, families, and friends of the Lao Plastic Company”, or just with a
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reference to the company as the main sponsor (cauphab). The villagers, who
also donated smaller sums and helped with the festival, also received a lot of
explicit praise. The monk then elaborated on the need for “solidarity” and
cooperation in society and among people of different social standing, employing
the Lao word numerous times. Solidarity (khwamsamakhi) has some socialist
connotations, and is still today used a lot in written and spoken language, both

in propagandistic contexts, but also in everyday conversations.

After the sermon, people prepared the offerings they had brought with them
(food, money, flowers). As women are not allowed to hand over something to
monks, the envelope with the main donation was handed over by Manivong’s
husband to the officiating monk. It contained the paper copy of a bank transfer
to the temple fund. The monk read out that altogether 45,000 US dollars had
been donated by the Lao Plastic Company and the laypeople of the village for
the construction of the road, the entrance gate, and the Buddha statues.
Manivong later told me that 40,000 dollars were from her own pocket, and the
other 5,000 had been given by her friends, the employees and the villagers
before the ritual. With 250 US dollars being the average monthly salary in
Vientiane, this was indeed a substantial amount. Then, a long sequence of chants
followed, during which the participants seated on the floor lit candles and filled
a small container with water, signifying the flow and sharing of merit. Others
rose up and started queuing up in front of long tables that had been set up along
the walls of the temple hall. Approximately 30 alms-bowls of the attending
monks were placed on them, and people dropped food, money and other small
objects into them. The chanting continued and bestowed blessings (phoon) and
auspiciousness (mangkhala) on all participants. When the chant ended,
Manivong’s family and other guests crawled on the floor towards the elevated
position of the monks, and moved small rattan tables in front of them. They
lifted the plastic covers from the bowls, arranged them neatly, and the monks

started eating. Only after the monks had finished eating did the attending
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laypeople start to eat together. Seated on the ground inside the temple around a
rattan table set with small bowls of food, I was struck while we were eating by
the non-hierarchical seating arrangements. The villagers and workers of the
company, obviously much poorer than Manivong and her rather classy friends,
treated her with great respect. But while eating, all groups were mixed and

conversed with each other in a relaxed manner.

After a short midday break, more guests started to arrive, reflecting the
mixture of urban and rural guests. Inside the main hall, monks continued to
receive donation envelopes, mostly from villagers coming from places nearby.
The envelopes had been produced for this specific event and featured the name
of the company and its logo. They were an invitation to attend the rite outlining
time and place. Two blank lines had been inserted, leaving space to write down
one’s name and the amount donated. Seated in a line, the monks practiced a
division of labor. One monk received the envelope, the donors folded their
hands, and the monk chanted a short Pali sequence recognizing the gift. He then
passed the envelope to a second monk who counted the money inside. A third
monk was seated together with a lay member of the temple committee and wrote
down the name of the donor and the amount received. The queue of donors on
that day did not seem to stop, and the notebook filled up quickly with numbers.
Seated beside the monks, I guessed that on average, one envelope contained two
to five US dollars—a donation deemed appropriate for a villager who lives on
rice-farming. These notebooks are very common in temple rituals and primarily
serve two purposes. First, they are a form of book-keeping done together by
monks and members of the laypeople committee. Secondly, they are often used
for reading out the names of donors and the amount given, or the content of the
list is typed up and put into a display case in the temple. The gift is thereby
recognized, publicly declared and made visible. On this occasion, several A4

pages with donor-names and sums of money were glued on a board inside the
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main temple hall a few days later, meticulously listing every name and sum, no

matter how small.

Manivong and her family were busy hosting more arriving guests and
making small-talk. Among them were business people from Vientiane who
arrived with their big SUVs, but also some of the workers of the company with
their friends, and people from nearby villages. In the afternoon, the party was in
full swing again, and beer started to be served outside the temple. Here the
sociality was very different compared to the rite inside the temple in the
morning. The stark contrast between the wealthier guests and the workers and
villagers was not only visible due to their different looks and clothing styles. It
was, moreover, clearly reflected in the seating arrangements. Each group had its
own seating area, and I could observe that guests were circulating between tables
and making small-talk only inside their particular zone. The urban business
middle and upper class from Vientiane stayed on one side, while the workers of
the company and the villagers mixed on the other side of the temple ground and
drank beer together. The donation fostered an urban-rural connection, but at the

same time revealed the stark disparities between them.

IV. Effects of Giving: Prosperity Buddhism,
Advertisement and the Company as a Moral Entity

With the multiplicity of actors involved in the ritual, the motivations to
participate in the large-scale donation I have described above certainly vary
widely, as do the effects on the donors. The participants who came from the
temple’s or neighboring villages, Manivong’s company and its employees as a
main donors, and the wealthy business friends coming from Vientiane all had
very different levels of involvement, both in terms of roles and investment.
However, despite all these differences, the outcomes and effects of this ritual

engagement are by people broadly subsumed under one notion—merit—in Lao
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called boun (from Pali pufifia). Any ritual event conducted in temples is first and
foremost labeled boun, which besides religious merit then refers to the event
itself, also in the sense of a collective party. But beyond this collective vocabulary,
what other effects of giving are to be considered? Rites of giving and their
outcomes are marked by overlapping semantic fields (see Keyes & Daniel 1983).
The above-mentioned genre of anisong—the text that is read out during rites of
giving and elaborates the merits obtained by the act—already indicates this
polyvalency of giving. Besides merit, giving also produces bounkhuson, which
is a combination of Pali pusria (merit) and kusala (wholesome or skillful). The
production of merit through giving has, at first sight, and on a more doctrinal
level, what could be called a supramundane effect. This effect works on one’s
rebirth, but at the same time influences what is called khamwen (fate, destiny)
and sook (luck), both of which also have direct consequences in this life. Beyond
karma, rites of giving in Lao temples always contain a “begging” for blessings
by laypeople when transferring the gift. When monks respond to the gift and
thereby recognize it, it is not only merit whose production and flow is made
explicit in the chants, but also the bestowing of prosperity (khwamchaloen),
health (khwamsuk) and auspiciousness (mangkhala). These various effects are
not clearly delineated in the ritual itself or by the donors. The overwhelming
majority of Lao rituals that produce merit share it among the participants, and
also transfer it to the deceased’. Although prestige and rank obtained are
considered to be proportional to the contribution of the giver, this redistributive

mechanism enables people who can give less to gain better access to merit.

In the ethnography I provided above I already mentioned that the focus on
Manivong as a main donor was largely downplayed, and that the company was
foregrounded. When I talked to Manivong (and later to some of her employees)

about the effects of the donation, she created an interesting argument about the

7 In most events of the Lao Buddhist ritual cycle, the dead are singled out as one of the

main recipients of merit. They are, so to speak, fed with merit, and thereby cared for
(Ladwig 2012).
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effects of giving. She elaborated that she believes the merit produced by the
donation works on the karma of all participants, but also stated that her company
will receive benefits from this act in two ways. First, the company as a whole
(including people, but also its buildings and machines) will be protected (phokphon)
from misfortune through blessings (phon) and luck (sook), and will prosper
(chaloen). Secondly, the reputation and standing (sue siang) of the company will
be elevated, and thereby attract new customers. While listening to her, I got the
impression the company had become a living entity that had received a shot of
vitality through these various positive Buddhist qualities. Actually, Manivong
regularly hosted other protection rites, and I attended two events that took place a
few weeks later on the grounds of her company. Both invoked a similar impression
to me, namely that the company was represented and understood as an entity that
is not only composed of people and objects, but which through ritual action can

be transformed into an agent that can receive moral qualities®.

From the perspective of a modern public relations manager, the event was a
“concerted advertisement campaign”. The large posters that were hung up on the
temple ground, and the soft-drink stall where she served drinks on the first day,
were all branded with the name of her company. Moreover, on the social media
page that informed people about the donation, and afterwards featured numerous
images of the event, the name of the company and its symbols (various sorts of
products, smiling workers with protective helmets etc.) featured prominently.
Indeed, every image was underlaid with a watermark of the company. In my
perception, this was a new phenomenon I had never seen before in collective
donation rites. Merit-making groups are usually referred to by their place of origin
(village unit XYZ), but not as businesses or companies. Interestingly, when I

talked about this case with some of my Lao friends, none of them found this

8 Several monks were invited, and the ritual here explicitly addressed the spirits of the

place (cau ti cau taan). The two large spirit shrines that house them always looked proper
when I visited the company. At another occasion, a master of ceremonies (mo phoon — a
Brahmin) blessed the company for Lao new year, and sprinkled purifying water not only
on the attendants, but also on production machinery, vehicles and buildings.
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surprising or astonishing. They thought it is completely legitimate to perform a
kind of ‘branding’ of the ritual by a business, and only mentioned that this could
be perceived as problematic if the company became involved in some sort of
scandal that would throw a dubious light on the donation. However, the
“animation” of the company through the ritual in my view allows for a different
perspective beyond that of advertisement and business strategy. The banners and
logos of the company here referred to an entity that was not only composed of
people and objects, but acquired an identity of its own beyond its parts. Therefore,
the effects of the donation Manivong described and the ritual revealed can be
interpreted as a mixture of traditional notions of prosperity (protection against
misfortune of humans and objects through blessings and spirits), and an economic
prosperity embedded in market relations (advertisement banners, the enhanced

reputation of the company resulting in more customers).

This cross-over of magic, religion and the market shows some similarities
to phenomena that have been associated with prosperity cults. The effects of
these rites are often geared towards this-worldly needs and, like in the Indian
case described by Osella, are often intended “to shore up chances of success in
an increasingly competitive economy and expanding culture of aggressive
entrepreneurship” (Cited in Osella & Rudnycki 2017: 3). Prosperity cults are
also associated with an increase in success in a competitive market. Although a
comparative approach to Buddhist prosperity cults that uses material from
neighboring countries might involve a larger level of generalization, the parallels

(but also differences) that can be made out are striking®. In the context of

 This comparison necessarily implies a certain level of generalization while at the same

time allowing us to see these developments in a larger perspective beyond the purely local.
The question of to what extent economic transformations produce similar “patterns”
(increased competitiveness, market mechanisms entering the religious sphere etc.) and
forms of Buddhist modernism in different places and contexts cannot be fully answered
in this essay. However, I think that a focus on the similarities and differences that I will
describe in relation to Thailand and Myanmar can reveal insights that would get lost by
only focusing on the local. For a theoretical elaboration of this comparative stance
towards the anthropology of Buddhism, see Sihl¢ & Ladwig (2017).
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Thailand, this has been described as commodified Buddhism (phutta phanit).
Pathana Kitiarsa defines the link between merit-making and the modern economy
as a phenomenon “engined by the large-scale merit making-industry” and argues
that “the prosperity cult of phuttha phanit represents a religio-cultural space
where popular Buddhism has converged with market economy” (Kitiarsa 2008:
212). Indeed, the donation exposed a conversion of market and religion.
Undoubtedly, Manivong’s donation was also intended to increase the company’s
chances in a competitive market through the spiritual protection it received by

being foregrounded as an entity equipped with positive Buddhist qualities.

However, some important differences between the large-scale donation I
have described and other forms of prosperity Buddhism come into view. The
latter often has a focus on charismatic monks, and actors from the periphery or
outside the monastic order, such as spirit mediums, fortune tellers and so forth.
An intense mediatization of monks and objects as carriers of charisma, such
amulets and other religiously loaded objects have been identified as the most
common signs of commodification in Thai prosperity Buddhism (Tambiah 1984,
Kitiarsa 2008). In contrast, the donation I described took place in the context of
organized state Buddhism, and involved no religious actors that could be
described as charismatic. The absence of a publicly visible and mediatized cult
of charismatic and magic monks in Laos is grounded in the socialist politics of
religion, which since 1975 has opposed such cults (see Ladwig 2013a).
Moreover, the rite did not feed into a commercialized industry that markets
objects such as amulets. The market for Buddhist amulets—as sedimentations
of charismatic power—is still rather small in Laos, and currently does not

constitute an important aspect of the commodification of Buddhism!'°.

10 The sheer absence of amulets in Vientiane ten years ago was really striking, especially
when one crossed into Thailand, where almost all taxi and motor-riksha drivers were
wearing huge amulets. As the influence of Thai Buddhism on Laos remains crucial, these
developments are very much in flux. In recent years, a market for such paraphernalia has
developed in Vientiane, and will probably become more important in the future.
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Manivong’s donation is also different from the prosperity cults that Nicolas
Foexus has described for contemporary Burma, where we find “a variety of
novel, individualistic, and non-institutionalized cults of prosperity Buddhism”
(Foxeus 2018: 1108, my emphasis). Astrologers and other specialists obviously
exist in Laos and are also consulted for economic questions, and female
mediums (rnang tiam) and fortune tellers are currently in greater demand in
Vientiane than in the past, but do currently not openly advertise their services
like in Thailand. Their presence is much more elusive, and they are often kept
separate from organized state Buddhism. Organizing a large donation rite could,
for example, not involve possessed mediums in a temple, as described by Foxeus
(ibid.). Numerous actors linked to the state and involved in religious affairs
continue to oppose such hybrid cults, which in Thailand have been understood
as being part of Buddhism’s post-modernization (Jackson 1999, Kitiarsa 2012),
and have recently also evolved in Burma. I want to add another point, which
Foxeus alluded to, namely the individualistic focus of some prosperity cults. It
is here important to recall that Manivong and her family were recognized as
main donors, but that the company was very much foregrounded as a collective
entity. This also represents an interesting difference from the large merit-making
industry of Thai prosperity Buddhism. Speaking from a very general
perspective, the cults that have been described for Thailand seem to have a
stronger emphasis on the individual quest for prosperity. Many phuttha phanit
rites, and new Buddhist movements such as Dhammakaya (Scott 2009),
reinforce the ritual access to various forms of power and effects we encountered
in the donation rite; merit, blessing, auspiciousness etc., were all present.
However, there is a more frequent use of the term barami (“perfections” from P.
paramitd) in many Thai prosperity rites. Although this is a basic concept of
power in Lao Buddhism as well, and, for example, describes the mastering of
virtues and striving for perfection of the Buddha himself in the course of his
numerous rebirths, it often remains reserved for persons who are more advanced

on their path such as monks or very pious and high-ranking members of society.
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Edoardo Siani confirms this previous use of the term as well, but states that in
“contemporary Thai society, however, the term has come to designate a kind of
power that anyone may accumulate through moral behavior” (Siani 2019: 269).
Barami is strongly associated with success, power and prosperity, and seems to
have gained huge popularity in recent decades during Thailand’s economic
boom. In the case of the donation I described, none of the documents dealing
with the rite (invitations, letters etc.) which I read, nor the participants, used the
term. This in my opinion reveals a marked difference between many Thai and

Lao prosperity rites, their conceptions of power and the role of the individual'®.

To summarize this section, the donation rite clearly exposed features of a
prosperity Buddhism. The focus on the company reveals that market competition,
and branding and advertisement, have entered certain Buddhist rituals and
temples in Vientiane, and now also extend through donation networks to more
rural areas. However, as I tried to show, the branding of the company was not
simply a hijacking of ritual practices by an entrepreneurial and capitalist spirit.
A dream of Manivong was the starting point for the donation, and the rite did
not aggressively promote her as a main donor. Although there was a marked
absence of magical, charismatic features often implied in prosperity cults,
traditional notions of protection were still invoked. They transcended the
individual participants and turned the Lao Plastic Company into an agent that
received blessings and protection, and therefore magical protection. In

comparison to other accounts of prosperity Buddhism, the more individualistic

'l T have no data on the frequency of the use of the word, but in Thailand it seems to be very
present and almost as central as merit. In the past, it was in Laos used, for example, with
reference to the Vessantara-Jataka, which describes the perfection of generosity by a
prince who in his next rebirth will become the Buddha (see Ladwig 2016a). See Siani
(2019: 269-271) and Jory (2012) for further historical explanations of why barami has
become so central to popular Thai Buddhism. As Buddhism in Laos is heavily influenced
by Thailand, the term will probably be more widely used in Laos in the future. Other
conceptions of power are also at play here, and, like in Thai prosperity cults, the term
Saksit, deriving from Skt. shakti (strength, source of empowerment) and sitthi
(supernatural powers), is also used in this context. However, the term is often still used
in the sense of “holy” for denoting qualities of relics or statues, for example.
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aspects were rather underplayed in this context of institutional state Buddhism.
Collective ritual action and the sharing of merit were emphasized; the company
in fact became a merit collective that united an audience of diverse social
backgrounds. The religious leaders of the rite praised the virtuousness of the
main donor, but largely foregrounded the company, and also the attending rural
villagers and their contributions. Although the different standing of the rural
villagers and business friends of the family were obvious, during the rite these

were at least temporarily softened in the space of the temple.

V. Remnants of Socialism: The Ritual Limits of
Individualism

The downplaying of Manivong and her family as main donors is, however,
not only a free choice which she determined herself. The marked absence of the
individual quest for prosperity and power that have been described as essential
for prosperity Buddhism in Thailand and Burma demands a second explanation.
Although the company can be understood as an extension of her as a person, the
focus on it as a donor, and the involvement of numerous people that were not
linked to it (such as the villagers) also hint to other features that do not conform
to an individualistic, neo-liberal market logic transferred into the religious
sphere. I will in this final section of the essay argue that these absences are
grounded in a rather traditional understanding of a moral economy of giving that
was (and to a certain extend still is) characteristic for peasant villages. Some of
its features have been maintained and artificially conserved by the socialist
politics of religion. Despite the demise of socialism and the emergence of a free
market in Laos, the organization of large donation rites involving temple
building and construction are still today tied to notions of sharing and re-
distribution, and a specific kind of egalitarian ideology that prevents donors

from appropriating such rites on an individual plain. This is not the case in other
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rites, such as ordinations, where wealth and status can be more easily individualized

due to the different logistics, and a much less pronounced role of state officials.

In order to understand the origins of these politics of religion in relation to
the sponsoring of temple building, a short excursus is needed here. In section
two, I briefly referred to the support of Buddhism and temple building by
wealthy merchants and businessmen. Under socialism, this patronage obviously
became problematic. The idea that giving in Buddhism can be linked to a waste
of resources, and even exploitation, was widely spread under various socialist
regimes. This “pathology of giving”, as Benavides (2005: 89) labels some of the
more excessive cases in Buddhist history, were criticized because what was
given as dana had been taken from others. Indeed, there are cases in Asian
Buddhist history where building temples was not simply supported by the

wealthy, but involved considerable levels of exploitation'?.

When the Pathet Lao, the Lao communist movement came into power in
1975, the monks who sided with it had already identified large-scale donations
for building and renovating temples as one of the features that would have to be
changed in order to make Buddhism compatible with Lao socialism. Maha
Khamthan Thepbuali, the leading monk and chief ideologue of Lao Buddhism
after the revolution, outlined in his work that the “feudalists request the people
to perform meritorious deeds and donate their work-force in order to build
temples, but in reality this is only a betrayal that masks the exploitation of
people” (Thepbuali 1976: 18; see also Ladwig & Rathie 2020). Phoumi
Vongvichit, Minister of Religion in Laos after the revolution, argued that the

new Lao Buddhism that was supposed to emerge under socialism should promote

12 Jacques Gernet (1995) has shown for Buddhism’s development in China between the fifth
and the tenth century that corvée labor was used to build extravagant temples, and that
the peasants recruited for this lived under miserable conditions (see also Lopez 2009 and
Silk 1999). Similar developments have been documented for the building of Angkor Vat
in Cambodia, and during different historical periods monasteries in both Burma (Aung-
Thwin 1979) and Sri Lanka (Evers 1969) became large and wealthy landholders.
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solidarity, and that donations should be performed by egalitarian groups
(Vongvichit 1995). Hence, one of the first measures that the communist
government undertook in its politics of religion was linked to the regulation of
donations. This reinterpretation of Buddhism reflects the fact that “the socialist
habitus in Laos has mainly developed out of a peasant culture, as reflected in its
particular interpretation of solidarity and equality” (Rehbein 2017: 136). After a
few years, however, this reorganization of smaller donations was quickly
abandoned, and by the 1980s ordination rites, for example, had already quickly
reemerged as occasions to show off the wealth of a family. However, what have
been kept in place to this day are the mechanisms that regulate donations, which

are considered to be most virtuous—those used for temple building and renovation.

In many accounts of dana, the focus is often on a layperson or the laity as
giver, and the sangha as receiver. But the trajectory of giving can also be
regulated by other actors. Appadurai’s (1986: 13) statement—that it is necessary
to focus “on the total trajectory from production, through exchange/distribution,
to consumption” when we analyze the social life and circulation of things in
exchanges—describes this widened approach to donations very well. The whole
trajectory of the company donation, and the downplaying of the individual
achievements of Manivong as a main donor, can only be grasped when we take
into account the state bureaucracy that surrounds large-scale donations in Laos
today. I have partially outlined the paperwork Manivong had to complete to hold
the rite. In fact, this comes close to submitting an “application” that circulates in
a variety of state bureaucracies and offices!®. The committee that was formed for

the rite, and the subsequent building works, was composed of several state

13 First, the papers were evaluated by the village headman, the abbot of the monastery and
the local representative for religious affairs, linked to the Lao Communist Party. In a
second step, the papers were forwarded to the Section of Religion of the Lao National
Front for Reconstruction (NLSS), which reviewed the papers and the budget together with
monks from the Lao Buddhist Fellowship Organization (LBFO), and then issued a
document which listed the necessary requirements for forming a committee that included
monks, the laypeople’s temple committee (salavat) and the local official of the NLSS.
This composition was also reflected on the invitation card of the rite that I received.
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officials and was listed on the invitation card'*. When I visited the temple a few
days after the ritual, I talked to the members of the temple’s lay-people committee
about the procedures. First, they pointed out that building works, due to their size

and complexity, have to be reviewed like any other secular construction project.

What was more interesting for my case, however, was the way one of the
men explained to me how invitations to attend such a ritual are handled. It is not
only the host of the rite who determines who is invited. The organizing
committee makes sure that the villagers from the surrounding area are invited
as well: “When large donation rites like the one last week take place, it is crucial
that the common people are also given the chance to participate in the rites. The
merit made is shared with all people who attend the rite”. I have observed a
similar emphasis on mixing in Buddhist temples attended by different ethnic
groups in southern Laos (Ladwig 2016). Probably because I was recording our
conversation, he then launched into a sort of short propaganda speech mainly
dealing with “solidarity” between people of different social standing, employing
the same word the officiating monk had used during the rite. Later that day, I
met the representative of the local branch of the NLLS who was responsible for
religious affairs and was involved in the logistics of the construction project.
Asking about the diverse audience for the donation, he mentioned that in the
context of such great events people are encouraged to form merit-groups, ideally
composed of “common people” (phasason), thereby highlighting the temple as
a collective beyond the main donor. He pointed to the long print-outs of the
donation list on the temple wall, underlining the contributions made by the
villagers on the day of the rite. When I asked him about the Lao Plastic Company
as a sponsor, he gave me an answer that surprised me due to its consequential

logic and simplicity: “The company is a merit-group composed of people of

14 Besides date, schedule, and the announcement of the rite, including company logo, it
listed two groups responsible for the finances of the project: one composed of monks
(some being local representatives of the LBFO), and another one of laypeople including
the official of the NLSS, the village headman and members of the laypeople committee
of the temple.
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different social standing. It included the owners, office staff, but also the
workers, cleaners, drivers and so forth”. Suddenly, I realized that Manivong had
accepted this collectivist agenda, but that by pulling herself back and reducing
her own role, was able to foreground the company, and share her donation

project with her staff and many other people!®.

Coming back to the differences between descriptions of prosperity cults in
other Theravada Buddhist countries and my specific Lao case, I think the
emphasis on the individual’s increase of merit and status that has been
documented in neighboring countries was less pronounced in Manivong’s
donation because of these mechanisms. Crucial here are the conditions for the
development of prosperity cults. A booming economy alone is not sufficient to
trigger a prosperity Buddhism; but a “retreat of the state” from the religious
sphere is essential, as Jackson (1999: 286) mentions. Whereas in Thailand a
“rapid decline in Thai politicians’ and bureaucrats’ interest in controlling
Buddhism” (ibid.) in the late 1990s created favorable conditions for prosperity
cults, the Lao state has since 1975 established an institutional network that
carefully orchestrates the revival of Buddhism, and has to a certain extent

blocked a stratification and heterogenization of Buddhism (Ladwig 2017: 298f.).

The committee set up for the festival and the building works ensured that
the audience of the rite was mixed, which became obvious when the merit of the
donation was shared after giving, and when the lay-people ate together in the
temple hall. The stark differences between Manivong’s urban business friends
and the workers and villagers were momentarily effaced, and the ritual here
temporarily downplayed significant differences. From a classical perspective of
ritual theory, a kind of liminal stage (Turner 1969) emerged, and ritual here

opened a space in which the social world is imagined to be in its ideal form. But

15 However, there are also limits to this collectivism of the gift and its recognition. Temples
in Laos can be veritable ‘donation maps’, and numerous objects and built elements feature
donor names. It was her family’s name that was finally inscribed into the new gate of the
temple, and not that of a merit group or the company.
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then, as I described in the section on ethnography, this ideal world must also fall
apart. Once the rite was over and the temple hall was empty, social stratification
and differences became utterly visible in the seating arrangements outside. The
urban business class and the economically less successful attendants—some
workers and some rural peasants—quickly separated. The temporary space of
collectivity and sociality quickly evaporated, revealing the artificiality of these
measures. The ritual facade that socialism here had conserved in a kind of
romantic image of an egalitarian rural past was deconstructed by the reality of
new social stratifications that have come with the economic boom in recent
years. The case here reminded me of the comparative study carried out by Chris
Hann and Steve Gudeman (2015: 19), who propose that many rituals in contexts
marked by the demise of socialism “can also be a facade or mystification of
sociality that does not exist...they frequently mystify community identity and
cohesion, sometimes with barely concealed nostalgia”. Given the highly visible
differences between the guests in terms of style and clothing, the reinforcement
of a temporary mixing of people as a temple collectivity, and its subsequent and
instantaneous evaporation, was not only nostalgic, but in my eyes also had
something paradoxical, because this actually revealed the increasing inequalities

that have evolved in recent years.

Collective ritual action, the sharing of merit, and the absorption and
redistribution of surplus—which evens out differences in wealth but allows for
status differentiation—are all elements that have been described by researchers
who worked in rural Laos decades ago (Condominas 1968: 114-118; Zago 1972:
372; Taillard 1977: 78). They are now vanishing quickly, and not only in urban

areas'S. Perhaps many Lao who, like me, got to know Vientiane as a communist

16 Some of the villages in Khammouan province where 1 did fieldwork in 2005 had little
labor migration. All households were involved in rice-farming, displaying rather minimal
differences in wealth. Some years later, labor migration to Thailand had changed this.
This change was clearly visible with regards to houses, vehicles and the absence of young
people, most of whom had left the village and sent remittances home from their wage-
labor in Vientiane or Thailand.
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capital mainly inhabited by urban peasants, are getting nostalgic, and have
started to see temples as one of the few remaining places where a certain ideal

of the rural religious life can at least temporarily be reenacted in ritual.

VI. Conclusion

Large amounts of wealth acquired in Laos’ expanding economy continue to
be invested into the upkeep of temples and their construction, and one can
observe an evolving donation network that connects urban areas such as
Vientiane with more rural settings. Manivong’s large donation was in that sense
presented as a traditional religious practice that aims at sustaining Buddhism
and the dhamma. The basic parameters of the economy of merit—marked by
hierarchy, and greater chances given by increased wealth—for her also implied
greater responsibility. With more wealth being available, more of this surplus was
to be invested into the ritual economy. I argued that her donation reflects themes
that were described by previous researchers, and can be linked to larger
discussions on the moral economy. On the one hand, the economy of merit and its
associated cosmology supports increased social stratification, especially with
regards to larger projects such as temple building, as I outlined in the second part
of this essay. However, this can only be achieved through redistributive
mechanisms and a channeling of wealth into the monastic order, which evens out
differences in wealth on a material level. This, at first sight somewhat paradoxical
dynamic, has been very well captured by Edmund Leach’s (1954: 197-212)
classical formulation of oscillating types of egalitarian (gumlao) and stratified

(gumsa) forms of social organization among the Kachin in highland Burma.

At the same time, I conceptualized Manivong’s gift as related to a relatively
new phenomenon, in which businesses sponsor rites and use these as a means to
advertise their company, and thereby improve their reputations. I related this

branding mechanism to other phenomena which in the anthropology of religion



40 Wealth, Social Stratification and the Ritual Economy

have been described under the larger heading of prosperity cults (Coleman
2000), and which have also been documented for Buddhism in general (Borup
2018), and Theravada Southeast Asia (Jackson 1999; Foxeus 2018). From this
perspective, the rite seemed to operate along the border of private religious
engagement and business strategy—reflecting convergences and synergies of
religion and the economy—in which cosmologies and rituals embrace and even
enhance the competition of the market (Coleman 2017). However, Manivong’s
entrepreneurial religious ethos was not only a quest for status in an increasingly
competitive economy, and a simple formation of a new Buddhist spirit of
capitalism. It harnessed much older conceptions of protection and blessing that
can be obtained through donations and ritual action, but were transposed to the
market economy in a manner that did not only promote her as an individual
business woman with the human agency of a homo economicus. Manivong
stepped back from her role as a main donor, and thereby allowed her company
to take center stage. The company, including not only its staff but also its
machinery and buildings, was ritually equipped with positive qualities derived
from the donation, such as protection and blessings, reaching beyond a pure
economic rationality that might be associated with commercialized forms of
Buddhism. Therefore, despite the novelty of her branding and advertisement
strategies, the effects of the donation were not purely rationalized by a this-
worldly economic approach, but embedded in traditional ideas of ritual efficacy

and spiritual protection.

I then presented her reduced role as a main donor from another angle and
argued that large donations such as her company’s are subject to complex
bureaucratic procedures that also impose certain logistics on the ritual. As a still
active remnant of a socialist politics of religion, large donations are carried out
as collective ritual acts which are supposed to integrate diverse audiences. The
urban middle and upper class from Vientiane, and the rural villagers shared the

ritual space of the temple for some time, and thereby enhanced the efficacy of
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the rite by sharing the merit of the donation. The donation rite thus acted as a
kind of performance of how the ideal world is imagined. However, I concluded
that this reinforced collectivity quickly crumbled, reflecting increasing
inequalities between rural and urban people and also the general social fabric
that has been transformed by a liberalized market and economic boom. Given
the rapid economic developments in recent years, I wonder how long this liminal
ritual ‘facade’ of equality can be upheld in the face of the quickly changing
realities of increasing social stratification and the growing divide between urban

and rural life-worlds.
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between non-Buddhist uplands and Buddhist lowlands. The Rmeet, Mon-
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as in witchcraft spirits. Both forms are associated with other phenomena, like
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I. Introduction

Like elsewhere in Southeast Asia, the study of religion in Laos has thrived
upon the tension between concepts of scriptural, doctrinal and unifying “world
religions” — commonly identified as Theravada Buddhism — and a residual
category often called “animism” (e.g. Holt 2009). This tension operates both in
the lowlands, where Buddhist institutions and non-doctrinal practices intersect,
and between lowlands and uplands, where animist cosmologies and ontologies
are dominant. This article addresses two issues of religion — or rather,
cosmology and ontology — in Laos. It analyses a particular theme of upland
cosmology and ritual, but it also argues the comparability of this aspect for
uplands and lowlands. It thus suggests more general processes for cosmological

variations within and beyond Laos.

The theme that crosses Laos’ uplands and lowlands is the idea that persons
are unstable and permeable. Living humans appear as temporary relationships
between various corporeal and incorporeal aspects of personhood that are strung
together at birth, dissolve after death and remain volatile during lifetime (e.g.
Baumann 2020; Stonington 2020). Non-human or non-living beings commonly
called spirits are also persons, in the sense that they are able to communicate,
express intentions and recognize mutual obligations (Harris 1989). Spirits may
enter into desired or unwanted relationships with living humans, sometimes by
penetrating their bodies. Thus, the personhood of living humans in Southeast
Asia demands constant attention and practical maintenance, as it is subject to
the danger of decentering. “Possession” and “shamanism” suggest two separate
modes of decentering personhood (Condominas 1976). The possessed person or
a medium becomes, sometimes involuntarily, the vehicle of an invading spirit,
while the shaman detaches his or her “soul” from his or her body in order to
travel into the world of spirits. The movement is reversed, and the two modes

seem sufficiently distinct for analysis.
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However, the Rmeet, a non-Buddhist, village-based society in northern
Laos, defy any easy distinction between these two categories. While lowland
societies in their vicinity have a well-defined role of spirit mediums (Brac de la
Perriere 2011; Doré 1979a; Hours 1973; Johnson 2014; chapter 3; Morris 2000;
Ratapopn 2007; Pattana 2012; Visisya 2019), among Rmeet a number of
phenomena may qualify as possession, but none of them neatly so. Also, Rmeet
make different kinds of distinctions between these phenomena. The two
phenomena that may qualify most clearly as possession are from virtually
oppositional categories, while each of them is closely associated with other

phenomena that are, analytically speaking, quite unlike possession.

Both these phenomena accord with a definition of possession that focuses
on the direct communication of a spirit through a human body. In the first, spirit
familiars (gorn mor) occupy the body of a ritual healer or shaman (mor) during
trance sessions and cause strange behavior. In the second, a type of illness-
inducing witchcraft spirit (ngem ngao) speaks through the mouth of his victim.
These two types of spirit presence, however, are entirely separate, one being
voluntary and desired, the other a sign of serious danger. In fact, the healers

battle the latter spirits, and witches can never be shamans.

In addition, these phenomena are not isolated, but linked to other forms of
decentering personhood that are phenomenologically different. When spirits act
through the shaman’s body, his k/pu (soul) and consciousness are absent and
travel in the spirit world. This type of possession is dependent on trance and the

shamanic quest — its opposite, in Condominas’ classification.

In contrast, the spirits speaking through the mouth of their victims are
associated with two kinds of deviations. First, they do not originate in their
victims, but in their hosts who are, in Evans-Pritchard’s terms, witches — people
who involuntarily accommodate a dangerous force (Evans-Pritchard 1988).

Rmeet associate witches with two other types of persons who are more or less
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in control of their dangerous powers — sorcerers and dangerous shapeshifters
called proong (see below). All three share the fate of expulsion from their
villages when their identity is disclosed. The second type of deviation connected

with the ngem ngao is their origin in a break of marriage regulations.

The type of possession found in most Theravada Buddhist societies! in
Southeast Asia is thus absent among Rmeet. However, related phenomena
suggest a comparable concept of personhood underlying both lowland Buddhist
and upland animist cosmology — a kind of personhood in which each expression
of coherence, each aspect of a person is at the same time similar and different
from the others. The deviations from healthy or standard personhood are equally

comparable.

Even aspects that are fundamental for establishing personhood in the first
place tend to express their own agency and distinction. These are identified with
the visible, social person in some contexts, while they are separate, even
opposed to it in others — like a folded piece of paper that is continuous on one
side while separate and merely touching on the other. I propose the term ‘folded
person’ to address this specific type of fragmented and decentered personhood.
The term indicates that, among these people, the standard definition of person
implies an internal split. This concept of personhood therefore bears similarities
to what Wagner (1991) has called “fractal person” and Strathern (1988, 2018)
“dividual” or “partible person” — anthropological terms that offer alternatives to
the presumably integrated, autonomous and closed personhood of Western-

modern individualism.

In addition, possession and trance are indicators of a kind of ontology that

Philippe Descola (2011, CH.9) has called analogism. In this ontology, each

I T am making this specification as Vietnam with its Mahayana Buddhist orientation may

differ from the pattern of possession cults in the rest of mainland Southeast Asia. While
certain features appear to be similar, the question of comparability needs to remain open
at this moment (see Endres 2011).
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being is different from any other, but never entirely unlike some other beings as
well. The analogist world consists of beings separated by minute, yet
unsurmountable differences. Descola suggests that analogism is not so much
explicated by its practitioners in these terms, but rather emerges from their
practice of classification. Analogist ontologies require that the array of beings
be arranged into complex classes and sequences that connect various domains
of the world with each other. Thus, cardinal directions, body humors, stars and
animals can be associated with and influence each other. Analogism thus
identifies and differentiates beings at the same time. This implies a specific
sequence of the intellectual development of such systems: Initially, people
perceive other beings as always slightly different and therefore start ordering
them into classes. Descola’s description of analogism concludes from the
observation of the second phenomenon, a claim of identity for beings within a

system of classes, to the first.

This distinction between implicit, passive cognition and explicit, active
ordering, however, seems somewhat artificial. The material presented in this
article suggests a different, but equally coherent account of such identities-in-
difference. With its focus on possession and decentered personhood, my data
show all indications of an analogist ontology?. Yet, I propose that the notion of
folding in the present case better accounts for the oscillation between the fine-
grained differentiation of beings and their identification as members of a class.

Folding encompasses the difference between continuity and discontinuity.

2 Inalecture, Descola has identified Rmeet cosmology as a hybrid of animism and analogism.

I myselfuse animism in a wider sense than he does (Sprenger 2016), in order to accommodate
what to me appears as fairly coherent systems. I appreciate Descola’s scheme for the
discussions and comparisons it enables. See Philippe Descola: Les composition des
collectives: forms d’hybridation. Course taught at the Collége de France. Session March 21,
2018. Video recording available at https://www.college-de-france.fr/site/philippe-descola/
course-2018-03-21-14h00.htm.
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II. The Rmeet Concept of the Person

Studies of mainland Southeast Asian concepts of personhood often
highlight the multiplicity of soul-like aspects of the person, such as the 36 “life
souls” (kwan) of the Lao (Condominas 1976; Formoso 1998). Across ethnicities,
but sometimes even within them, the numbers given for “souls” and their
specifications vary significantly (Moréchand 1968: 85; Stolz 2020: 248). This
suggests that such designations depend on the communicative context in which

they are evoked, stressing the relational character of aspects of personhood.

The Rmeet are in a number of ways typical for this region. They currently
number around 21,000 persons, mostly living in upland or rural villages in
northern Laos. They speak a Mon-Khmer language and have no history of
political units beyond the village level. They are seen and consider themselves
as the earliest settlers of their land. In contrast to the Buddhist majority of the
country, they address their major rituals to a multitude of spirits. Village
economy, in the villages I studied, is based on dry rice grown on swiddens. In
addition, Rmeet have a century-long history of labor migration and trade with
domestic animals, forest produce and a varying range of cash crops. This way,
they are part of a highly differentiated cultural landscape in which neighbors
adopt cultural representations from each other while modifying them to their

own conceptual systems.

This includes concepts of personhood. Rmeet consider the living human
person in terms of three aspects of rather different qualities: to is the body; pddm
can be translated as life, character or mood; and k/pu is what leaves the body
during dreaming, or when ill, and later turns into the spirit of the dead. Pddm is
not so much an essence but rather a category of qualities. It shows in breath,
regular living movement and growth, and is shared by humans, animals and
plants. In this meaning, pddm disappears after death and is not subject to ritual

care. The occurrence of pddm in clocks or motors is somewhat debated. In
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addition, terms for emotional states like anger or happiness and character traits

like fearlessness or patience are combinations with the word pddm.

Klpu, in contrast, is more bounded and localised. The spirit of the dead
(called either klpu ii yoom or phi ii yoom, soul or spirit of the dead), when
appearing to the living in dreams, looks and talks like the deceased person. Klpu
thus represents much of the identity of the living person and is the aspect of the
person that is of most concern in rituals. This is because it is constantly attracted
to the spirit world. When dreaming, people see the world through the eyes of
their klpu, which equals the point of view of the spirits. Klpu originates either
ex nihilo or is sent by the dead ancestors of a woman during her pregnancy.

There is no notion of rebirth.

Living human persons consist of internal relationships between these three
aspects that need to be stabilized by proper external relationships with living
relatives and with spirits. In particular, the relationship between body and klpu
is a constant concern of ritual activity. Lack of respect for the family of origin
of a wife may cause her house members’ klpu to leave for their house, causing
illness. Also, the klpu may be attracted to its lineal forebears in the graveyard.
In addition, it may be abducted or ‘bitten’ by spirits of the forests. There are thus
many occasions for tugging the klpu away from its body, through force, obligation
or seduction. The integration of body and klpu, however, is protected by
benevolent spirits, predominantly the house spirit — a conglomerate of lineal
ancestors — and the village spirit, often seen as a conglomerate of house spirits.
Disrespecting these spirits or failing to keep the dangerous forces from outside
the village at bay leads to a disintegration of body and klpu. People then will fall

ill or die unless these relationships are reinforced, often with the help of shamans.

The word for body, to, is a Lao loanword that in both languages also means
animal. Apart from sale, domestic animals are destined for sacrifice to the

spirits. Often, illness or another threat for the body-k/pu bond is the occasion
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for sacrifice. Then, the animals (o) are given to the spirits — who exist in a way
similar to klpu — in order to strengthen the relationship between human bodies
and their k/pu. Human rituals thus create exchange relations involving animals
and spirits, representative, as it were, of body and klpu, in order to maintain
human personhood. These are the conditions for a variety of body-klpu-spirit

relationships of which I will present several prominent examples.

II1. Trance and the Shaman’s Possession

The first instance of possession-like phenomena I want to address occurs
in the sessions of the main ritual healers, called mor. Here, the folding of
personhood is apparent in the relationship between shamans and their spirit
familiars, which are at once separate beings and part of his person, as he cannot
live without them. Shamans can be men or women, but women mor are rare, and
I never saw a woman perform a healing ritual®. I prefer to call them shamans
here, for the following reasons. Mor is a Lao loanword that covers a great variety
of ritual specialists and healers, including biomedical doctors (Condominas 1976:
217). In Lao, each type of mor is specified by an additional word (e.g. mor tham
for spirit specialists), but often, if the context is clear, only mor is used. Therefore,

to use the common Lao (and Thai) word may be confusing in the Rmeet context.

The term “ritual healer”, however, is also not entirely satisfactory, as mor
are not the only type of healer that employs ritual techniques among Rmeet.
Khru, for instance, master the art of bone-setting, some types of divination, the
use of medical (e.g. herbal) substances, and ritual verse that are applied together
with substances and bone-setting. Neither spirits nor klpu are involved in this

type of healing.

3 The only woman shaman I met had retired due to her age — she was said to be 100 years

old — and due to her deafness I was unable to interview her. I have heard that a younger
woman recently initiated into the craft but have not met her yet.
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Mor, however, concur to a large extent with the common image of the
shaman (e.g. Atkinson 1992). Mor specialize in curing diseases caused by
spirits. This does not exclude some knowledge of khru techniques, but does not
necessitate it either. The shamanic cure does not forbid patients to seek other
kinds of treatment, like biomedicine. Diseases caused by spirits are usually
described as soul loss. The klpu of a living human being leaves his or her body
and is abducted by spirits. At the same time — or maybe, from a different

perspective — the spirit enters the body of the person and “bites” (kheak) it.

The shaman effectuates his or her cure with the help of spirit familiars, the
gorn mor (children/extensions of the mor). They enable him to go into trance
and visit the various spirits suspected to have caused the illness. By talking to
them, he figures out who has abducted the klpu and then negotiates its return,

usually through a sacrifice.

Trance sessions are not the most common type of curing ritual that the
shaman employs. Often, a diagnosis involving spoken verse and reading the yolk
of an egg will reveal the identity of the spirit and the proper kind of sacrifice.
In these cases, the gorn mor make the illness visible to the shaman, for instance,
by signs in the egg. However, if trance sessions are deemed appropriate — and
the ill person is willing to organize this larger ritual — they last for hours,

sometimes the larger part of a night, and can draw a considerable audience.

During these sessions, the shaman uses a variety of ritual paraphernalia,
most prominently a sword and a fan. The sword serves to make the spirits afraid
and demand their respect, while the healer presents small offerings of liquor or
tobacco to the spirits on the fan. He also uses it to hurl uncooked rice into the
audience, thereby calling the spirits. Shortly after that, the shaman goes into
trance. He sits on a small stool, closes his eyes and falls backwards into the
arms of two people sitting behind him. Fits of trance occur several times during

the sessions.
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At this point, two things may happen. Either the shaman returns to his
normal self after a short time or his spirit familiars start acting through him. In
the latter case, the shaman exhibits strange, somewhat outlandish behavior. This
was particularly expressive in one shaman I knew, now deceased, called TaaL&4.
When possessed by his helper spirits, the expression of his face changed, his
eyes widened, his movements became lively and somewhat edgy, and he started
to speak a different language. Some shamans say that the spirits speak Lao, so
this is what they do when possessed. Most, however, speak an incomprehensible
“spirit language”. At other times, the shaman would start whistling, a speciality
of the spirit familiars and the reason why my own occasional whistling met with

some irritation.

One famous shaman of the recent past was known for lifting heavy clay
jars with his teeth alone when in trance and hurling them up in the air. TaalL44,
an elderly and somewhat frail man, still managed to lift a jar from the ground
by his teeth. Another indicator of TaaLd4’s possession was his predilection for
mixing tar from pipe cleaners into his liquor and then drinking it, as spirit

familiars like to do.

In contrast to possession in lowland societies, the audience did not attempt
to interact with the spirits in the shaman’s body, indicating that possession is of
subordinate interest in Rmeet ritual healing compared to the shamanic journey.
However, audience members sometimes did intervene when the possessed

shaman indulged in somewhat dangerous practices.

Due to their life-giving relationship with their spirit familiars, the
personhood of shamans diverges from that of most Rmeet. Shamans acquire
spirit familiars in two different ways, which distinguishes their major types.
“Born shamans” (mor geud) are chosen by the spirit familiars themselves. This
usually manifests in types of illness that come with fits or dropping unconscious.

When a young boy once started whistling, I was told, this was seen as an
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indication of his destiny as a shaman. The future healer then has to learn the
appropriate ritual verses from an established shaman and go through an
initiation. After that, he houses his invisible spirit familiars on a shelf under the
roof above his sleeping place. Several times a year he has to perform a sacrifice
of a chicken and some liquor for them. Some people with this vocation, however,
refuse to become active shamans but nevertheless establish a shrine and perform

the proper sacrifice once a year.

The second avenue to becoming a shaman is by deliberate decision. The
procedure of learning is the same, but at its end, the teacher will share his gorn
mor with his apprentice. In both cases, learning proceeds in an abandoned field
hut, to keep curious villagers away. After the end of the teaching, a pig or
buffalo sacrifice to the novice shaman’s house spirit introduces his gorn mor to

his own household.

In many respects, gorn mor and the shaman are separate persons. They hail
from a remote mountain area called Singjuk Sinldéng where they have their own
villages and they bear individual names like human beings. Usually, a shaman
lives with nine spirit familiars who never operate separately — in this respect,
the distinctions suggested by their names merge into a single agency. In other
respects, gorn mor are aspects of the person of the shaman. Crucially, a shaman’s
life depends upon the presence of these spirits. They constantly watch him from
above, and if they turned their eyes away, he would die. The spirit familiars thus
occupy an ambiguous position. In so far as they are necessary for the shaman’s
life, they resemble aspects of personhood like k/pu, but their origin in a remote
place and their individual names signify the difference from him — facing him,

as it were, in a fold.

An important part of this nexus of difference-within-identity is the manner
in which the shaman initiates his relationship with the spirit familiars. The

exchange that brings the relationship about has obvious and sometimes explicit
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similarities with marriage. A typical gift from the apprentice to his teacher is
half a buffalo (by shared ownership) and eight silver piasters (colonial-era
money). Buffaloes and piasters constitute the major elements of bride wealth for
a woman’s parents, and both the latter and the gift for the senior shaman are
called ngooi. While this is the common Lao word for “price”, it is not used for
any other ritual prestation, not even for the bride wealth apart from the parents’
share. The acquisition of spirit familiars thus follows the rules of a correct
marriage. Also, in both cases, the new members of a household, be it a bride or
the spirit familiars, are announced to the house spirit by a sacrifice. In this sense,
the relationship between the shaman and his spirits is in line with the
relationships of kinship and reproduction. Just as the relationship between body
and klpu is established and possibly disturbed by the relationship between wife-
givers and wife-takers, the relationship between shaman and spirit familiars
stabilizes the body-k/pu unity when patterned upon marriage. The other kind of
possessing spirits, the ngem ngao, however, emerge from a perturbation of

correct marriage.

IV. Casualties of Bad Marriage

Hosts of ngem ngao witch spirits diverge from most other people due to the
hostile agency that is part of themselves and different at the same time. Ngem
ngao make their victims ill or even kill them. However, their hosts are not their
victims, nor are they necessarily intent to do what their ngem nao do. On the
contrary, their hosts may be fairly innocent people — mostly men, as far as I can
tell — who happen to contain an aggressive spirit that strikes out against anyone

who dissatisfies its host.

Several examples were related to me. “Say, me and you host ngem ngao”,
Khamjan, one of my main informants told me, “and we go to visit TaaAad.

TaaAad does not slaughter a chicken. We are hungry, we get angry. We walk
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away. Then TaaAad falls ill. He loses consciousness. People ask him: ‘Who are
you’? — ‘I am Guido’ [he responds]”. Another example concerned amorous
approaches: If a girl liked to flirt with a boy but he rejected her, her ngem ngao

may attack him.

Therefore, the Rmeet explained, the ngem ngao “walks with the klpu”. It
follows a person’s intentions or feelings without actually being under his or her
conscious control. The wording serves to mark a split between what properly

makes the public, visible person and the sociopathic additional spirit.

These hypothetical examples were supported by actual, albeit not very
recent events. In one case, a man from a neighboring village had moved to my
research village in 1976. He had been expelled after being revealed as a witch,
but this was unknown in my research village at the time. Together with his
family, he stayed there for two years. During that time, a number of children
became ill and died for unknown reasons. Finally, one of his victims was asked
for the ngem ngao’s identity. One of the mor of the village identified an ancient
and apparently rather special skirt as the bearer of the spirit and asked its owner
to sell it off. The owner refused, and thus, the entire family was expelled again.
In earlier times, the shaman asserted, these people would have been killed, but

things had changed.

For a better understanding of how ngem ngao come into being, a brief
summary of Rmeet kinship is in order. Rmeet society is structured by the idea
that families (called 7ia, houses) are constituted by the intersection of two lines
of the transmission of life. The first is a patrilineal succession of fathers and
sons who inherit the family house and membership in agnatic groups. The latter
make sacrifice together to their house spirits and bury their dead in the same
section of the graveyard. The men in these graveyard groups, as I call them,
together with their wives, turn into protective house spirits after death. These

spirits stabilize the relationships between bodies and k/pu in the house of their
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descendants. House spirits thus do in everyday prophylaxis what shamans do in

moments of illness and crisis.

The patrilines are crossed by lines of origins of wives. In many respects,
Rmeet kinship terminology and rules follow a pattern of asymmetric alliance, in
which men should normatively marry their mother’s brother’s daughter (MBD)
and women their father’s sister’s son (FZD) (Lévi-Strauss 1969; Sprenger 2008).
These kin positions only represent the genealogically closest representatives of
extensive classes for whom a single kin term is used — Addm, a symmetric term
for both men and women. This denotes any person of similar age in an agnatic

group to whom previous marriage relationships can be traced.

Marriages should ideally maintain a pattern in which women move in one
direction from their natal house to their husband’s house. This movement
establishes cross-generational relationships between households who call each
other faa (the wife’s side) and pesao (the husband’s side). The optimal, albeit
rare, way to marry is thus the aforementioned MBD-FZS pattern, as it renews
the relationship established in the parents’ generation in that of their offspring.
A marriage between mother’s brother’s son and father’s sister’s daughter,
however, would reverse the movement and is thus forbidden, as are sexual

relations among people who share the same patrilineal origin.

These marriage relations are not only important for the way people
procreate, but also for what James Fox (1980) has called the “flow of life”. The
wife’s relatives figure prominently in any context in which the production of
life is at issue: birth, house warming, sowing, harvesting, and so on. They are a
constant source of fertility for people and fields, and therefore treated as

hierarchically superior to the husband’s house (Sprenger 2006).

The violation of the direction of marriage, then, produces dangerous
effects, ngem ngao among them. Varieties of these violations are reverse

marriage (wife-givers becoming wife-takers), marriage between agnates
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(classificatory incest), and even marriage with members of other ethnic groups

— the latter probably seen as least problematic today.

According to different interlocutors, the first “wrong” marriage either has
no consequences or produces sewui — spirits imagined and depicted as dogs or
pigs that “bite” their victims and make them ill. These illnesses do not differ
much from attacks by earth or sky spirits and involve no stigma. Also, the sewui
never speak through the mouth of their victims or show the double possession
of host and victim. Ngem ngao only appear after three generations of wrong

marriages, although opinions differ as to how this succession is counted.

The principles behind this become clearer when ngem ngao are placed in a
broader field of generically invisible spirits that intrude into human bodies to
make them ill. Rmeet consider spirit illness as a kind of replacement. The klpu
of the victim moves out of his or her body, and the attacking spirit moves in.
The healing rituals effectuate a reversal of this process. This exchange is of
beings that are intrinsically similar. As mentioned above, in dreams, klpu sees
the world from the perspective of spirits, and it turns into a spirit after death.
Thus, klpu is that aspect of human personhood that enables communication with

the spirit world. For the same reason, it may switch places with spirits.

The relationships with these dangerous spirits are graded according to their
origin. Most common are illnesses caused by the spirits from the domain of the
forest and the sky. The same goes for spirits of people who have died of a violent
or sudden death whose burial in unmarked graves outside of graveyards
associates them with the forest. None of these spirits speak through their
victims. It is the shaman only who, shielded by his gorn mor, dares to talk to
them. The spirits of the forest, from people’s point of view, behave like predators
when “biting” them. In turn, they see their human victims as prey animals — the
attribution of a non-village order of humans to spirits is mutual. As in the

perspectivism in Amerindian hunting — which Viveiros de Castro (1998) used
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for analyzing human-non human relationships in a number of societies — the
others always appear as forest animals, in a gaze that is symmetrical in its

asymmetries (see also Arhem 2016).

However, the spirits of bad marriage are of a different type. Marriage
produces the village sociality proper, and the violation of its laws brings a
disturbance that resembles the disorder of the forest domain without being
identical to it. Sewui spirits do not resemble predators, but rather omnivorous
domestic animals, predominantly dogs. Pigs are sometimes mentioned as well.
The spirits of bad marriage thus belong to the village, but they eat humans for

meat, just like the forest spirits do.

The perturbation caused by bad marriage is, however, sometimes enhanced
through repetition. This produces dangerous beings that are unlike animal
members of households but just a small step away from human beings. Ngem
ngao are like violent doubles of their hosts, identifying with their names when
asked and acting along with their desire and envy, amplifying them to
destruction. As it is human to restrain your desires, this prevents ngem ngao
from being human (but not their hosts). The three types of spirit attack can thus

be summarized as in the table below.

Domain: forest — village

like predators
(forest/bad death
spirits)

domestic animals
(sewui)

Event Exchange with Single disturbance of |Repeated disturbance
capricious powers of |life-producing of life-producing
forest beyond village |exchange among exchange among

humans within village |humans within village
Spirit type |Spirits who behave Spirits resembling Spirits speaking like

and resembling
human persons (ngem
ngao)
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The Rmeet invoke the dangers of sewui and ngem ngao in two different
ways regarding the ideal of MBD-FZD marriage. Close marriage of the latter
type is highly valued, but close marriages with any other cousin is restrained by
the risk of sewui and ngem ngao. As mentioned above, the term for potential
marriage partners may be used for remote relatives and even for strangers. This
expansive potential, however, is again checked by the same issues. Rmeet
explain their preference for marriage with relatives in terms of the very splits of
personhood that I have described. With your close relatives, you know that they
do not have ngem ngao and are not proong either. These destructive instances
of folded personhood signify the dangers of remote marriages, just as ngem ngao

represent the dangers of wrong marriages that are too close.

A brief comparison with Tai-speaking lowland societies suggests that the
respective concepts are transformations of each other. This is not the place for
comparing Rmeet and lowlanders in more detail, but even a sketchy account
helps to highlight some general ideas about witchcraft in this region. The ngem
ngao are quite similar to spirits known in lowland Laos and Lao-speaking
northeastern Thailand as phii pob (Doré 1979b; Hours 1973; Wattanagun 2016,
2018). Even the Rmeet themselves acknowledge this as the correct translation

(phi ka being an alternative).

However, the origin of these spirits is significantly different. According to
Kanya (2016), phii pob in Northeastern Thailand emerge from the disturbance
of a flow of cosmic power that is most properly handled by Buddhist monks.
This relates to the central exchange relationship that defines a Buddhist village.
Villagers provide monks with food and shelter while the monks provide the
opportunity to make merit (Strenski 1988). This exchange serves to channel
cosmic power properly, but danger lies in laypeople’s attempts to appropriate
this power for selfish purposes, in the form of magic. When this goes wrong,

especially when the precepts against eating or doing certain things are broken,
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the unfortunate sorcerer becomes host to a phii pob (Hours 1973: 135-6; Sangun

1976: 69; Kanya 2016: 163).

Behind the surface difference between monk-laypeople relations in the
lowland and wife-giver-wife-taker relations in the uplands lies a more profound
comparability. In both cases, human sociality, in contrast to the forest, is defined
by an important exchange relationship that generates life by channeling cosmic
power. The relationship is asymmetric and hierarchical, and it addresses
personhood. However, when this relationship is disturbed, it seems to open a
fissure in the person of the perpetrator, creating a being that is intrinsically

bound to a living human and at the same times moves around like a spirit.

The association with human reproduction, featured prominently in the
Rmeet marriage system, occurs similarly among the Lao and northeastern Thai.
A common form of the potentially dangerous use of cosmic power among the
latter is love magic. Lao and Northeastern Thai kinship systems are bilateral and
discourage marriage with close relatives, kings and high nobility being the
historical exception. Compared to the Rmeet, the idea of irregular marriage as a
danger to the flow of life is thus much less prevalent. However, Lao love magic
that goes awry may cause damage to personhood in two directions: if too strong,
the addressee (usually a woman) will lose her mind; if not done correctly, the
sorcerer will become the host of a phii pob (Terwiel 2012: 131-140; Wattanagun
2016). Phii pob and ngem ngao thus both result from the misdirected

manipulation of the cosmological aspects of sexual relationships.

Both Buddhist lowlanders and Rmeet recognize the disturbance of a central
life-giving exchange relationship that defines village life. The result is
comparable — a spirit that uses its host as a guide and springboard to attack other
persons. These spirits are thus partly identical with and partly different from
their hosts. They represent an incomplete split of the person, emerging from the

very forces that create and stabilize human personhood in the first place.
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V. Witches and Shapeshifters

There is another type of decentered person that needs mentioning here, as
it is sometimes confused with ngem ngao. These are people called proong. While
sewui are etiologically related to ngem ngao, but sociologically different, the
reverse is true with proong. Like phii pob hosts, proong are normal villagers
with a destructive aspect to them. Proong are in the habit of turning into a kind
of blood-and-feces-eating beings after consuming a particular ginger-like root.
They walk around at night, with glowing eyes and protruding mouths that turn
into snouts by which proong suck out the life of the weak, the newborn and the

sick. They also eat human corpses.

Sometimes, people speak of phi proong — proong spirits that inhabit normal
people. This idea, however, seems to be modelled upon the ngem ngao, as the
majority of people denies that proong are spirits. Apart from the consumption
of the proong root there are no specific origin stories about them. I only chanced
upon them in a single version of the common origin myth of the Rmeet. In this
story, all the people of the world emerge from a giant gourd born to an incestuous
brother-sister couple after a flood. In some versions, each kind of people, usually
defined by ethnicity, acquires its specific features just after leaving the gourd,

and in one of them, the proong came out at night.

With respect to proong, 1 restrict myself to those features that associate
them with ngem ngao, in two ways. First, both represent what one could call a
perversion of desire. The ngem ngao turn a grudge that a host holds against
someone else into revenge, thus turning destructive (internal) feelings into

destructive (external) effects*. The proong are equally driven by antisocial

4 This distinction between internal antisocial desires and their control as external affect is

an important value in lowland Buddhist societies (e.g. Cassaniti 2015: chapter 2), but
much less so among Rmeet. Still, the expression of anger or envy is not encouraged.
Visisya (2019) argues that possession in northern Thailand offers opportunities to enact
desires beyond standard gender roles.
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desires to consume the life of the weak, the bodies of the dead or — in less
harmful cases — rotten meat and feces. They thus blur the distinction between
human consumers and non-human food sources (also problematized in the
symmetric asymmetries of predatory forest spirits). They also treat as food what
has already left the cycle of the production of life®. As mentioned above,
normative objections against marriage with strangers are rationalized with fear

of proong and ngem ngao.

Second, revelations of both lead to their exclusion from village life.
Expulsion is probably what links them most strongly in people’s memory. In
2018, one of my informants pointed out to me a small, shabby house at the edge
of a neighboring village, separated by a river, and explained that a proong man
lived there who would kill people on a regular basis. Proong status usually
encompasses entire families, as they all would consume the proong root together,

sometimes unknowingly driven into their fate by their affected family members.

The proong thus represent a different version of the duplicated self of the
ngem ngao. Although proong are not evil doubles like the ngem ngao are to their
hosts, they are still divergences of identity. While ngem ngao hosts split up when
the destructive version of their selves invades a different body, the proong
diverge into a daylight identity and a nighttime one. While the split in ngem
ngao is marked by the body-klpu difference and thus belongs to the code of
spirits, proong experience transformations of their body and its desires. In this
sense, they are indeed not spirits. What associates them with spirits, however,
are their anti-social eating habits, at their apex the desire to eat humans. Even
the mor’s benevolent spirit familiars — who never eat humans — are distinguished
by their taste for waste like pipe tar. Therefore, the word proong is also,

sometimes jokingly, used for people who behave in an abject manner or perform

> Comparable associations of decentered personhood and feces are present in other spirit

forms, like the phi krasue in northeastern Thailand (Baumann 2016). A comparison of this
idea requires more complexity than the present article allows.
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disgusting pranks, like hurling animal feces. Their nighttime prowling, which
hides their visual shape and identity, also moves proong closer to the spirits,

whose most prominent quality is invisibility.

Socially speaking, proong propose a paradox. Accusations of being proong
are strongly discouraged. If not substantialized, the accused may demand
compensation amounting to those for murder, with “character assassination” being
the issue. Yet, if a proong is successfully disclosed —i.e. with the shared conviction
of villagers — the entire family is forced to leave the village, just like ngem ngao.
People in my host village mentioned a single case of expulsion sometime in the
late 1970s. But while some would say this family were proong, others — including
the mor involved in the case (see above) — identified them as ngem ngao. Thus,
despite their ontological difference, proong and ngem ngao hosts share the same

social fate, and this blurs their distinction in many people’s minds.

VI. Folding the Person

Shamanism and witchcraft highlight a general feature of Rmeet personhood
that is not restricted to these comparatively exceptional phenomena. Ngem ngao
spirits demonstrate this particularly well. They cannot simply be considered as
separate from their hosts — they are different, and they are the same. Something
similar — again, the same and not the same — can be said about the spirit
familiars. While no Rmeet, I guess, would equate the dangerous ngem ngao and
the protective gorn mor, both ‘walk with the klpu’, as Rmeet said separately at
one or another occasion. The meaning of this phrase differed in both cases. The
gorn mor protect the klpu of the shaman when he talks to spirits that are
otherwise dangerous. For any normal person, talking to spirits elicits the spirit-
like side of his/her klpu, prefiguring death. As klpu and spirits are relational,
behaving like a fellow villager of the dead could mean that someone will join

their village soon. The life-asserting relationship with the gorn mor adds a
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relationship to the shaman that keeps his klpu away from the spirits in a manner
that is ontologically similar — soul-fortification in the same terms as soul-loss.
While seeing spirits creates a dangerous proximity to them, being seen by the

gorn mor ties the shaman to them.

The ngem ngao reverse this situation. They are harmful like spirits of the
wilderness, and instead of protecting life, they destroy it. Still, they emerge from
village society — they bear the name of their hosts and do not abduct klpu to the
forest. Ngem ngao and gorn mor relate to the central life-giving relationship of
affinity in opposed ways. While the shaman’s relationship with the gorn mor is
modelled upon the correct transfer of bride wealth, the ngem ngao emerge from

a reversal of correct marriage.

Both the ngem ngao and the gorn mor belong to a series of types of internal
splits. When Rmeet separately say of both that they “walk with klpu”, they are
revealing the concurrence of the spirit with a proper aspect of the person.
However, not even klpu necessarily represents the true intentions or personality
— the social, visible identity of a villager. There are cases in which even klpu

diverges from its human being’s position.

In 2016, I saw a gourd bottle with a figure painted in chalk below the stairs
of a house. A shaman had hung it up there in order to get the klpu of the house’s
mother back in line. Her small child had been crying constantly, and the shaman
had found that it was the woman’s klpu that had been frightening the child
because it did not like it. This did not imply that the woman ‘unconsciously’
dislike her child or any such psychoanalytical projection. Rather, even kipu

harbors the potential of separate agency.

Similarly, the inclination of klpu to visit the spirits indicates its distinction
from its bearer. Klpu likes to play in graves, as Rmeet told me, as they cut little
hooks from forked tree branches after a funeral. When leaving the graveyard

they gestured with the hook as if they were dragging something invisible behind
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them, pulling their irresponsible and childish soul away from the dead. Kipu
cannot be separated from a human body without the person falling apart, but it
is also not merely identical with it. Here, any attempt to establish an identity

that is not split in the first place is impossible.

Gorn mor and ngem ngao are one step further along this series of semi-
independent quasi-persons. At once, they correspond to the person they belong
to and at the same time are different. I thus suggest the term “folded person” to
describe this type of relational personhood, drawing my metaphor from a folded
piece of paper — continuous on one side and discontinuous, like separate pieces
of paper touching each other, on the other. Another possible image is the Mobius
strip — a circular strip that is twisted so that its opposite surfaces are connected,

forming a continuous, single surface that is at the same time its own backside.

Folded personhood is thus a specific form of the dividual or fractal
personhood that has been derived from Indian and Melanesian ethnography
(Strathern 1988; Wagner 1991). This concept draws attention to the way persons
are constituted by communication and relationships. It does not posit an
essential substrate of personhood that is given before any social relationship,
but considers persons as emergent from the interaction of humans and non-
humans alike, through gift exchange, for instance. This concept thus focuses on
the kind of internal self-difference that I also observe among Rmeet. However,
the concept of folded personhood complements the generic self-difference of
dividuals with the analysis of contexts in which continuity and difference are

enacted or experienced.

This issue comes down to the very conditions of personhood, through the
klpu-spirit duality. K/pu emerges from the convergence of patrilineal and affinal
relationships in a house. The house spirits are married couples that protect the
relationship between klpu and body of the house’s inhabitants. Klpu itself

emerges from wife-givers’ graveyards. The difference between parents and
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children, on the one hand, and wife-givers and wife-takers on the other, thus

conditions the ‘internality’ of personhood in the first place.

If klpu depends on this difference, it is unsurprising that it is self-different
by itself, taking on intentions that sometimes oppose its bearer. Gorn mor and
ngem ngao amplify this difference into two different directions. The shaman’s
helping spirits fortify him against the attractions of a spirit world that
seductively poses as the real home of the klpu. In contrast, witchcraft spirits
destroy life by double possession. They possess their hosts, with whom they
identify when being addressed; and they possess their victims, against whom the

host bears asocial feelings.

Other fragmentations of personhood follow comparable lines. Spirits of the
wilderness may slip in and out of human bodies and people reverse their
relationship to a life-giving social environment by becoming proong with the
turn of day and night. As Cécile Barraud (1990) has stressed, people in Southeast
Asia are temporary bundles of relationships that are in danger of disassembling
any time. But these aspects are not just heterogeneous. In being identical and

different from each other, they implicate permanent instability.

Both gorn mor and ngem ngao emerge from a sociocosmic code of
marriage. The relation with the shamanic spirits is established through a
bridewealth-like transfer, while witchcraft spirits are born from wrong
marriages. Marriage thus appears as a cosmological code of folding identity into
difference. The link between marriage and these spirits is the fact that marriage
is an exchange, just like the relations between monks and laypeople in the
lowlands. Exchange maintains difference in its minimal form of the distinction
between givers and takers and at the same time suggests the unity of this
difference, its necessary complementation that constitutes its two sides as what
they are. Exchange thus constitutes an ontology in which identity only comes

about by difference, and therefore must include difference. Any entity that
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comes about by exchange, be it correct exchange leading to k/pu or a botched

one leading to ngem ngao, is internally self-different.

VII. Conclusion

The cases of possession and trance that I describe here may seem to be
exceptional and rare occurrences in Rmeet everyday life, or in those of other
people with similar concepts like phii pob. However, even if extreme, they are
indicators of a concept of personhood that is general among Rmeet, and
presumably in other local cosmologies in the region as well (for Akha, see
WANG 2019: 54). Even klpu, the most basic aspect of personhood, diverges
occasionally from its bearers. The very differentiation that makes kipu
identifiable as an aspect of the person enables its agentive separation. Possession
and trance thus highlight the very condition of personhood as folded —

continuous and discontinuous at the same time.

The aspects of personhood that split partially from the visible, social person
are doubles and analogues, perhaps in Descola’s sense of analogism: a series of
separate beings, different in their ontological setup, but still resembling each
other enough so that their difference only comes about sporadically (Descola
2011). Descola stresses the separateness of these beings, while their similarity
to others makes classification systems possible. Therefore, classification seems
like an afterthought, a reaction on their ultimate differentiation. This does not
seem to be the case here: the wayward aspects of personhood are sometimes

identical to, and sometimes separate from, the visible identities of their bearers.

Eduardo Viveiros des Castro (2019: CH.6) suggests a more radical way of
conceiving identity and difference in his appropriation of Deleuze and Guattari.
He speaks of “multiplicities”: beings that have no substance but are defined by

their difference. In the Amerindian ontologies that he analyses, beings are
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different from the perspective of different observers — what is beer to a jaguar
is blood to a human. Viveiros de Castro argues that there is no substrate of
identity. Neither is there one real way of seeing things while others are illusions,
nor is there an abstract essence from which its various appearances derive.
Instead, the being in question contains all its different appearances, and it is
their difference that makes it what it is. A multiplicity, Viveiros de Castro

argues, is less than one; subtracting “one” reveals the “many”.

This approach may shed some light on the Southeast Asian examples of
folded personhood. They are similarly relational, even though perspective is not
the dominant code to express this relationality. Rather, exchange appears as a major
ontological determinant for the split beings that are never fully split. Without
difference there is no exchange; but exchange establishes bounded entities such as
persons, polities or village communities. These entities work on the maintenance

of their boundedness, while at the same time they are internally different.

This tension translates into concepts of folded persons. Folded persons are
examples of a contextual oscillation between being part of an integrated whole
and separate entities facing each other. They are thus identical and different,
continuous and discontinuous, within the same being. This seeming paradox
infuses and establishes the being of spirits in general in this region (see also
Baumann 2020). Societies as different as the Buddhist, bilateral and state-
building Lao, and the animist, village-oriented Rmeet, with its asymmetric

marriage system, converge on these fundamental issues.
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As a communist state, Laos did not adopt atheism in absolute principle.
Unlike the initial situation in communist China or in Cambodia with the Khmer
Rouge, the Pathet Lao communists quickly gave up rejecting religion when they
took power in 1975. They tried instead to integrate Buddhism into their Marxist
reading of the country’s development, seeing it also as a force for cultural
unification given the nation’s ethnic diversity. From a historical perspective, we
will first look at state policies on religion in the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic (LPDR) in order to highlight the way in which the new state gradually
addressed the country’s religious diversity. While officially promoting the
cultural diversity of the country’s different ethnic groups, the place given to the
religious beliefs and practices of ‘minority’ populations has been singularly

restricted. We will look at the different ways the members of three local
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populations of Northern Laos, considered “ethnic minorities”, responded to the

centralizing and homogenizing vision of the state.
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I. Introduction

As a communist state, Laos did not adopt atheism in absolute principle.
Unlike the initial situation in communist China or in Cambodia with the Khmer
Rouge, the Pathet Lao communists quickly gave up rejecting religion when they
took power in 1975. They tried instead to integrate Buddhism into their Marxist
reading of the country’s development, seeing it also as a force for cultural
unification given the nation’s ethnic diversity (Stuart-Fox and Bucknell, 1982;
Evans, 1998). From a historical perspective, we will first look at state
policies on religion in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (LPDR) in order
to highlight the way in which the new state gradually addressed the country’s
religious diversity. While officially promoting the cultural diversity of the
country’s different ethnic groups, the place given to the religious beliefs and
practices of ‘minority’ populations (subsumed under an ad hoc category satsana
phi, i.e. spirit cults) has been singularly restricted. “How does the Laotian
state consider and manage ethnic and religious diversity today?” This will be
the first question we will ask here. We will then look at the different ways the
members of three local populations of Northern Laos, considered “ethnic
minorities”, responded to the centralizing and homogenizing vision of the
state. Through ethnographic data I collected in Phongsaly, the northernmost
province of Laos, bordering on China', we will see their adaptations, their

resistance, or their “lines of flight.”

I Since 2018, I have benefited from the support of the European Project H2020 Competing

Regional Integrations in Southeast Asia (CRISEA) for my field research conducted in
Phongsaly province (January-February 2018 and February 2019). I also relied on previous
fieldwork conducted in Khmu villages in Phongsaly and Luang Namtha provinces in 2017.
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Pic.1 Map of Northern Laos and Phongsaly Province. (@G. Schlemmer)

II. Lao State and Religion

Wishing to build the unity of the young Lao PDR, the new government of
Laos faced two challenges: the question of the integration of the different ethnic
minorities in the country and the question of its position, as a Marxist-Leninist
party, regarding religion. Indeed, according to scholars and policymakers,
Western theories of modernization adopted by rulers of the new South East
Asian nation states should have led to increased secularism. But what happened

in Laos? I will review here the evolution of the position of the state regarding
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religion, showing that it has on the one hand defined what a good religion is,
while on the other hand rejecting other less prominent or local religions,
considering them “false beliefs”. This has led to the adoption of several paradoxical

attitudes, particularly towards ethnic minorities.

State Management of Multi-ethnicity

When it was created, the Lao PDR government had to deal with something
that sets Laos apart from neighbouring countries: extraordinary levels of ethnic
and cultural diversity. The ethnic Lao account for only 50 percent of the
country’s total population (6,400,000 inhabitants in 2015), while the other 50
percent is divided among forty-eight officially registered ethnic groups. Another
characteristic of the Lao PDR is a major cultural division between the Lao-Tai
majority, largely Buddhist and practising irrigated rice cultivation, and non-
Buddhist ethnic minorities (thus labelled as “animist”) practising dry rice
cultivation in the foothills of the mountains and adhering to various slash-and-
burn agricultural methods. Valley inhabitants manifest a cultural unity based
mainly on a common adherence to Theravada Buddhism, while highland

societies include a wide diversity of social structures and religious systems.

Upon taking power in 1975, the communist government of the Lao PDR
made it clear that it would make the unity of the country a priority. It promised
that every minority could retain its “ancestral customs” and that the party would
ensure that all ethnic groups were treated equally. Indeed, liberation of the
country had relied largely on rural ethnic groups. Under the new regime,
minorities initially enjoyed special privileges, including formal representation in
several institutions (in the National Assembly, where the two vice presidents
were from “ethnic minorities”, and in the Front for National Construction), and
were able to obtain high positions in some provincial governments and in the

army (Rathie 2017). But unlike the early revolutionary positions of the Chinese



84 Religious Changes, Ethnic Minorities and the State in Laos

or Vietnamese, the Lao PDR refused any recognition of nationality or regional
autonomy, or as in Burma, divisions into “ethnic states”. Instead, multi-ethnic
solidarity in the context of a single and indissoluble Lao nation was proposed,
to be supported by a national culture, the latter being modelled on Lao-Tai
cultural norms. This was only partly because the Lao-Tai constituted a majority,
and was primarily because the group had the highest level of “cultural
development” (Goudineau 2015). As Kaysone Phomvihane, the party’s central

committee president stated:

“Lao culture must be the basic culture shared by all the ethnicities,
and must be the one to provide the connections for the exchange of
culture between all the ethnicities; spoken and written Lao is the
common language, and written Lao is the regular writing of all the

ethnic groups”. (op. cit. in Evans 1999: 171)

Thus, the Lao state has adopted a contradictory stance towards ethnic
minorities. On one hand, the national Constitution acknowledges and hence
protects the multi-ethnicity of the country; the state has been tasked with
preserving the intangible heritage of all ethnic groups within the country. On the
other hand, as a promoter of “modernity” and “progress”, and more specifically,
to aid the positive development and living conditions of these groups, the Lao
PDR deploys several policies towards ethnic minorities which strongly
encourage them to join what is regarded as the better ethnic Lao way of life.
These policies have included arbitrary political decisions forcing massive
displacements of highland communities to the lowlands (Goudineau 19975), and
a ban on shifting cultivation which has deeply impacted rural people’s

livelihoods as well as their cultural reproduction (Evrard and Baird 2017).

As a result, the ethnic issue (even if it has not really been a threat to the
state in the past, apart from the Hmong rebellion) is under control. As ethnic

communities are scattered among provinces and, in most groups, the political
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structure does not traditionally exceed the village level, individuals do not really
have a sense of a greater ‘ethnic’ community. It also appears any future threat

remains minimal.

The Communist State of Laos and the Question of Buddhism

Since its advent, the Pathet Lao communist government has relied on
Buddhism to establish national unity. Chinese and Cambodian communists
neutralized religious institutions by demolishing monasteries and temples,
murdering monks and generally forcing secularization. The need to build
national unity in Laos forced the communist parties to behave differently and
take advantage of ethnic Lao culture, and consequently, Buddhism. Therefore,
the latter was integrated into official rhetoric to show that Buddhism and
Marxism share a similar vision of the world, i.e. an ideal of social progress

(Stuart-Fox and Bucknell 1982; Stuart-Fox 1996: 65).

As the Pathet Lao increased the use of the Sangha to establish its ideology,
it gradually imposed its own vision of Buddhism and how it should be practiced
in the country. The Pathet Lao government then had two expectations: on the
one hand, to radically establish a break with “ancient” Buddhism (many of
whose rituals were linked to royalty), and on the other hand, to reject anything
that could hinder the constitution of a socialist and “modern” nation (e.g., to
purge things in the Buddhist religious field related to beliefs in supernatural
entities in order to establish a national religion free of all elements perceived as
irrational). On 30 June 1976, the National League of Lao Buddhists made the
following statement: “In the social field, the Association will defend all fine
customs and habits of the people and the good morality of religions, while
eliminating superstitious practices and all other social evils left behind [by] the
old regime (...) The spread of Buddhist morality must accord with the line and

policies of the Laos People’s Revolutionary Party ...” (Evans 1998: 61). Even
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before the integration, the form that Buddhism would take was first revised and
transformed by the new leaders of the country. Teachings delivered by the monks
to the laity were changed to reflect communist ideals, and religious ceremonies
were tightly controlled. In addition, in order to avoid jeopardizing the establishment
of a “modern” and scientific socialist nation, the communist state rejected

anything related to beliefs in spirits (phi).

The attitude of the ruling communist party towards Buddhism softened
somewhat after the economic reforms of 1986. This situation has gradually
evolved with, on the one hand, the need to build a unified national history and
culture (in a country known for its great ethnic diversity and divided by war)
and, on the other hand, with the imperative for party elites to build legitimacy
based on this history and culture, conceived as that of the Lao majority ethnic
group — of which Buddhism is one of the characteristics (Evans 1998, 2002).
For the last two decades, Buddhism has been given a prominent place in the Lao
PDR’s policy regarding religions. Although the government does not recognize
a state religion, its provision of financial support and promotion of Buddhism,
along with its willingness to exempt Buddhist groups from a number of
restrictions, has given the religion an elevated status — at least until the
promotion of a new decree in 2016°. Kaysone Phomvihane, the party’s central
committee president (1992), stated: “Buddhism contributed the greatest benefit
for the preservation and the development of the national culture”. Similarly,
Grant Evans observed that in the Constitution enacted in 1991, “the profile of
Buddhism was also upgraded from one religion among others, to being the one

specific religion named in the documents” (Evans 1998: 65). This more tolerant

2 A 2016 decree with the stated intent of clarifying rules for religious practice extended

registration requirements to Buddhist groups, which had previously enjoyed a de facto
exemption, and defined the government’s role as the final arbiter of permissible religious
activities.

3 In Maha Khampheuy Vannasopha, Religious Affairs in Lao P.D.R.: Policies and Tasks.
Vientiane: Department of Religious Affairs, Lao Front for National Construction, Central
Committee, 2005.
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attitude was evident in through increased participation and visible support of
Buddhism by the party cadres, including demonstrating devotion during
Buddhist ceremonies; conspicuous religious patronage of Buddhist activities
(Evans 1998); the integration of several Buddhist festivals as national holidays;
and erection by the state of Buddhist stupas (that) in each provincial capital as

national landmarks®.

A Different Challenge for the State vis-a-vis Religious Diversity

While the government had to swiftly deal with the country’s extensive
ethnic diversity, it found itself facing a dilemma: it needed to recognize the
cultural diversity of the country’s populations, find cultural unity and forbid the
development of “superstitions”. While the scattering of the various ethnic
minorities across the territory never led to indigenous or territorial claims, it
was different for religion. Several insurrections led by charismatic leaders
between the end of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth
succeeded in unifying different villages and sometimes different ethnic groups.
All were religion-based messianic or millenarian movements, such as the Khmu
unified rebellion at the end of the nineteenth century (Proschan 1998), the
Hmong millenarian rebellions’, and the anti-colonial multi-ethnic millenarian
movements in southern Laos on the Bolaven Plateau (Baird 2013; Gay 1989).
Although the Lao PDR Constitution ensures the right of Laotians to believe or
not to believe in a religion, and the right to choose a religion, all religious
activities remain under the strict control of the Central Committee of the Lao

Front for National Construction and, since 2016, the Ministry of Home Affairs.

4 The 2016 decree states the government may continue to sponsor Buddhist facilities,
incorporate Buddhist rituals and ceremonies in state functions, and promote Buddhism as
an element of the country’s cultural and spiritual identity and as the predominant religion
of the country.

The Hmong messianic movements occurred not only in Laos, but also in Vietnam and
Thailand (Culas 2005).
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Religion is indeed identified as a possible threat to the Lao state, as it is the most

likely channel for two ‘evils’: superstition and division.

The reforms aimed at purifying Buddhism, mentioned above, first of all
addressed what were considered to be superstitions: beliefs in spirits, worship of
territorial spirits, cults addressed to ancestors inside people’s homes, and
sacrifices to spirits, etc. These are all the different elements which are part of the
religions of non-Buddhist ethnic groups. Therefore, they were stigmatized as
irrational, backward and even stupid. These reforms led to purges, particularly
among Buddhist minorities (such as the Phounoy), where monks from the capital
came to burn altars to the ancestors and the paraphernalia of shamans (Bouté
2018). Similar measures were taken with other non-Buddhist minorities at the
bidding of the local authorities: in Phongsaly province, the Khmu’s spirit altars
were also destroyed; in Luang Namtha province in the 1980s, mountain worship
officiants were sent to re-education camps for a few days after celebrating village
rites to the spirit of the mountain®; in the south, the Katu were forbidden to

perform large, lavish buffalo sacrifices (Goudineau 1997a).

Nowadays, beliefs in spirits, even if they are no longer directly attacked,
remain stigmatized. This is illustrated, for example, in documents produced for
provincial officials by the Ministry of Information and Culture to label villages
as “cultural villages” (ban vatthanatam). Encouraging the promotion of good
behaviour and good culture, the brochure puts forward several criteria: good
moral behaviour (no divorces, no single mothers, etc.), impeccable cleanliness
of the village area, and the rejection of “superstitions”. This latter criterion was
left to the discretion of provincial and local authorities. In 2017, in Phongsaly
province, I asked about villages that could be labelled “cultural villages™, and I
mentioned the name of this or that village. Then, the authorities replied,

embarrassed: “Ah no, these people are practising shifting cultivation, it’s a sign

¢ Interviews conducted in Ban Nateuil, Luang Namtha province, November 2012.
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of backwardness”; “In this one, the inhabitants still believe in spirits. They
cannot be cultural villages”. In fact, the only ten villages in the province to have
been labelled “cultural” were Buddhist villages practising irrigated rice

cultivation on the plain.

The government strongly emphasized another problem potentially caused
by religion: the risk of dividing the nation. De facto, Article 9 of the Constitution
discourages all acts that create divisions between religious groups and persons.
It urges awareness of enemy strategies taking advantage of religious affairs in
order to oppose the current government regime (Maha Khampheuy 2005: 22).
The government has interpreted this clause to justify restrictions on religious
practice by all religious groups, including the Buddhist majority and animists’.
Even if it is not mentioned specifically, these provisions also target Christianity
and, more particularly, the numerous evangelical churches®. The party’s stance
led authorities, notably at local levels, to intervene in activities of minority
religious groups, especially Protestants, on the grounds that their practices
disrupted the community. Several documents report occasional displays of
intolerance towards minority religious groups, again notably the Protestants,
such as eviction from villages, conflicts between ethnic groups, forced

relocation to new areas, arrests and detentions’.

7 We can find other examples in the Constitution such as: “some religious workers have

infringed on the rules and laws of the Lao PDR, creating sabotage and destroying harmony
among Lao ethnic people” (Instructions of the President of the Lao Front for National
Construction 2002), or, “they are wrongful people (...) who use religion as a tool to
oppose and destroy our new regime as well as government and party policies”
(Instructions of the Central Committee of the Lao Front for National Construction on
Registration and Formulation of Religious Organization, Sect and Religious Committees
in Lao PDR 2004). This is a very similar vision to that of neighbouring Vietnam: in 2003,
the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) produced yet another
Resolution (No. 25) on government administration over religious organizations: “The
government guarantees respect for religious freedom and the realization that religion and
faith can fulfill the spiritual needs of the people”, adding in Article 8: “Any using or
abusing (loi dung) of religious worships for the purposes of creating superstition and
other unlawful activities are strictly prohibited”.

Only the Evangelical Church and the Seventh-day Adventist Church are registered.

% See Foreign & Commonwealth Office (2016); US Department of State (2017).

8
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A tangible sign of this urge to control is that, despite the extensive
diversity of religious and spiritual practices in the country, only five religions
are officially recognized: Buddhism (according to the 2015 National Census,
64.7 percent of the population is Buddhist. Buddhism is also presented in the
Ministry of Home Affairs report as a “national and indigenous religion linked
to the national unity”). Then there are three religions which are presented as
“foreign religions”: Bahai is a small community of 800 persons based in three
cities of the country; Islam has approximately 1600 adherents, the vast
majority of whom are foreign permanent residents of South Asian or
Cambodian (ethnic Cham) origin, and Christianity. This last category includes
Catholics (45,000 persons) and Protestants (67,000)—the latter rapidly grew
during the last decade, and Lao Evangelical Church officials now estimate that
Protestants number as many as 100,000. The fifth category was first called
“Others” in the 2005 Census, noting that “animism was not regarded as a
religion”. This category was revised in the 2015 Census as “bo thue
satsana/seua thue phi lue banpha bulut”, i.e. “those who don’t believe in
religion/believe in spirits or spirits of ancestors”. It is more commonly used in
the provincial census and among the population under the unregistered name
of satsana phi (spirit cults)!®. This latest category indiscriminately includes
the very diverse religious practices of one-third of the population of the
country. As with Buddhism, these spirit cults are considered local and

indigenous practices.

10 This is a Lao term that consists of the aggregation of the word satsana (religion initially
referring to Buddhism) and “spirits”.
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Table P2.9 Total Population by Sex and Religion

- Population Percent
Religion
Total Female Male Total Female Male
Total 6,492,228 3,237,458 3,254,770 100.0 100.0 100.0
Buddhist 4,201,993 2,104,718 2,097,275 64.7 65.0 64.4
Christian 112,230 56,403 55,827 1.7 17 17
Bahai 2,122 943 1,179 " * *
Islam 1,605 749 856 * ~ *
Other 19,901 8,279 11,622 0.3 0.3 0.4
No religion 2,040,365 1,009,893 1,030,472 314 31.2 31.7
Not stated 114,012 56,473 57,539 18 1.7 1.8

Table 1 The five religions officially recognized by the Lao State.
{(No religion) = in the Lao Language Version of the Census: ORFITTOVIcRDTS
H0LWY0 “Those who don’t believe in religion/believe in spirits or spirits of

ancestors”. (Source: Steering Committee for Census of Population and Housing, 2016)

Collusion between Ethnic Traditions and Religions: A Way for the
State to Gain Control?

The state seems to face several contradictions. While it aspires to build a
national culture based on ethnic Lao customs and therefore on Buddhism, it also
aims to promote multi-ethnicity and protect the traditions of all ethnic groups.
Advertising the diversity of ethnic groups’ cultures, the state puts limitations on
their religious practices. This leads to a legitimate question: How does the state
manage the “ethnic religions” (spirit cults) which are representative of almost

40 percent of the population?

As Goudineau (2015) has shown, the discourse on multi-ethnicity has not
fundamentally changed, but its form has evolved over recent years in Laos.
Never before has so much importance been officially given to the cultural
heritage of minority groups. Officials at the district level are required to
“present” their local traditions. In addition, increasing numbers of villagers are

mobilized to show their own “ethnic characteristics” in new festivals or on new
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(33

stages”, and foreign experts — who were mistrusted before — are now invited
to share their knowledge of specific groups or to participate in the creation of

museums in the provinces (ibid.: 43).

Pic.2 National Day Celebration, Phongsaly Province, Dec. 2018. The inhabitants
of the province were invited to dress in the emblematic clothes of “their” ethnic
group and to make a parade, representing the ethnic diversity of the province, for
the celebration of the national day. A woman, at the head of each group, carries a

sign with the name of the ethnic group.

The religious festivals of some ethnic groups have been included in this
cultural exhibition. By virtue of the principle of equal treatment of all ethnic
groups, and at the request of high-ranking military ethnic officers in particular,
the two most populous groups, the Khmu and the Hmong (who are also
depicted—with ethnic Lao—as emblematic of the multi-ethnic nature of the

nation), have each been granted an emblematic festival modelled on the Lao
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New Year (Pimay). This acknowledgement has been extended to other
minorities, and now every official provincial radio and TV station covers all

regionally associated “New Year” celebrations!!.

Interestingly, in reality, officially recognized °‘ethnic’ festivals do not
resemble what people used to do in the past; they have been cleansed of their
devotional and spiritual content. From household or lineage ceremonies, they
became—according to the state vision—collective and village festivals. They
mainly consist of the promotion of beautiful costumes and ‘nice traditions’ and
the celebration of the perpetuation of a reinvented normative tradition. An
indicative key of this ‘folklorization’, and especially of this forced hybridization
of tradition and religion, is the new term invented by the Ministry of Home Affairs

in 2016 to replace the category ‘spirit cults’: satsana hitkong (religion-tradition).

I argue that the effect and/or objective of this policy of “culturalization” of
local ethnic religions is to rid them of the devotional aspects that were once
manifested in collective rites addressed to local spirits. Everything has been
done to eliminate practices that might help federate a group, with forms of
“localisms” being perceived as competitive and dangerous to state legitimacy
and national unity. This is reminiscent of similar forms of repression carried out
by the rulers of the small Sipsong Panna (now southern Yunnan) kingdom in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries against village cults, as they viewed them as
competing with territorial cults (e.g. phi miiang)'?. In another way, too, we can
relate this situation to what Mendelson (1963) pointed out about the history of

Burma: when Buddhism is strong, spirit worship is weakened—partly because

" A similar shift has been analysed by Malarney (2002) in Vietnam where a number of
ceremonies and rituals, once stigmatized as superstition, are increasingly tolerated as long
as they are not perceived as disruptive or politically subversive. Malarney emphasizes
several reasons for this shift, one being the authorities’ deep concerns about the
detrimental impact of Western culture to which many Vietnamese are increasingly
exposed. (In some ethnic minority areas, there are parallel efforts to promote traditional
culture as a bulwark against the encroachment of evangelical Christianity.)

12 See Tanabe 1988.
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of repressive measures; Buddhism accompanies a powerful centralized
monarchy, while animism coincides with the triumph of local forces and
rebellion. Similarly, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the King of
Thailand launched reform movements aimed at integrating the Tai Yuan people
in the north of the country, which until then enjoyed great autonomy; these
measures are said to have been based on a desire to reduce local religious
practices, potentially linked to secessionist intentions that would call into

question the unity of the country and royal power (Keyes 1971).

There is thus a permanent feature in the articulation between state and
centralized/local powers and Buddhism/spiritual cults that transcends the case
of the particular relationship of the Laotian party-state to religions. How does
this articulation between state power and authority and local religions and

traditions translate on the scale of a multi-ethnic province of northern Laos?

III. Local Response to this Religion-Tradition Link
Driven by the State

While Laos was originally portrayed as a rural, mountainous country
where individual ethnic groups lived in separate villages, Laotian provinces
today are increasingly characterized differently. Laos is experiencing growing
urbanization due to forced displacements of mountain populations towards the
plains and the roads (Goudineau 199750), imposed and binding agrarian policies
(Baird and Evrard 2017), and the development of trade and increased wealth of
a middle class. As mono-ethnic villages shrink, multi-ethnic small towns and
provincial capitals are growing as a result of rural-urban migrations (Bouté

2017).

How is the religious coexistence of different groups developing in this

context? Is this religious heterogeneity a potential factor in challenging the
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hegemonic authority of the state which attempts, as noted previously, to keep all
this under control? To answer this question, we consider three different groups
that are perceived as ‘ethnic minorities’—the Khmu, the Phounoy and the Ho—
located in the provincial capital of Phongsaly province, in northern Laos'. I
will present how these three groups respond differently to this state-enforced

hybridization of tradition and religion'*.

Pic.3 The provincial capital of Phongsaly province on heights of the mountain

(1400m), Northern Laos, home to members from three "ethnic minorities"—the
Khmu, the Phounoy and the Ho. Photo by V. Bouté.

13 This province is bordered by China and Vietnam, and there are very few ethnic Lao.

14 T would like to point out that I have observed a similar configuration to the one described
here in other small cross-border towns where I have conducted surveys previously, such
as the town of Nateuil, 20 kilometers from the Chinese border in Luang Namtha province,
or the main town of Boun Tay district.
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The Khmu: An Oscillation between Integration into the State and

Contesting the State

The Khmu are a Mon-Khmer-speaking population of some 700,000
persons—the largest one in Laos after the ethnic Lao—Iliving mostly in northern
and central Laos. Those living in Phongsaly city are mostly employed by the
army. In rural areas, before they joined the army and left to live in the city, the
Khmu had a ritual cycle focused on rice culture and dedicated to territorial
spirits (mountain spirits, village spirits, cemetery spirits, etc.) with specialized

and sometimes hereditary officiants.

When 1 inquired about religion and rituals among the urban Khmu in
Phongsaly, I discovered that little remained of their “satsana hitkong” (religion-
tradition), especially for the growing majority who had never experienced village
life. Former rituals were linked to places (mountains, rice fields) as well as to a
specific community (the village) and to cultural practices (tending rice fields)
which did not exist in the urban context. Some of the oldest people emphasized
the incompatibility of traditional animist beliefs with modern conditions. For
instance, due to the road, the ritual for the village cloistering is no longer possible,
nor can traditional funerals be carried out because the cemetery is shared with
other groups with different beliefs. When I asked about what remained of “Khmu
traditions or customs” in this context, people had very little to say. They could
only speak about their annual festival, Boun Greu, officially recognized by the
state and the other ethnic groups in town. The younger people couldn’t offer any
example of Khmu traditions and mocked them as an ethnic group without
“traditions”. Some high-ranking, ethnic Khmu-origin members of the provincial
government tried to increase the visibility of their own group by making the Boun
Greu festival a more consequential event. The effort failed as the initiators could
not generate sufficient support from the Khmu population, because they faced

difficulties rallying people around a common definition of the Khmu tradition.
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Pic.4 Boun Greu Festival organized by “Sensaly Guest House” in Phongsaly

Province 2019 (the owner invites her friends, Khmu, Ho and Phounoy to celebrate

and wear ethnic Khmu clothes (@Cortesy: Seng)

In this context, two tendencies related to religious conversion emerge
among the Khmu. The first is a tendency to occasionally join the pagoda for
practical reasons (for instance, for the cremation of the deceased; cemeteries do
not exist in urban places, and the crematorium is the property of the Buddhist
pagoda) and social motives. This Khmu-Buddhist conversion does generate
generational conflict between, on the one hand, the older Khmu—who still say
they believe in the “religion of the spirits”—and the younger ones who want to
join the pagoda and the “religion of the Buddha” (because everybody is going).
As the majority of converts do not master the Buddhist models, codes and rules,
they are considered by other Buddhist ethnic groups in the city—the Phounoy,
the Tai Lue—as second-rate Buddhists!>. Note that the Khmu conversion to

Buddhism is strongly endorsed by the state, which also encourages monks to

15 This observation is also noted by other scholars among ethnic minorities in Thailand.
Kammerer (1990), for instance, observed that among the Akha in Thailand, conversion to
the Protestant religion was chosen primarily to avoid being ‘second-rate’ Buddhists.
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teach Buddhism to Lao ethnic groups. Van, a middle-aged Khmu woman

working as a hairdresser, explained, for instance:

“They explained us that when one is Buddhist (phut), one should not
believe in spirits; but when one belongs to spirits religion (satsana
phi), one can believe in Buddhism; that’s new. Buddhism is a good

religion, right? It’s followed in the whole country”.

The second tendency is Protestant conversion, which is increasing among the
Khmu in the neighbouring provinces of Luang Prabang, Luang Namtha and
Oudomxay, as well as across the whole country, where most Protestants are members
of ethnic Mon-Khmer groups (US Department of State 2017). As Keyes (1996) and
Salemink (2009) noted, this is a widespread phenomenon in continental South East
Asia among those groups where “the practice of localized animistic religions is
markedly disjunctive with the world in which they now live” (Keyes 1996: 288)!°.
Protestant conversion, then, becomes a form of “modernization”. Through the
alliance with a major world religion that is different from the dominant religion of

the nation or state, ethnic difference is still expressed, but without inferiority.

But unlike the cases pointed out by Salemink (2009: 47), where “Christian
conversion can be seen as marking difference without breaking off contact”,
here the conversion works as a point of rupture with the state. Converts cannot
ignore that they have adopted a religion which is considered ‘foreign’, to which
the Lao state is strongly opposed (as noted above), and of which a negative
vision has been widely spread through national rhetoric including: “We already
have a religion, Buddhism is good enough”, or, “We do not want people to take

religion from another country”.

16 But the same observation can be made elsewhere. HSIEH Shih-chung (1987) thus noted
that in Taiwan the aborigines’ almost universal belief in Christianity could be seen “as a
means of releasing long-term anxiety about Han domination and of coping with the impact
of the Han civilization” (op. cit. in HSIEH 1995: 323, footnote 17).
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The Phounoy: Mirroring the Power through Religion

A Tibeto-Burmese-speaking group of nearly 40,000, the Phounoy emerged as
an ethnic community during the eighteenth century by constructing a privileged
“mirroring” relationship with the various Tai and Lao realms dominating the
region. As guardians of the borders and allies of the colonial authorities
administering Phongsaly province, they became crucial allies of the communist
administration and eventually took control of key positions in local administration.
They securely established themselves as indispensable intermediaries between

state power and the other mountain ethnic groups (Bouté 2018).

Another characteristic distinguishes the Phounoy from other non-Tai ethnic
groups in Laos: they are Buddhists, and have been for quite a long time. Their
Buddhist ways of performing ceremonies, as well as the rules for monks, were
directly inspired by their Tai Lue neighbours!’. In Phounoy villages, Buddhism
was closely associated with—as is the case in ethnic Lao villages—spirit cults
addressed to the rice and territorial spirits. The purges carried out in the 1960s
to purify Buddhism of superstitions resulted in the disappearance of devotions

made to territorial spirits, or to ancestors in homes.

However, though most Phounoy now living in urban settings, unlike the
Khmu, they maintain a strong identity of tradition. Being the largest Buddhist
population in the province, Buddhism is closely associated with them at the local
level (a panel detailing Phounoy history is located at the provincial stupa). The
Phounoy themselves finance the construction of new pagodas, supply them with

monks, and thereby establish their prestige.

17 The Tai Lue are a Lao-Tai-speaking population, located mainly in Sipsong Panna in
Yunnan province. Like the Lao and the Thai (in Thailand), they were organized in
principalities. Those living in Phongsaly province were, until the end of the nineteenth
century, part of the twelve Panna principalities.
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Over the past few years and in this context, Phounoy ethnic songs and
costumes—which were previously only used during provincial cultural or political
festivals to highlight the multi-ethnicity of the province—have been introduced
“offstage” into Buddhist ceremonies. The Phounoy wear their ethnic costumes
during individual or family Buddhist temple events, such as ceremonies for the
deceased or rituals to expel individual misfortunes or increase lifespan, etc.
Instead of the spread of a standardized Buddhist way of practising coming from
the capital Vientiane, one can observe an upholding of the old Phounoy—and also

Tai Lue—way of performing ceremonies, different from the ethnic Lao practices.

Pic.5 Buddhist Ceremony among the Phounoy in Honour of the Deceased,

February 2019. Women and men now wear black clothes with red borders - an
innovation based on a traditional costume that had not been worn for about 30 years.
Photo by V. Bouté.



Here, playing the game of integration into nation-state through an old,
strong commitment to religion seems at first sight to be a strategy which pays
off for the Phounoy. At the provincial level, as well as in other northern
provinces, the adoption of Buddhism allows the Phounoy to assert local
practices of this “national” religion; being at the heart of the organization of
Buddhist ceremonies in places where they are the majority offers them greater
ethnic visibility. Additionally, it gives them a way of showing “their” great
traditions embodied in various Buddhist festivals—unlike other provincial
ethnic groups who are only allowed to express their “ethnic” identity on a

yearly basis.

However, does this strategy really strengthen the group’s ethnic identity?
According to the National Census, between 1995 and 2015, 25 percent of the
Phounoy people did not register under the ethnic category “Phounoy”. Given
that a quarter of the group has thus merged into the ethnic Lao population, the

state’s goal of integration is being realized even in this case.

The Ho: Towards a Transnational Religion: Escaping the State?

The Ho, with a population of 12,000, are the third largest ethnic group in
Phongsaly’s capital (after the Phounoy and the Khmu). The Ho were originally
Han peasants who, fleeing from wars in Yunnan in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, settled in Phongsaly province. Some joined a small Phounoy
village in the beginning of the twentieth century and, as a result, the two groups
were the first inhabitants of what became the capital of the fifth military territory
administered by the French. They also founded other villages where they lived
mainly from cattle breeding, peddling, and until the early 2000s, from poppy
cultivation. In official statistics, they constitute their own ethnic category, i.e.
they are clearly distinguished from the Chinese, and they account for one of the

forty-nine officially registered ethnic groups.
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Among the Ho were former Chinese dignitaries and officials who, in
Phongsaly, became public figures notable for their acute sense of business and
trade both within the city and across the province. Several waves of migration
eventually dispersed the group throughout the country and abroad. The first
migration occurred after the communist takeover of Laos in 1975, when many Ho
fled to America, Australia and Macau (China); the second wave occurred in the
late 1990s with the state prohibition on opium production. Gradually, investments
of opium money and expanding trade in the country’s major cities led to their
relocation to Vientiane (near the old Chinese district) as well as to major northern
cities (Luang Prabang, Oudomxay), where they developed trade with Chinese
companies. The Ho, who speak a dialect very close to Mandarin Chinese, have

largely benefited from the opening of Laos to China and cross-border trade.

In the current urban context, where religious minorities (satsana phi and
Christians) tend to maintain a low profile if they do not fully abandon their ritual
practices—because those practices are devalued, folklorized, or simply cannot be

maintained in an urban and multi-ethnic context—the Ho are an exception.

The Ho are not Buddhists. In Lao language, they say they belong to the
“satsana phi” category. Unlike other non-Buddhist minorities in the country, they
are the only ones (along with the Hmong and Yao, other largely “sinicized” groups)
to possess a script using Chinese ideograms. The cycle of Ho ritual ceremonies is
not related to the agrarian or livestock cycle, but instead, to ancestors (and to trade).
There is no institutionalized priest, and ritual practices are performed within

individual households; therefore, migration did not affect Ho ritual practices.

On the contrary, with the growth of cross-border trade, we can observe a
revival of Ho rituals in urban locations. Household rites have gain more visibility.
For example, the Ho temple (miaofang) has been enlarged and embellished with
Ho emigrants’ money and family altars are clearly visible from the street.

Neighbouring China’s influence is apparent in this process on all levels. When ritual



GHRHBEA 103

elements are missing or forgotten, the Ho consult the Chinese rites on YouTube;
there is an abundance of New Year’s “Chinese” costumes (purchased over the
border), and above all, an increasing interest in participating in this transnational

‘great religion’ practised by the Chinese of South East Asia, China and beyond.

Pic.6 Above: Ho’s New Year Celebrations, February 5, 2019. Below: left, the Ho

temple (miaofang); right: a house decorated for the New Year. All elements (clothes,

temple, Chinese characters) were much less visible in the public space twenty years

ago. Photo by V. Bouté.
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This link with the transnational community is manifested on the occasion
of the Chinese New Year with increasing demands on members of the
community at the transnational level to donate and participate'®. This is similar
to Jean DeBernardi’s (1994: 138) description of the Chinese folk religion in
Penang. The practices of Chinese folk religion are shown to be not simply
remnants of a once coherent Chinese religious culture, but “a central means to
the Chinese community’s awareness of its own history and identity and an
opposition to the Malay-dominated Malaysian state’s attempts to establish

Malay culture as the basis for a new Malaysian cultural tradition”.

IV. Conclusion

The idea that Western theories of modernization adopted by rulers of the
new nation states of South East Asia would lead to an increased secularism had
prevailed among scholars and policymakers for a long time. The collective book
edited by Keyes, Hardacre and Kendall (1994) provided some interesting first
answers, arguing, on the contrary, that “as these states have modernized, religion

has become more, not less, significant” (1994: 3).

The dialectic between religion and the state has, until recently, been a
national affair, internal to each country. In contemporary times, secular
governments such as the Lao PDR co-opt religion (or, more accurately, those
aspects of religion of which they approve) in the interests of nation-building.
Religion, in other words, often becomes a major ingredient in the construction
of a new national identity. This desire for control through religion results in the
potential for minority religions to be perceived as threats to power. In Theravada
Buddhist countries, many observers have noted—from ancient times to the

twentieth century—how Buddhist monarchs and former nation states attempted

18 In 2020 all the Ho originating from Phongsaly, and their descendants who had settled in
the USA or Australia, Macau, etc., were invited to return for the New Year celebration.



to suppress the threat posed by ‘spirit cults’ (Mendelson 1963, Tanabe 1988) or
the “supernatural” (Jackson 1989)!°, because of their local (versus national)
influence and power. More recently, the Lao state has abandoned trying to ban
local religions, but has increased its control over them through the staging of
their public manifestations and removal of their devotional content by extending

folklore from the category “spirit cults” to “religion-tradition”.

But today, in continental South East Asia, increasingly the threats posed by
religion to the state no longer originate at the local level; now powerful
transnational religions threaten national governance. In Laos’ case, the dominant
religion is tightly linked with the state at the national level, while ‘minority
religions’ prove to be increasingly connected to transnational networks. Supra-
national religious identity (for example, adherence to Christianity) renders state
co-option more problematic than in the case of nationally organized religious
traditions such as Buddhism or “satsana phi”. This is evidenced by the Ho, who
increasingly engage with Chinese religiosity, and in the Khmus’ conversion to
Christianity. The first example serves to demonstrate that groups have more
room to negotiate with the state about the representation or evolution of their
cultures if they are less isolated, involved in cross-border relationships, or are
linked to diasporas. The case of the Christian Khmu—quite the reverse of the
Phounoy, for whom ‘religion’ means integration—illustrates, on the contrary,
how conversion to a transnational religion can be perceived, both by the

converts and by the state, as a major break with national identity.

Modernization has thus created a certain tension among ethnic, national

and religious identities. This tension arises, in part, from the often-competing

19 “That is, because of its individualistic emphasis on personal protective power. Thai
supernaturalism is seen as undermining the collective or community identity nurtured by
participation in the national Buddhist church. As indicated by Sophanakhanaphorn’s
reference to ‘the nation’ and ‘religion’ above, supernaturalism is regarded as weakening
the authority of Buddhism and as threatening its legitimatory function in Thai society”
(Jackson 1989: 58).
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efforts of both secular and religious institutions by both the state and those
opposed to the state, to define the collective, resulting in a politics of ritual
displacement. As Palinkas (1997: 194) noted, “the politics of ritual displacement
also provide an arena in which the local and the transnational are brought
together to shape modern ethnic and religious identities”. At the heart of this
phenomenon is the contest for ritual space and control over how ritual practice

is represented.
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Abstract

Both scholars and tourists may imagine that people can find temples
everywhere in the Buddhist Tai world. Yet, in the process of practicing beliefs,
do we assume that if there is no temple then there are no Buddhists? In this
work, I take the Tai-Lue people who live in Sipsong Panna (PR China), the
homeland, Lao-Lue who are traditional residents in northern Laos, some of
whom had settled in Seattle, Washington State, USA since the end of Indo-China
war, and the female immigrants in Taiwan as subjects to study the relationships
between Lue Buddhists and the temple. No one might doubt that they were still
Buddhists since in the long run their life with temples had been disappeared in
public sphere. But what and how did people do to be Buddhists without temples

around in daily life for so many years for those different Lues? People instead
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collected carefully monks’ photos and other relevant things at home. As the
Paiyi or Burmese/Myanmar Lue do in Taiwan, the Lao-Lue in Seattle and some
in homeland adopted any possible strategies to find photos of holy men, then
hold tightly in their hands. Those pictures to me are critical emblems of Lue
ethnicity and religious identity for the members who are mostly out of the
homeland of Laos. The deep belief of existence of a holy man or phuu mii bun
seems to be the most critical element for a Lue to be true Buddhist. Temple-
based Buddhism is what I call “unstable institutional ownership of Buddhism”
and holy-man-based Buddhism, I suggest, is a “stable close-fitting ownership of
Buddhism”. Theoretically a temple building should be stable and an easily
broken photo is unstable. However, in Lue’s situation the religion-scape is
totally upside down. Flexible reality of Lue Buddhism indeed fully tells the

people’s past and present.

Keywords: Lue People, Theravada Temple, Photo of Holy Monk, Unstable
Institutional Ownership of Buddhism, Stable Close-fitting
Ownership of Buddhism, Flexible Buddhist
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I. Introduction

One cannot imagine that an anthropologist or a tourist who visits any
Buddhist Tai cultural area such as Thailand, Laos, Shan State of Myanmar,
Xishuangbanna (Sipsong Panna) and Dehong Yunnan, China unconsciously
would neglect religious attention during an exciting exotic journey. In other
words, almost all fieldworkers under long-term participant observation and
short-term visits must pay attention to Buddhist matters in contacting various
Tai peoples. Except for some Tai-speaking animistically-oriented groups, e.g.,
the Zhuang, the Shui, the Buyi, and the Li in southern China, and Tai Dam and
Tai Daeng in northern Laos, the majority of Tai peoples have been defined or

stereotyped as enveloped in a Buddhist world.

Common sense indicates that the Tai people are devout Buddhists. Tour
books emphasize such a point, and a valuable work entitled Religious Tradition
among Tai Ethnic Groups edited by well-known anthropologist Shigeharu
Tanabe in 1991 reminds us of abundant academic contributions on Theravada
Buddhism for many years. Academic interests continue to expand into the
following fields: Buddhism and gender ( see e.g. Andaya 2002, Keyes 1984,
Ockey 1999, Kirsch 1996, Mills 1995, Van Esterik 1996), Buddhists and nation-
state ( see e.g. Taylor 1993, Keyes 1995[1977]&1977, Cohen 1991), Buddhism
and societal practice ( see e.g. Jackson 1999, O’ Connor 1993, Schober 1995),
Buddhism vs alien beliefs (see e.g. Keyes 1993&1996), and analysis of
phenomena of holy men (see e.g. Cohen 2001, Jackson 1999).

However, when we on the one hand celebrate the successful development
of religious research in the Tai world, while on the other hand comfortably
accept a description of “The Tai are Buddhists” as commonsensical, do we really
think if a Tai Buddhist “thinks” himself as a true Buddhist? I am asking if a Tai
Buddhist is still a Buddhist when he has been out of his homeland such as

Thailand, Lao, or Sipsong Panna? More correctly to enquire, we, including
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scholars and tourists, find temples everywhere in the Buddhist Tai world, then
people may directly consider the crucial position of the temple which is a very
splendid architecture in comparison to other common houses in neighborhood.
Yet in the process of practicing beliefs, do we assume that if there is no temple
then there are no Buddhists? Does a Tai Buddhist need to stay near a temple in
order to making himself be a full-time believer? Does it mean he must be able
to see the temple daily and conduct religious activities regularly because he is a
Buddhist? In this work, I am going to take the 7ai-Lue people who live in
Sipsong Panna (PR China), the homeland, Lao-Lue who are traditional residents
in northern Laos, some of whom had settled in Seattle, Washington State, USA
since the end of Indo-China war, and the female immigrants in Taiwan as
subjects to study the relationships between Lue Buddhists and the temple. Using
several examples of Burmese-Lue who immigrated to Taiwan, I discuss whether
or not there is a temple may not be a key element for a Lue Buddhist to affirm
his status of true believer. And both American-Lue and Lao-Lue in their
religious life confirm the same interpretive conclusion as well. There are some
other elements which stands at a critical position for stabilizing the connection

between Buddhism and the Buddhist.

I1. Temples Re-opened: Buddhism Resurgence among
Sipsong Panna Lue

When the newly-founded People’s Republic of China (PRC) initiated a
nation-wide project of investigating non-Han minority peoples in late 1950s and
earlier 1960s, the religious sphere was always one of the aspects of culture that
the socialist scholars focused on the most. The Communist investigators not
only wished to know the religious expenses among commoners in daily life in
order to find out the condition of class oppression, but also attempted to grasp

the general phenomena of practicing supernatural belief. The Sipsong Panna Lue
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or Tai (Dai)-Lue without question attracted their full attention because of the

people’s evident Buddhist culture.

JIANG Yingliang, a famous historian on Tai-speaking groups who had
served as active magistrate in Sipsong Panna area in the ROC era, had mentioned

(1984:529),

“The Tai call temple ‘vat’, or also known as ‘tsuang’ or ‘mianshi’
(Burmese temple). In Tai area, every village has one temple, the bigger
village may own several temples. Even for the tiny village where only

20 or 30 households exist, you still can find a temple inside territory”.

Counting the number of temples and their major function might become a
preliminary duty among those socialist investigators when reaching Sipsong
Panna if what Jiang observed was true. Some statistics thus have been proposed.
DAO Yongming and CAO Chengchang said that according to statistics during
the earlier time of national emancipation, there were 574 Buddhist temples, 41
high-ranking khubas (senior and leading monks), 889 abbots, and 5,560 monks
in the entire Sipsong Panna area and almost all villages had their own temples
(1962: 115). WANG Yizhi had more detailed information. For easier understanding,
I use a table to indicate his accounting of temples and monks in Sipsong-Panna

(Xishuangbanna) in 1957 (1990:414).

Temples Abbots Monks
Menghai county 269 470 2861
Jinghong County 208 321 2254
Mengla County 117 243 1531
Entire Xishuangbanna 594 1034 6561

This number, i.e., totally 594 temples, is a little greater than the previous

one, i.e., totally 574 temples. We can assume a number of 600 might be the upper
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limit. And it may reflect the fact of continuing development of Theravada
Buddhism even in the early years under the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
regime, especially for the time before MAO Zedong’s strict reform. However,
my purpose is not to study religious change among the Lue under the first 10
years of the CCP regime. I want to emphasize that almost all scholars who
arrived in Sipsong Panna world had tried hard to express their understanding of
the explicit cultural items of Buddhism. And the most critical evidence for them
would be things such as each village having at least one temple and there being
a huge number of temples and monks in the whole of Sipsong Panna territory.
The temple is certainly very important in Lue people’s traditional life, so when
MAO?’s Cultural Revolution had been put in practice, those religious building

were definitely one main target of attack.

Temples were shut down and became storage houses for nearly 20 years
(Pic.1). In earlier 80s when the government began to change its policy toward
opening to the world under DENG Xiaoping’s leading ideology of de-Maoism,
religion was theoretically acceptable. The priority for the Tais was to regain
Buddhism among the Lue by re-opening temples, re-build Buddha statues, and
recruit monks from neighboring Buddhist countries such as Thailand and Burma
or from local community into temples. Georges Condominas points out that in
Sipsong Phannaa [Sipsong Panna] “the vat is both the symbol and the centre of
the rural collectivity” (1987: 448), therefore it is not surprising to see the Lue
to build vat very fast everywhere within the territory of their former petty
kingdom. Condominas suggests that “Of course there are some strictly religious
motives in this rush for collective efforts of building temples,....But I think that
the need to keep their ethnic identity had become at that time a necessity for Dai
Lu communities,... [B]uilding monasteries was a way of reinforcing in the most

emphatic way what remained of their cultural identity” (Condominas ibid: 449).
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Pic.1 The main temple of Menghai area in Xishuangbanna, Yunnan, China. Used
as a warchouse under the MAO’s rule. Photo by HSIEH-LEE Saalih, 1998/01/15.

I had contended that Buddhism might not be the most significant symbol
of Lue ethnicity due to the fact that the hill-dwelling Bulang, an Austroasiatic
speaking group in Sipsong Panna, are Buddhist as well (HSIEH 1989). The
critical ethnic marker, I maintain, should be the memory of “good old days”—a
long-lasting historical Lue kingdom as Michael Moremen had discussed in his
classical article entitled Ethnic Identification in a “Complex Civilization: Who are
the Lue?” (Moreman 1965). A symbol of cultural identity is not the same as key
element for maintaining ethnic identity; however it expresses the meaningful
position of vat or temple in the process of keeping Buddhism beliefs alive. In other
words, cultural identity is the same as religious identity and what can be adopted
to stand for Buddhism is the temple or monastery. That is also the reason why the

Lue eagerly looked forward to regaining all lost function of temples.
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It seems to me that what Condominas argues is without temples, Lue
identity would be lost, and if there is no re-building of the vat, Lue culture and
ethnic identity would never have persisted. However, the Lue were still
Buddhists, while unable to participate in temple activity during MAO’s rule.
Then how did the people preserve their Buddhist belief without the temple under
the unhappy era of never touching Buddhism? The problematics of my statement
is to try to ask, do the Lue really need a temple to claim their own cultural/
religious identity? It seemed that they had a mysterious strategy to keep their
ethnic and cultural identity of being Lue and Buddhist under harsh circumstance.

I shall unravel the puzzle.

ITI. A Temple has been Established: Lao-Lue Lives in
Seattle

In the same work by Condominas mentioned above, other than reminding us
about Lue’s anxiety about constructing a temple, creating Buddha statues, and
recruiting monks, he emphasizes the Lao refugees in Western countries establish
new temples a few years after settling down in host cities. He indicates that there
were at least 5 Lao vats in France in the end of 80s (Condominas 1987: 450). He
seems to conclude that Tai-speaking peoples including the Lue and Lao really

need their temple wherever the situation is very difficult for seeking survival.

I believe that Condominas’ interpretation of religious/cultural identity
among Tai-speaking peoples in unusual environments, such as under pressure of
cultural destruction or in alien countries, is correct. However, to me, the Lao
refugees are never homogeneous in ethnic background. My point is that there are
quite a few Lue people moved out of refugee camps from Thailand to the U.S.,
France, and even Australia (Fong ed. 2004; Haines ed. 1989; Souvannavong 1999;
Waters 1990).
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All of these refugees, no matter where they end up, are categorized as
Laotians. In order to clarify the religious life among the Lue out of their
homeland, i.e., home muang and villages in Laos, we have to find out where
they are and what they do in dealing with three major elements of being

Buddhist: temple, Buddha statuary, and monks.

JIANG Yingliang, the senior Tai culture expert in China whose book I cited

in previous section, had said,

“Sometimes Lue villagers might temporarily move to another place to
stay owing to the threat of natural disaster or fierce war. They must
found a simple and crude temple at new location. When the returning
time was coming, people always renovated the original village temple,
sent monks back first, then all went back. No matter what they needed
to do, to build new temple or to renovate old one, everyone must devote

oneself into such kinds of religious honorable works” (1984:529).

The Lue in Seattle, Washington, one of the main cities in the U.S. where
this particular ethnic group are distributed are exactly following the mode of

religious resurgence Jiang described.

The Lue in Seattle mostly were from Muang Sing, Huayxay, and Luang
Namtha in northern Laos. They founded the Lao Lue Association of Washington
State in 1980 even though both the US government and Americans in general
have no idea about the people and always put them into the category “lowland”
Laotians. At that time when the Association began to run, there was no Lue
temple in the Seattle area. They joined other majority Lao from Laos to practice
religious life at a non-Lue Lao temple. Afterwards Lao immigrants divided into
two parts, and each one supported a temple. The two Lao temples are called Vat
yay, big temple, and Vat Noy, little temple. The Lue usually have connection

much closer with the latter for perhaps personal reasons.
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It was not until 1998, that the Association that is composed of 69 families
decide to create and own a Lue temple. People donated money and searched for
suitable location. A year later, the Association bought a house in southern
Seattle with a loan from a local bank. The house has no temple-shaped
appearance on account of its location inside a residential area where one is not
allowed to build a temple-like one; although there are full of huge trees in the
neighborhood and supposedly all landscaped can be hidden, and it has been
named Vat Paa, the forest temple. But you can find everything inside the vat
that is similar to the inner portion of a typical temple. They invited three monks
to settle in it, the abbot is a Lue who originally is from Laos, and got training
by the most famous Khuba Bunsung or Bunchun in Tachilek, northern
Myanmar. The other two monks are Lao, but they feel more comfortable in

there than in the Lao temple.

Vat Paa belongs to the Lue beyond question. There are 5 groups in the Lao
Lue Association. Each group consists of 12 families on average, and they take
turn to provide food for monks. People went to tham bun, i.e., make merits once
a month, usually in the morning of Sunday, and had a party through Saturday

night. They say “kin laew than” i.e., “eat first, then go to worship”.

The establishment of a temple makes the Lue become true Buddhist and
complete Lue, one thus may conclude. This may be a perfect story to tell a group
of Lue immigrants to made efforts to establish a vat in order to have a more
comfortable religious life and affirm their ethnicity. But are all stories developed
toward such an absolute correct end? I mean, do the Lue Buddhists really need

a temple? Taiwan’s case challenges a positive answer.



IV. No Temple at All: Burma-Lue’s Fifty Years in Taiwan

It is true that there are some Lue in Taiwan although many people feel
confused about the possibility. And the Taiwan Lue not only have lived on the
island for more than half a century but they maintained themselves as children
of Theravada Buddhism well without contacting any temple. We should describe
the story of modern history of East Asia in advance before talking about tales of

the Taiwan Lue.

At the time when the KMT (the Nationalist Party or Kuomintang) army had
been utterly routed and fled from attack of the PLA (People’s Liberation Army)
alongside the Yunnan-Burma borderland in the early 1950s!, the Kingdom of
Sipsong Panna, a petty Tai-Lue state in southern Yunnan, also met its doom.
The newly established PRC founded Xishuangbanna Dai Nationality
Autonomous Region in January 23, 1953. Quite a few KMT troops were still
stationed in northern Burma and were anxious to fight back to the Mainland. In
1953 and 1961, part of remnants of defeated KMT army had withdrawn from
Burma to Thailand, then fled to Taiwan (cf. HSIEH Shih-chung 1997; SUNG
Kwang-Yu 1982).

The first group of KMT’s Yunnan regular troops reached Taiwan in 1953.
They had been arranged to garrison in a newly founded village named Chung-
Chen (}£K) in Chung-li (7#%), Taoyuan County (#kE %), in the northern
plain of the island. The next arriving date for another group of soldiers from

northern Thailand was in 1961.

The government had sent teachers to teach Chinese for those non-Han wives
only for a short time. Several informants said that the learning program was too
simple and actually useless. Therefore almost all non-Han women indicated that

in the long run they learned how to speak Chinese, or more accurate Yunnanese

' Burma and Myanmar refer to the same country. The official name of this country was

changed from Burma into Myanmar in 1989 by the then military regime.
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Mandarin, mainly based on the foundation of experience of family life instead of

from formal classes.

There were three hundred more soldiers discharged eventually. Those who
had spouses but without children were ordered to establish Po-wang New
Village (PNV, {HE##)) in southern Chien-Ching State Farm (CCSF, & iE &
X =Y5). And people who already raised one child were responsible for
founding Shou-ting New Village (SNV, Z=3#7F]) which is located in northern
CCSF whose elevation is 300 meters lower than PNV (2040 meters). The others
were settled down in Chi-yang State Farm (FEEY;), Kaohsiung, southern
Taiwan. As for the soldiers who were not willing to be discharged, and were
recognized as strong and young, the government set up another village Kan-
Cheng (F15), Taoyuan nearby Chung-Chen for them, and retrained to be a

parachute troop. The total number of families sent to CCSF were 79 which

included 77 Han-Chinese discharged soldiers and 129 family members.

In1974, half of the residents of SNV, through drawing lots, moved to Ting-
Yuan New Village (TNV, 5E3Z#7f) which is located in between PNV and
SNV, for solving the bothersome problem of increasing population. In Ching-
Ching area, people are accustomed to calling Yunnan’s group, i.e. residents of

PNV, SNV, and TNV, “yi-min” (righteous people, #R).

According to SUNG, during the time he conducted fieldwork, i.e., May
1979, there were 4 Taiwan indigenes, 7 Han, and 62 non-Han immigrants among
73 yi-min's wives (1982:766). Sung identified ethnicities of the non-Han female
immigrants as: 26 Paiyi (Tai-Lue or Dai Nationality [Daizu] in PRC’s
classification), 1 Guoluo Tai (a particular Tai speaking people distributed in the
north of Chiangmai area, Thailand), 17 Luohe (Lahu), 8 Akha (Hani or Ikor), 2
Lisu, 3 Khawa (Wa), 2 Puman (Bulang), and 3 Yaojia (Yao). In other words, the
yi-min’s new villages formed three mini-communities and probably all integrated

into a larger multi-ethnic Yunnanese community.



Within the villages, everyone knows everyone. And all know well the other
party’s ethnicity. The Paiyi publicly claim their identity, and keep a distinct
memory of their homeland. So do most other Tibetan-Burmese tribal members,
such as Luohe, Akha, and Lisu, except for forgetting some vocabulary of the
mother tongue when asking them at an unprepared situation by an anthropologist
like me. I believe that both Austroasiatic Khawa and Puman, and the others like
Guoluo Tai and Yaojia show a similar pattern, although an advanced study ought

to be carried out to prove it.

Many second generation people indicate their comprehension of the Paiyi
language. A high percentage have a good listening ability however being asked
to speak fluently is often not easy. Almost of all Han-Chinese or Yunnanese
husbands say that they were able to speak many kinds of Paiyi and tribal
languages when stationing in northern Burma in the 50s. Paiyi dialect in fact
was a more popular one being used among these immigrants including Han
soldiers and their tribal wives from northern Thailand or Burma in earlier time

of arriving in Taiwan.

When the guerrilla army had the critical mission to counter-attack the
Communists from northern Burma in the 1950s, soldiers were not allowed to get
married. After the first group of troops withdrew to Taiwan in 1953, the head-
quarter of KMT army changed its policy. It was the time about one or two years
before moving to Taiwan, lots of members of the second withdrawing group
found wives from neighboring townships or villages. Therefore, most of the
non-Han women who came with their husbands to Taiwan afterwards originated
from Burma. And they all have the potential to narrate a story about it. “Mien-
Dien” or Burma is usually the first answer to respond to any request of their
homeland no matter what ethnic group they belong to. Unless one continues to
ask, or the conversation is proceeding well, the informant might not be motivated
to tell the other party a China-Burma migration story of a particular ancestor in

the historical period.



124 Really Need a Temple? The Lue as Flexible Buddhists

Although children of three yi-min’s new villages have been embedded in
multi-ethnic living environments and learned various kinds of cultural traits at
the same time, a Han-Chinese directed ethnic/cultural hierarchy still deeply
influences everybody. That is, Han-Chinese culture is at a higher position than
all the others on a constructed ethnic status ladder. One of the most obvious
evidence is that almost all non-Han wives become fluent in speaking Chinese or
Yunnanese Mandarin after several decades living in Ching-Ching, but to the
contrary those soldier husbands who originally were good in using both Paiyi
and tribal dialects now substantially forgot them except for keeping a limited
memory about Paiyi vocabularies. A second generation informant told me that
he was often scolded and punished by his father when he occasionally used Paiyi

dialect to respond to parents.

In short, both ethnic boundaries, i.e., Han-Chinese versus non-Han, or
Paiyi versus tribal members, and sub-ethnic boundary, i.e., Chinese “Dai”
versus Burmese “Paiyi”, have been efficiently maintained within the three yi-
min’s mini-communities. People may not know detailed information about every
group’s traditional culture, ethnohistory, major place of distribution, or original
meaning of ethnonyms, but they have distinct consciousness to distinguish one
from the other. Experiences of living together for half a century made non-Han
culture obscured and overlooked, but identity for members of all groups are
well-sustained. As for the second generation, they mostly have two identities
without hesitation, even though the portion of Han-Chinese is stronger than the

opposite non-Han ethnicity (HSIEH Shih-chung 2004a & 2004b).

Chung-Chen New Village (CCNV, EE#H ) was founded in 1954 and
consisted of about four hundred households. Kan-Cheng Wu Chun or Kan-
Cheng fifth village (KCFV, F-3 1K) is located in a more remote area. CCNV
and KCFV, the neglected village-isles passed over by the winds of economic
development, have existed for about five decades. They are exotic ghettos. As a

matter of fact, villagers have constructed a special life style. Their survival



philosophy, historical consciousness, ethnic knowledge, and folk theory of
culture are very profound. They not merely stand as witnesses of a grand modern
history related to the development of nationalisms in East Asia and ethnic-
cultural syncretism in Taiwan, but also play a good game of negotiating or
dialogizing with kin, neighbors, friends, military companions and other alien

ethnic members.

The veterans of CCNV were discharged from the Nationalist government’s
regular army that was stationed in Yunnan in the 1940s. Most of the soldiers
were local Han-Yunnanese plus some Cantonese, with a few recruits “caught”
from non-Han ethnic groups such as the Paiyi (Tai-Lue) and the Luohe (Lahu).
Most were unmarried youngsters when they joined the army in their hometowns.
They were marched far away from Han-Chinese settlements. Therefore, a
majority of wives of the Yunnanese officers and soldiers were from non-Han
groups, especially the Paiyi in Sipsong panna (Xishuangbanna) in Yunnan and

Lue communities in northern Burma.

Multi-ethnic composition in Yunnan is a well-known regional feature.
The same situation has been moved from there to Taiwan. In other words, we
find many ethnic groups whose hierarchical relationships were evident in
Yunnan who have settled down in the same community. In CCNV, the highest
amount of Paiyi female residents in the first immigrant generation numbered
around forty, and twenty for some other hill peoples. The common language
for the villagers is Yunnanese Mandarin and even the second or third
generation and their spouses have an outstanding ability in speaking accented
Mandarin. They talked to me in standard Mandarin, but transfer to their own
“mother-tongue” immediately when communicating with village members.
Furthermore, Paiyi, a sort of Tai dialect that is really Lue, was also popular in
earlier times. Husbands of Paiyi wives could at least understand what ethnic
women said. The second generation whose age is about forty are ambivalent

towards the usage of Paiyi. The listening comprehension of Paiyi among most
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of middle-aged villagers is fine despite the lack of motivation or necessity to

speak it.

People within the village know the ethnic distribution. Many of them have
a rich knowledge of the ethnic minorities, such as ethnonyms, exotic customs,
physical features, “savagery”, “timidity”, “obedience” and “backwardness”.
People in the village chat with each other in the evening in an open field near
the village office. Ordinarily several mahjong (Jfifi}f) tables are ready for the
regular players from different houses at night. Those small vendors that offer
Yunnanese/Tai food sporadically set in the village stimulate people’s memory of
the homeland, and strengthen their self-identity of culturally defined persona.
More and more immigrants from Thailand have settled in the Taoyuan area
lately. Thai cuisine is sold in one of the alleyways every Sunday morning.
Residents call it “Little Bangkok”. An Islamic mosque built in 1971 is located
at the intersection of the business street and the main highway. About fifteen
Muslim households meet there. Furthermore, “playing song” (ta-ke/FJ#) , a
kind of half-Han and half non-Han special folk song singing style, was a favorite
among many residents from earlier times. In general, Yunnanese/Paiyi/Burmese
restaurants, “Little Bangkok”, the mosque, and the folk singing provides the

bulk of the local color in the CCNV.

The average age of the older generation is more than eighty. The village
head who belongs to the second generation told me she once went abroad for
two weeks and three people died during that short period. Funerals follow
Taiwanese custom in that ritual specialists hired to assist are all from more
modern lively towns. However, several youngsters expressed an interesting
finding out about a special phenomenon appearing only in the CCNV. Many
relatives, neighbors and friends inside the village joined the mourning household
to chat, eat and gamble every night before the day of burial. People regard this
as a good custom. However, on the other hand, behavior of some of the younger

generation really hurts parents’ hearts deeply. Senior residents complained about



their children’s alcoholism, gambling addiction, unemployment and over-
dependence on parents. Everybody knows which boy or girl from particular
households do drugs, or deal in drugs and prostitution. In short, a moral gap
between two generations seems at first glance to be huge, but is in fact,
superficial. The older generation has depended on the government their whole
life. Now the new generation is dependent upon their parents. Also gambling
among the older generation had become a common daily activity and the kids

modeled their own behavior on it.

KCFV, compared to CCNV, is much more isolated from the main society.
So far as I know, the media have not shown any interest in the KCFV although
its multi-ethnic social structure is more “colorful” than other military communities.
There are only two Yunnanese/Paiyi/Burmese restaurants along a street close to
main gate of KCFV, and one vendor owned by a Paiyi woman inside village.

The commercial atmosphere is not so prosperous.

Most of the non-Han wives of veterans came from northern Burma or
Thailand. They, unlike CCNV’s Paiyi originated from Sipsong Panna, a frontier
country within China. The story of their participation in the Chinese army was
touching when one recalls their tragic history as refugees in northern Southeast
Asia in the 1950s. When part of KMT troops withdrew from Thailand to Taiwan
in 1954, others were ordered by Chiang Kai-Shek to stay. They became loosely
organized anti-Communist guerrillas. The soldiers were not allowed to get
married because of their uncertain future. It was not until 1960 that the second
group received an order concealed beneath a special military term called “Kuo-
lei” (national thunder, [ 5 %) which the villages used to name a new park
in the village to retreat. Many soldiers went out to “plunder” wives from non-

Chinese tribes or rural communities.

It is no problem for non-Han women in KCFV to speak Mandarin. A good

many residents like to tell their history of migration from Burma via Thailand
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to Taiwan. The listeners usually can relate to a fully imagined story. Although
there is nothing related to public performances in the expressive culture of
local people in KCFV, there are some in personal situations. For instance, a
Miao man always hums traditional tunes and one still has the chance to notice
the exoticism when coming into contact with villagers by conversing on
themes of ethnicity or cultural life. People who returned to their homeland
either in Burma and Thailand or Yunnan brought back ethnic clothes, religious
stuffs, bags or toys with local decorations, and music tapes. They re-shape
their self-identity and historical memory by traveling. The emergence of local
color in KCFV thus is mainly on the foundations of an intensive interaction
among residents of different ethnic backgrounds within such an isolated

community.

In short, the Paiyi or Burmese Lue maintain ethnic identification after
moving to Taiwan for more than 50 years. However, they have never expressed
motivation or intention to build a temple as Lao-Lue did in the Seattle
neighborhood. The Lue, who traditionally are very religious in performing
Buddhist practices, now in Taiwan don’t seem to practice since temples, Buddha
statues, and monks are not in existence. The Paiyi and Lue women have no
interest in visiting Han-Taiwanese/Chinese Mahayana Buddhist temple, not to
mention folk religious shrines or monasteries. But some of them told me they
always visited a Thai temple if they had time before transferring on their flight
from Bangkok to northern Myanmar to return to their original hometown. I ask
myself: did the Burmese Lue in Taiwan lose their belief in Buddhism since there
is no record of them worshipping Buddha at a temple? My answer is “No, they

didn’t!”



V. Standing a City-Temple and Ready for Leapfrogging:
Lue Youngsters in Laos

The Lue are broadly distributed in northern Laos from Muang Sing through
Udomzxay to rural areas of Luang Prabang Province. There was a petty kingdom
in historic time in Muang Sing and the ruler was a Lue royal family who moved
from Sipsong Panna. Muang Sing can be defined as a concrete Lue territory like
a mini-Sipsong Panna, and all hill tribes needed to pay tributes to the ruler. At
present there are many Lue Buddhist temples in Muang Sing especially within
the town center area so that the Lue boys go in and out of temple, exemplifying
a traditional model. They mostly stayed in their rural hometowns and followed
regular way of being novice at local temple for years and rarely migrated to the

urban area and did not grow up at city temple.

However for the Lue families in Udomxay and rural Luang Prabang the
parents might not only send their boys to the temple to be monks, as many others
do same, to release the family’s economic burden but also did their best to
arrange for the kids to go to a city-temple either in downtown Luang Prabang or
Vientiane, the Capital of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic. In my
fieldwork, I found at least one of each Buddhist temples of these Laos two cities
has a majority of the Lue novices. In other words, parents had relatives or friends
who served as higher ranking monks in the two temples, Vat L in Luang Prabang
(Pic.2) and Vat S in Vientiane (Pic.3). Through this particular connection, Lue
boys one by one are being sent there. It is probably acceptable if we call them
Lue-ized temples in the biggest two cities in Laos although the abbots recruited
Khmu novices as well and the people are counted as closely related to the Lue

in the north.
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Pic.2 VatL in Luang Prabang, the temple where many Lue boys are ordained. Photo
by the author, 2011/01/26.

Pic.3 Vat S in Vientiane, the temple attracts many Lue boys to be ordained. Photo
by the author, 2006/02/10.



Several Lue informants in two Lue temples told me they may stay there
until they graduate from college and find a job in the city. No one was willing
to going back to the rural home because there is “no hope there but being a
farmer like parents and earning very little money”. Some of them even decided
to leave Vat L and moved to other temples in Vientiane to wait for a better chance
in the secular world. The novices mostly were working very hard to learn
English. They even had collected lots of questions of listening comprehension
and grammatical principles in advance and wished to get my help when I
revisited them. They all felt that English is the most important tool for survival
after returning to a lay person’s life. Temple thus was a temporary living place
for the great majority of novices. While a boy was novice or monk he had to be
responsible for some religious affairs in the temple, but after he finished all daily
requirements of temple work, his eyes immediately turned to look at the secular
world: for example English learning or continuing high school education or even
taking part in college entrance examination. Those things all belong to preparations
for the future normal life. In a word, to find a job and to get married and have

kids are ideal goal of their lives.

Keo was from Udomxay. He stayed at Vat L for ten years then moved to
Vientiane and continued to be a novice at a mid-sized temple whose abbot was
a friend of his father. He told me since there is no opportunity to have a good
job the only way was to stay at temple. Finally Keo found a job as a mechanic
to take care of a hotel’s electric system. Nith was from rural Luang Prabang. He
needed to take boat for six hours then walk three hours more to reach his parents’
home in a very rural spot whenever he took leave for national festivals or
holidays. Nith was a novice in Vientiane and studied at a financial college very
hard. He passed important examinations to get an accountant license and then
invested with his friends to open a company. Nith told me his plan is to own a
gasoline station and earn big money. Mixay was originally from Udomxay as

well. He was a leading monk at Vat S in Vientiane and studied with high grades



132 Really Need a Temple? The Lue as Flexible Buddhists

at the Buddhist College in the capital for four years. However, he was not as
lucky as other Lue youngsters to be able to get a job in city so that he reluctantly
returned to Udomxay. Mixay refused to be a farmer and is an English teacher in
the town center. Vanhnoud was from Luang Prabang and stayed at Vat L for ten
years then transferred to Vat S and graduate from college, ending his monkhood
at the same time. He became a superior at a convenient store in Vientiane and
got married recently. Keo, Nith, Mixay and Vanhnoud were my close and long-
acquainted friends since they were novices. Not one of them ever mentioned any
religious matters in conversation with me and have never re-visited their original
temples to meet friends after becoming lay persons. The temple life to them, it
seems, looks like an illusory past or non-existence. Sometimes when | asked
them to go with me to enter into a temple during some famous religious celebration
day, my friends performed like a tour guide who very simply introduced something
then escaped from the religious situation right away. I had a feeling at that
particular moment that Buddhist temples to my Lue friends was just a mid-point

or shelter for helping people to jump up to a real world when the time arrives.

VI. New Town but no Temple: Luang Namtha’s Story

Luang Namtha is capital town of Luang Namtha Province in northern Laos.
Muang Sing, the town I mentioned above belongs to this province and becomes
the northernmost town of Laos to face Muang La of Sipsong Pannan, Yunnan,
China. The original capital town of Luang Namtha was located in a narrow
valley near the airport. The majority of local residents are Kalom who identify
themselves as a brother-group of both Lue and Tai Yuan, a Tai-speaking people
who most live in Chiang Mai, Thailand. There is no Lue village around the old
town area. All temples are Kalom style although quite a few novices are from

Khmu, and belong to an Austro-Asiatic speaking group.



Since 1989 the Lao Communist government following the People’s Republic
of China’s policy decided to adopt a market economy and open the country to
the world. Muang Sing, as a former French colony with some European relics
was one of the tourist spots that the government decided to develop. The first
step was to enlarge the capital town of the province for incoming tourists. A new
capital town located in a much wider plain in eight km north of the old town
began to be designed and constructed. That place was originally Tai Dam’s
dwellings. Tai Dam moved from northern Vietnam generations ago and they are
animists therefore they are a special ethnic Tai in contrast to the majority of

Buddhist Lao in the country.

“Every village must have a temple”. Both academic and tourist literature
on Lao peasant society may make such a remark. However, the truth is there is
no temple at all inside the new capital town of Luang Namtha. Probably more
correctly we should say that every natural village must have a temple. Therefore,
since we cannot find any temple in the newly-founded town, it is absolutely not
so-called “natural”. Actually, all of the so-called cities in modern Laos such as
Vientiane and Luang Prabang are kind of compound of many natural villages.
But obviously Luang Namtha is totally artificially made and contained no
natural Buddhist village. The natural villages in this area pertain to non-
Buddhist Tai-Dam. The only Lue village was out of the town center about eight
kilometers and the residents of it told me that usually they have no reason to go

to that Tai-Dam area.

More and more Lao from the south and Lue from the north have moved to
the new capital since the 1990s and opened many guest houses, restaurants,
grocery stores and clothes shops, not to mention that most of the public units
are controlled by majority Lao. However, it was interesting that there was no
temple in the new capital yet many Lao and Lue Buddhists had lived there for a
long time. Some Lao finally felt they might need one so that people collected a

small amount of money to build a very simple one at a hill a bit far from the
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town center (Pic.4 & 5). Although it was not good-looking at all, the hastily
completed temple at least signified the reality of Lao as Buddhist. Then how
about the Lue? They all migrated from their own village where there was at least
one temple inside and theoretically the residents occasionally needed to visit it
for religious necessity. Then why do the Lue living in a new place not need a
temple anymore? As far as I know the Lue immigrants never visited the simple-
styled Lao temple nor that Lue village at a long distance away in suburban Luang

Namtha for doing Buddha worship in the temple either.

Pic.4 A very simple temple in Luang Namtha, Laos. Photo by the author, 2006/
04/10.
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Pic.5 The interior of the simple temple in Luang Namtha, Laos. Photo by the author,
2006/04/10.

From 2007 till 2009 the government shut down Luang Namtha airport for
two years’ renovation. The original round way was too short so a new and long
one was built for larger airplanes’ departure and landing. They presumed more
western tourists will come looking for the Muang Sing European elements.
However unexpected things happened. Lots of Chinese merchants came down
from the north to plant both banana and rubber trees during the time of airport
expansion. Almost of all French-styled building in Muang Sing had been
replaced by new guest houses and restaurants owned by Chinese and served for
Chinese businessmen. The local Lue residents complained that farang (foreigners
especially for the westerners) never came back. No western tourists means the
typical Lue local products and food had no more customers and European
building used for managing guesthouses were forced to close one by one. That

was one of the reasons for many Lue moved to Luang Namtha for survival.
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Business opportunity in Luang Namtha area changed from the western
tourists as the target to swarming Chinese who take care of the farms. Some
Chinese enterprisers persuaded the government to build a huge and beautiful
religious hall and chaukhtatgyi reclining Buddha statue. The location they
chose is exactly that simply-made Lao temple at the hill top. The old one had
been re-modelled and another huge temple right uphill was in construction as
well. The reclining Buddha statue was put in the highest point and standing
different ethnic statues with Buddhist waay worship gesture in front of the
Buddha statue. The managers there told me many Chinese came to take photos
in which such a landscape of large-sized statues are always welcomed by
Chinese. To summarize Lao residents might come up to the hill for religious
purpose in the temple, and Chinese businessmen liked to visit and enjoy taking
picture with big reclining Buddha. But both the temple and the Buddha statue
didn’t attract any Lue locals. The Lue are still Buddhists without question but
lack the need to enter a temple. Then how can they keep their Buddhist beliefs
with no record of contacting a temple? Should we take Lue’s case into account
for re-defining a Buddhist with no requirements to visit a temple? I will

discuss more as follows.

VII. Holy Monks in Hands: Being a Flexible but True
Buddhist

I have described four Lue cases in Sipsong Panna, Seattle, Taiwan, and
Laos on their religious life in relation to the temple, Buddha statues, and monks.
Although we find that both Sipsong Panna Lue and Lao-Lue in Seattle and were
trying hard to recover the function of the temple or build a new one, it should
not be ignored that these two groups of Lue had “lost” their temples for a long
time under MAQO’s anti-religious policy in the PRC, fled from a chaotic home

town and emigrated to another country. No one might doubt that they were still



Buddhists since in the long run their life with temples had been reset. But what
and how did people do to be Buddhists without temples around in daily life for
so many years? We may be able to figure it out from the data collected in Taiwan

and Laos.

The Paiyi or Burmese Lue have not built any temples in Taiwan, but they
all had kept some photos of famous monks at home (Pics.6-8). Many informants
told me they asked friends to bring back photos from Burma or Thailand, and
there were several older women who got married earlier even collected a
number of invaluable old black and white pictures, which provided good
memories of life-history. It is understandable that a typical Han-Chinese tablet
of ancestor worship in the living room of a house always could be found due
to the fact that the male head of household is Chinese. He is the husband of a
Paiyi wife. But it is very interesting that a very common sight inside the house
includes a couple of Theravada monks’ photos set close to the ancestral tablet.
The Chinese male family head always told me that those photos are
immoveable treasures for his wife. The Paiyi female insisted on worshipping
those monks in photos that presumably are very respectable and powerful men
in distant and probably remote area in Theravada Southeast Asia. A man
pointed to a Burmese monk photo and said, “This is my wife’s number one
precious item of collection”. The Paiyi informants described stories of magical
abilities among the great monks in pictures including no necessity to have
food, having the capability of predicting people’s fortune, and even being able

to fly like superman and so on.
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Pic.6 Buddha and monk photos on the wall of a Lue house in northern Taiwan. Photo
by the author 2001/12/11.

Pic.7 The famous Phra Bunchun on the front door of a Lue house in central Taiwan.
Photo by the author, 2003/01/20.
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Pic.8 Photos of Buddha and monk on the wall in a Lue house in central Taiwan.
Photo by the author 2004/12/19.

The Paiyi do have holy men or great masters of Buddhism, I suggest, and
that should be the key symbol of being a true Buddhist. No temple, no monks,
and no Buddha statues absolutely does not mean that individuals are no longer
Buddhists. A Lue might not visit temple or even lose contact for very long time,
but he is still a true Lue as long as photos of holy man are carefully treasured

and they practice rituals of worship informally at home.

In Seattle almost all Lue households display a bunch of monks’ photos,
especially for Bunsung or Buncun, the greatest phuu mii bun or holy man by the
Lue and many northerners in Mainland Southeast Asia at the corner or on the
wall inside the living room with splendid decorations of flowers and colorful
ribbons (Pics.9-11). It is not possible for a guest to enter in the house and miss
seeing such a brilliant religious corner. This is unusual in comparison to their

relatives in Lue home communities in Laos. That is to say, in Laos among the
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Lue, their houses are simply furnished or decorated. The religiosity or Buddhist
features inside the house is very limited. We thus can assume that all religious
performances might be found in temple only. Then why do the Lue immigrants
in Seattle transmit different ideology and perform another pattern of religious
adornment? We should not forget that the Lao-Lue in Seattle had a long time
experience of losing temple. Before establishing their own Vat, some of the
Seattle Lue went to Lao and sometimes even Thai temples occasionally, but
more visited nowhere. People instead carefully collected monks’ photos and
other relevant things at home. Again as the Paiyi or Burmese Lue do in Taiwan,
the Lao-Lue in Seattle adopted any possible strategies to find photos of holy
men, then hold tightly in their hands. Those pictures to me are critical emblems
of Lue ethnicity and religious identity for the members who are out of the

homeland of Laos.

Pic.9 Photos of Buddha and an old monk in a Lue house in Seattle. Photo by the
author, 2004/03/12.
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Pic.10 Photos of monks on the wall in a Lue house, Seattle. Photo by the author
2004/03/24.

Pic.11 Photos of Phra Bunchun and Phra Tua in a Lue house in Seattle. Photo by
the author 2004/04/12.
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Young Lue boys from remote villages in Laos left home to pursue a future
happy life under their parents’ hard push. In the first place, without exception they
must find a temple out of their home area for lodging. They had no choice but to
become novices because they couldn’t stay in their village due to their family’s
poverty. However, wherever they went a bigger temple or city-temple was the only
place to make contact and stay. They certainly were Buddhists when being a
novice or monk. The yellowish robe with shaved head and living inside a temple

definitely tell us about the full face of a Theravada religious specialist.

Pic.12 Photo of Phra Bunchun on the wall in a Lue restaurant in Muang Sing, Laos.
Photo by the author 2012/04/13.
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Pic.13  Phra Bunchun photo at a temple in Jingzhen, Xishuangbanna, Yunnan,
China. Photo by the author 2011/12/25.

However, the temple days and layman life to a Lue man whose home is in
a remote area are two opposite dimensions that indicates the man’s disregard for
the previous temple days. But he is still a Lue and certainly a Buddhist as well.
Temple to him for the rest of his life can be completely ignored. What he needs
is a successful family life through his efforts of making a living and raising kids.
Perhaps members of his family such as his wife may collect photos of magical
monks (Pic.12), but the man avoids full participation in religious matters

especially for offering goods and cash to a temple.

As for the Sipsong Panna Lue, I believe that most of families might have
hidden precious photos of khuba somewhere at home during the Cultural
Revolution or perhaps the entire era under the MAQO’s rule (Pic.13), and it is
powerful enough to affirm people’s true Buddhist identity. Another question is,
then why both Sipsong Panna Lue and Lao-Lue immigrants in Seattle still show

their strong motive to recover or build temples, but it is not the same case among
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Paiyi or Burmese Lue in Taiwan? The answer should be that almost all Paiyi are
female, and those people who directed the establishment of temples in Sipsong
Panna and Seattle are male. Main leaders of the Lue Association in Washington
State are all male, and they also manage all administrative affairs of the temple.
So I presume that masculinity must be a key element to direct any project of
renovation and construction of temples. Temple drives people to unify together,
and men at this very moment grasp a perfect opportunity to claim position of
domination. Since Paiyi in Taiwan are female, they therefore have no cultural
pressure to express gender status by means of the dynamic context of temple,

monk, and Buddha statues.

VIII. Conclusion

In this article I have discussed four Lue groups in Sipsong Panna, Seattle,
Laos, and Taiwan, and described the ways of expression of being Buddhists. It
is true that temple with Buddha statue and monks inside is very important for
the Lue. And that is the reason why we found people urging on community
members to rebuild a temple after dismissal of serious impacts from political or
war incidents. However, the deep belief of existence of a holy man or phuu mii
bun seems to be the most critical element for a Lue to be true Buddhist. A holy
man through the image on photos transmits his magical power to every
individual and family. People know that the holy man is living there in the
Buddhist world and he is always very close to the believers. The Lue in most of
my field cases indicate their enthusiasm to support some respectable abbots to
promote to high khuba. It reflects a situation of trying to “create” a new holy
man among believers. It is unthinkable to be able to survive in a world without
a holy man. The abbot of Vat Paa in Seattle recently became a high ranking
monk under the circumstances of intensive pressure from Lue immigrants to

grant their wholehearted request. The day when the promotion ritual was



initiated, all Seattle Lue joined in and made a luxurious celebration with
exceptional happiness. Although the holy man people worship is in Myanmar
which is supposedly very far away from this particular monastery in North
America, to have a precious master abbot in Vat Paa is still very important. A
high-ranking monk who has a close relation to the holy man is good enough for
the people since they have self-confidence to feel the power of holy man through
a rite by the temple abbot, a future holy man candidate. The female Paiyi in
Taiwan have devoted themselves into taking care of photos of great monks with
brand names. It is also a phenomenon of reflecting the more crucial position of
holy man worship compared to the existence of a temple for the people to
perform as a Theravada Buddhist. To search for what photos of monks that
people had hidden in Sipsong Panna from the 1960s to the 1980s would be an
interesting research topic. These photos may not merely function to affirm
people’s beliefs but also to construct a broad and deep holy man worship context

in Lue world.

In short, the Lue are flexible Buddhists. They survive well all over the
world and continue acting as true Buddhists by means of having crucial real
material in hand, i.e., photo, to confirm themselves as connected tightly in
religious life. If temple no longer exists, the mystery of Lue-mode flexibility
abruptly appeared to serve as mechanism of ethnic/cultural identity. Temples
with Buddha statues could not function as a powerful institution for people’s
safety of daily life in petty state such as Sipsong Panna or Muang Sing in the
past. People were constantly fleeing out of their dangerous home area. The
concrete temple might not be meaningful for the believers who must leave
immediately for any possible reason. Therefore, the legend of a holy man instead
acts as a mechanism to keep believers of Buddhism to maintain personal
religious belonging. A photo of holy man at such a moment is obviously more
important than a huge Buddha statue. One could carry it in pocket to search for

future good life. Youngsters from rural Laos at present exhibit similar moving
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stories as their ancestors did in historic time. Temple-based Buddhism is what I
call “unstable institutional ownership of Buddhism” while holy-man-based
Buddhism, I suggest, is a “stable close-fitting ownership of Buddhism”.
Theoretically, a temple building should be stable and an easily broken photo is
unstable. However, in Lue’s situation the religion-scape is totally upside down.
Flexible reality of Lue Buddhism indeed fully tells the people’s past and present.
ONG Aihwa in her fascinating book Buddha is Hiding: Refugees, Citizenship,
the New America (2003) describes Cambodian refugees in their efforts to adjust
into American new life after escaping from Pol Pot’s killing field since the mid
of 1970s. The traditional religion of Cambodians is Theravada Buddhism. The
situation of Lue in Seattle and in Taiwan more or less is similar to Cambodians
in California. Even the Lue who move from remote rural area to the city in Laos
are looking for better life as well. To live in such unstable environment the Lue
non-homeland residents may form the holy-man-based Buddhism and develop
it easily since Temple-based Buddhism has no chance to be put into practice. To
the Lue, the representative of Buddha has never been hidden whenever they
encounter a totally strange and powerful cultural regime with strong political
backup. The Lue Buddhists are a group of people whose religious life are exactly

beyond the typical temple.
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Abstract

The relationship between ethnic identity and beliefs has always been an
important issue in Indonesia as a diversified society. Conflicts among local
ethnic groups in Indonesia were mostly generated due to differences in culture
and (religious) beliefs. May 1998 anti-Chinese riots were triggered by the
common social contract in Indonesian political culture then brought a negative
impact on the development of Indonesian society and the country. In the post-
riots period, the Indonesian government then decided to carry out a comprehensive
political reform. The implementation of the decentralization policy allows the
Indonesian citizen in the provincial and regency/city level to have the
opportunity to participate in their respective local government’s administrative
tasks as well as to participate in the decision making of local regulations.
However, the policy reform in Indonesia also brought further problems and
challenges. This is an unprecedented opportunity for ethnic minorities in the
country, including Chinese, but also provokes some new political issues. The
ethnic identity issues have become an obstacle to political participation in
Indonesia today, not only affecting the Chinese Indonesian, but also affecting

other political actor including the Javanese ethnic. Although identity issues have



emerged in democratization process, but Indonesian Chinese political participation

have clearly developed, and Chinese participation increasing significantly.

Keywords: Ethnic Identity, Political Reform, Decentralization, Political Issues
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TR A EREE RTRE AT B R BRSO BRitk 24t - BIEBIRth AR I
BREBUR RS SRR s REFESRFH LEPIEE - R BRI 2 AR
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J1 0 BRMSHERY 1998 ££ 5 H 21 H'EA&ER - At L (B.J. Habibie) |
T > TEEEEHE A BGESCEREEA - 1999 4F 6 H #E1TE & BB EE - WfE
[l — 0y 10 H B gy Q3R oo 55 2 A9 28 — (R AR I, 77 14
( Abdurrahman Wahid ) - K75 S fE % K &5 B E ( Buloggate dan
Bruneigate ) HEECAE » ANEEE & ~ BRASEZEEEE S (Golkar Party ) 52
HY 0 GIBBUAHR WA LU - R R Z) T 5 - A EEIER - B
g 3E k% (Megawati Soekarnoputri) 7 - MG TR E R 135
BRI ] » B & H 2 TR BOR » H A i KRR PR SR B & IE AR K52
RS RGBSR B - IBFREETF MR REL L CEBE T HESER - |
BT BN R B EREZE - TR E ISR EBIEUE < 1R
FEAE 2004 FERYREHE AR W IR A RYBEM - L2408 (Susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono ) & EENEZH ANEMEM - thZ2HIESE —(F B & HRATHE# -
2004 EZHIERETE - RN EEARTIRE - DS g Lh R
{t (Decentralization ) BURFE fEIE A R—— I H @ #h )5 & R——H RHVER
BSERER] o KrpUHLEEENERJTEIE (Local Politic ) PRGHFER - AMERT
et T A BURRE A REBGR 2 E - i T8 A BRI Bnsd -

TEOCEEE) J B TR B BUGBOR SR T #E A R FEHER
RET Ik - AT B2 A RBI DU A SR BIG S - BR T BA2GHHER
GO AR 1999 FRERTSY - FLHE BT A RANIE CHIEE - BIAIH]
fE#E At E (Partai Reformasi Tionghoa Indonesia, Parti) ~ FIE2[E{bLE

( Partai Pembaruan Indonesia, PPI) F1E[IJE %% JC#f — & ( Partai Bhinneka
Tunggal Tka, PBTI) o —f{lil % A B b LG HIER (LB B [E % i — 82
Bl 1999 fFRYREHEAE - MERSHE—— B BEEE XS HhEE LT —
BT 2E#E (Suryadinata 2007: 238-264) ° fREANLL - BUAWE)

U Ze{fi 1999 FE55 4 58 9 HEAE S » BN EIE# AN R £51%: (Certificate of Indonesian
Citizenship, SKBRI) JfiBER-H3CEES 5 2000 85405 6 9RAEHE< » MHY 1967 428
14 GREAT 2R (R A BRI A SULE 00~ BRI < - ISRETE LR E M 2002
FE 195 BEARBER 2003 FETHBEIEMRH - BR—R5RES » #AULE
RN EBURF&AFR -
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e THEAZEPBGR - BOTEE - it g DURER 2 BB EEE -~ T
HERAE -

AT 1998 & 5 AR L PR o BN THIEBUERE
it & BR[O BH £ B IR - 38 A SO BT iy B ENTJE B S B R IR
ZE o 5llnt & A8 ZESeE g - phih - RIEREUF 2 miRZ
(devide et impera) WJBUR Jz E1JE 3 3222 i RE U it B Bt (R B BROR » 38
AL R < R REE o B BORAME R [y R NIIEE - thi ik
T o (T S V2 B i S BTt -+ AT T B Ry i B il AL B B REE AT DR B

ElfgdE AR REENERIE SIS - BA EHERt &ryEE g8l e
FAMNFFERE - FEASHEC RIEGES) - 7R E]E AR F IR IT
B o A Ledt AAEDEit & B EL PN JE 2 WO AH [ WUE REY IR - A 2
e AREEFERZEH KRBTSR - 004 5 o B KRB 15 3 3 At
W B AR E I - S EHRBUF B YA - B TR RBUA
FIRREEN P A ) D REE BN e U E RGBS & » i TR HAR R AR 5 3 A
ARIR s HEfLER (Dawis 2010: 23-39)  » Jin L3 A A 5AE H S35 R
M RH L&A B ER AL - DB R R A E) - [KILAE
Blfgnt &bt AP R A T HEMTE o (exclusiveness) AYHBEL - EEEL
AR - AEREERR o 8 LR K B 15 22 B 38 A IRF 3 4 e
ERKE B 7y

BR TR R - e A2 BEPrath ERE —BFFRH - BUG
Fitk o HEBREREBER - SinE Bl e R bzt - BEMIH
Z It - BA E AL G RS TR U A% 1 2 B B0E = T BRI EE A
REFHENE K A R— R FH 2 BHEE - ASCLUREES 70 e R E LB IR
af Elfe R b iy SRR Rl E B PN e A BuR 2 By 28 -

POHEREA (Totok ) EHRHIIAE — AL HIRAS REIENERIEE A - 4 A B 1 A 2%
A (Peranakan) HYSCALERRE R RKA WHERAY Z 5L - S8 & 38 A ORBH ORI XL - 09
WCEN BB S sg 2 - AT e AR ENE » (2 B E R R i st » AR
TEREEES - FrEEA—RIEMIME A - A EMNEE AR - 71012 ¥
F N BGATRRME AR A L R -
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— ~ REIEEIITCERR
(—) REBE

HUEEHR (Samuel Huntington) 3% B2 AP REBL R BIR BUA SR I %
BB HK - —EEAEETRENESR - BRI R R
G 5 A5 OO 8 o 5 R~ R T T B 5 7 A
(Huntington 1997:4-12) « & A2 F it 7125 BCBR 52 7 8 110 B
%+ AR A BB R L EGAI R ARR - B BB SORURS R 5 1
0 S R 5.5 o AR 228 BV 5 B 520 1 R
FHHLAERKF FEZE (Budiardjo 2008: 105-107) -

A LB SR BUR T R EMER IR ARIR R E AR - Mo DLERE
Fo BRI R ARG T E R EBUR © R B 2% I AL R AT E - AgRaE - I
HEMEMEBE - HEER EEEHAFRREERE  MHEREEEA
RAFE ~ RARRESMBEEA LR E A ZHFTBIRBUT - R Ibw B B
HE LA —EEHBE K - FrsiEEoR - bR 7#EE - REZRE
REST » ATER ~ ALyRBL EREAH AR A A BB - S BateE thgat il —
B 22 R ERL EE LRI 2% (Huntington 1997:8-12)  » BUATRETRIE T
FINREKEERERENED - RERESHE HRRBUG BRIV EE
RRAE i Be R R B R A bk & B B R YA - SRk & AR
R EMBIREENE -

P #5478 ( Gabriel Almond ) 38 Ryt & % 55 n] RERR BAH B R AR
{EE B fe R nTREIRTRT I 28 38 1 — R 5 iyt & R o 2% 4= %t ( Almond
1973) - EIJEBUATE R IE R 24 - e RMNBOGHE - &
75 IEEUT ~ Bra a0 B AR FRE S ARG R - 5 R T RS
PHRR ~ SBEEIRAKSEE L Tt &R - SEHBIRBUTIIE )T - 3
e 4 R kI 6 b FL O
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ENJERYERE SE B E B AT T8 - (H2 T REEE ) 2il@mE
F B ARG 3 R R i i B 4] - H 2 %K (Freedom House ) ARIZEL
JEREF] (Political Rights, PR ) f1/NE EH H (Civil Liberties, CL) 2K iy &R EF
REHG Fs =M% #% : FIFEE (notfree) ~ #5rHH (partly free) FIHH
(free) - RFEAMEERRRETR  BEBRWRELATRE - LHEE
BRPBIR -

£ Freedom Our Issues Countries Policy Recommendations Explore the Map m =
T House

B— 2% REMKE
(& # % B : Freedom House 2020. Global Freedom Status )

H 2017 42 2020 £ - HEZRIFHERIRER - HENRERED
ARATRE - HREZEKWEE RN - D AR A HAEEZRE MR - mRE
{ERERE B8 S H FHATEEE - (EAEBAIEE TR - 2017 42 BB RER
5% 65 BE(PR31 : CL34) ; 2018 426k 1 85 - ks 64 #E(PR30 : CL34) ;
2019 4T IE 2 & > Ty 62 5 (PR 30 1 CL 32) ;i 2020 & » RE(LHEEEE
Fs 614y (PR30 :CL31) - DL EAYBHREUR - ENfEnt & K H 32 IRE] -
TH R FHE MRS FE S AT R BA% BUE  (Freedom House 2020)

%}{I
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KE B A 5% Tempo Indonesia Newspaper )& | Setara Institute
BB &R » 2007 5228 2018 AR 10 - » 7 300 Z Rt fE A M HE B D 8
TSFES FTAYZER] » Hrh 199 R R EZFIF 133 EERERE B F R4

(Nurita 2020) - EJJeit & {5 K 52 502 SR8 K K BUR R RE IR R D BUE
CARERT] - T 28 28 7 BRI R R o IR TS 25 SR AR © [hE 5 D R S R 1S % A
Ji B Bl B R i 2 2 A SR 0 0 RE (intolerance ) (Hadi 2019) -

MFEFR - EEREFELARIRE LS FHREEEBRNET - 8
2004 FLIKEREE G GRS N RERGERHENENE - 7582 — {1
EREBIZR - HER R EVRHERZE QT - Buafiit &z Er &M E -
Beh - REBGRIFIFEAIS EE - R HE R Bl 7 2 et & 1y LA
A - MHNREZTERE - BUFAEESRRARNEZAEG - 55—7
T BOEKE SR AT Ry th ple R 5 U R BORE (S (R FE RUARYE - BUBAT
REFF A IR E R E-EILAYEH (Huntington 1997: 331-340) -

(=) ZouxXfLiBEs

EEMEEHE MaleSevic 588 » T B3 (identity ) 7£1% BB BRI 4G T 3
J& o AFEGERES 03 o] DUEEEE S~ BB H S E AR - BIangre st
Fe2Effr (MaleSevic 2006: 14) - ElIJE £ iR IHSY i Z< FI2 — 8 220l S0 B AY
HEH - IR B CAE R (- WO R R -

HERZt REEE - BAZHE LR BRI FEANHE REL -
JUEE A (Javanese) ;2ENE i AR @ HAXE MK (Sundanese) -+ MK
A (Malay ) FIE#RH % (Madurese ) » _E3lt B ENJE VUK IERE - BAEFRI{T
ENE R ESER RERE R - HJE AR Liliweri $5H - ENJEAVEEE D
BRUIMAIEE » KRS e REFA RN - FIANEEH e (Betawi) - [KIF
N2 FHAR B 5 B SE BE B A9 R RS E IR e ENJE HoAt e i
EAEPFRAR ~ #EAFIENEMAR (Liliweri 2018:10) - {H 2RI TR Y
WIS G - TS 53 SR EIRTRE R R » G H R AR R T 5 f HH A -
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%At (pluralism ) & —{EFEH IFERYER - HBAEBN R HE T LB
16 {iHfC o 3% 5 AR ABOEaHI E ~ bsFEntd - 41 ZIURE
( pluralist democracy ) ~ % 7T X AL cultural pluralism ) Jz % Jtiit & ( pluralistic
society ) » {HZITALE Z T LA A B EAVE S - AT (tolerance ) IRf
FHBL » FEZ TCALRIRESR T » BURH BBUFHEZE R R IRE A HRHIRITR - 1B
B L [R] F tAE AR BURF LAAM B RS » S REF B IRV B IR AR s BB TR -
Liliweri 583f » % nALEIBZ R %2 U A BN dCEIiL g - AR #EiL & hra
AESAE - w2 2 BeUb s A Bodt ~ AREEER - BEE0 - T
- B EREEEMHENRE - BHEE L - ZITAEHIGIEEE
MR EN B e (Liliweri 2018: 165-173) -

SLENEM S @ A SEBratk & =PI H U8R - 58 RAVIRE & 038R 6k
T ZHRERE (ethnic majority ) - FRBUF AT T HEH H At 5D Bk
fF o HEEEITIRARETE o FERRRSFE (Suharto) BRUAREBUR IR IR [RILECGR AN
EREHEVEBOR o [FMEBOR ML R85 ASCURER] o HAE RS R
B R R AR AL » B 1998 4F 5 HIYHEIEE: -

= HIEBa N =R HENERINE ARG

1998 4 5 Hiy— it & By 7 2K BN e I TE R BUE UG - RITRE
TR ERERE G < TRYENE B R % it & Bl RE R RE - Bt &k KX ¥ BUR Y
B0 slEnt &8 - BURUCRRUR L ZEHRIE < 1998 42 5 H 21 HERRS
NG - EEETS G HNBIEHCE - BREERBUNRS R - HIER T
HHEER - HIRZBER R TR A R(CAYRE - EIER T M AEE R -
FRAEANEL - R R iy R R R B 1 SRR U B AR o B S T B
( Edward Aspinal and Marcus Mietner 2010: 21-23) » JNEEE eSS |27y
SRR A BIG I RE
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(—) BORRETINBOR

BRI (R R R -REGIFI]) REE R BILIIEIS - 1945 (£ 8 H
17 HEMBILE - WREERE - WAGEEERE S - HlEfFXREA
MERFE LRI TR - [FIREHT O BUR R HEEDT B FH( free ) (BT B (being
active ) jy FYHMCBUR - BEIEIMA BB - W5 2(BIFRIISCR - FHRE
ERFE SRR - R REAREE L RPME IR 138 - WAHBPEOI S 15 - NItk
EJE St L3RI - ENJe 3t AR S R SRR A BCE © 155 JIHEBI M A B FR Y
FRRIBUN - 20 TR R R R R EBOGRHE - R et &8
% o G pnt & S B SE ) o 1t SMIn b B E BUR #5 IR SR B BORE
M- REHEBUG RSB R AL - HR 2 ERE DS FEHEDEE
EHEFHEBRER L E ~ AAREVENENG « #EE k& 28 R 5 H 5 &
BORE © A5 — M2 R R ik oy B ERLCER SL H 58 Wertheim FiTfE - #RIS
FEEFERMPEERMERPE T HBERELERH - 12 1965 £ 9 H 30 HA|
B E R R - SURE 9/30 HAE - WREBRBCE R E EEERENT
B¢ (Setiono 2008: 914-924) - 9/30 1% - FRIGTLIRBIEREITED - EIER
EllJE 4k 7 8 AT Bt FE S B AREY A L (G HEBRVE BE (BIRK
2013 : 18-22) =

9/30 L% - BRIGTEAE 1966 FRIHTGEIBRE - W3 N EHl—%R
SUFEMEECR - & L - FHEBORER TG A FESULIMEREE - HEE
KRR — - (HEE EZBORZE R TTRE AN S 1 EER - fRIGFE LT
% R TEBZEOR - HiE T RRE BSR40

1. MBI E & No. 127/U/Kep/12/1966 FHI* HEA R ATES - TETPEIZES
SR EN ek BUE -

2. M ESEH No. 14/1967 (Inpres No.14/1967 ) BEHAHE ASZEHASAD
XALEREBZRE -

3. MAMETE <& No. 37/U/IN/6/1967 BRI % NS K LUK [ 6 il REAH B
BUE °
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4. MEHEDLE B No. 240/1967 B EEHE A BEAECH + U5 ¢ [R5 %
PR A SCALTE M e A BORTEOR #0550 (R R L BOR
HEAT -

BAPAHE R 2 FMLBOR Hh B 3 A 2 B KRS AN ES LB ME K
B B LER RS o WS L0 A HEEE - BAPATR SR~ Bk h I
T~ AR CTRIEETT - RPEEE AdohsCE A el e X4 - BT
DLERMEHEIESE - HekmFARGrEGHEK 17 1966 455 32 f&
( TAP MPRS XXXII Tahun 1966) fYHRESE - BHIEVIRATT : — -~ FrEIE
fI' T (Latin) FRIERFIHBOG AR 3 = ~ 25RO EEE - I
BB =~ ZE R R SO T B A SO RS T8 (Dawis 2010: 104-
114) = 9/30 FHAAKTR Tk REVEFIFEUR » W A RS FEE S0P
BURF - $25 Fy TIBIRILE X 28 - DIHHREXZREIE B da oioR B e R
BIZ - fRIG FEDURURE B E 42 32 FRVENBBUE -

[FAEBCR T - 38 AAE A G o B R AR - B s -
EERE E#EAAZEEEAIRS - EHEr &/ FEARHUE - AL
REZ B - HIEAER PP IR IA — 3 AR - W& R (Mohamad
Hasan) - {HARZ &G FEAVHEE BB R - BRIGFELURIRT S BT
R Z A LR - BR T2 2B - 3 AJRANRETE B R IR ~ &1
NIRRT - ElJe%E A S Danandjaja, MLA G805 - 3 K{ERMEEUR
ite i v A2 A T IR B IS A A 1 Bl JE S AT I 2 A 17 BORTE

(Bhinneka Tunggal Ika) , - [ARFHGREEt & 73 - BREFZ AT [
A

(=) BOREMBUR

EJE BRI O o i AR A Y [ R AR 38 o SR Bt 5 T (U RE T AR EE - 2
FLUR SRR R TL o ENJE R BUR R 30 5 TS o RS - st R
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JFF IO AR ) g e 0t T S IR VEFREY - DB B R Z et B R - EE
e 11 J83 1 B SCRE B 2 AN AHE - Ev5 ~ RO E e ARG BUR IS 1 Bl
el HY B o A VIR B IR 20 PO S5 L A 358 R i 22 Mok - 40T
F5 LUAMIA) sttt B I 5 IR IR RE © [RIBRENJE B dii i AR IHEH & — -
FER T SRR T iR B RE ST - (Ut 5 BUR DU RO R B B 3 % st e
Fef A St W v 22 - AHE R A B A s 54T

1999 Fpd%n » Frk L E e EE W HIZ]— R T 0 REMHBART R -
ERTRANEI N E 2 JT Y ERY) - 18 TR AT 5 BUR < [ 9 B B G 4 K
T TBURFEIE (DPRD ) 2K - 575 53 RETH] BE T B 3t 5 B & A T 5 T B 3l
TIERBVBOR » W% T & 0 Bl H T BCR A I RERR o diep g iy it 7 o0
I8 6 7 St 7 ISR fe K R 2 P 5 S 0 38 e it 7 SR BRLASRE » $R S T
AR B G A R R R RSB ) o DU B B 3 R e 5 SR Iy
AT o Mo RERBAM T A RSB S - BRI T B R R MR &
HEE o EHEMZERTEERMTERABEGEE  EMTERC
HIEE IR - B 755 RERIIE IR B RIE TR — R A it 75 43 RE iR 1] ) ( Wasistiono
and Polyando 2017: 18-35) -

1. 1999 455 22 i

1999 455 22 fRiA RS S ¥ BUG BRI S8 — REIR R it T 7 REE R -
AIER G P EEIR P 2 2k » 32 BB TCR B 5 O SCHE AT I RERR -
SNf7 B [ o 3 T i R AR ) - R E SR RO R IR A A B Ky R
Bk B AERER o R R R R AYEE - AR B O AR E E
3t 5 BURFAIME T 153 31 (Separation of power) IYHIEE - At DUSLIA R a4 3
TEBUFHHBBGARRLE - Bler BT KRRTEOE RN BB ERAITBOE R IERE
By - (AR 2 5 B AR 2R AV BLSR - TAERRR ST » T B
BHEETHE - (B3 EHIETRE (Wasistiono and Polyando 2017: 367-371)

PRI FREREBUR IR - BVE BUR B R SRR - PR B E T BUA TR
BREHOTHIRR - 5 E R AR IRAAELSE o FT ARV DRERUE (B B A s
E o R BT RIRAY B A PRI - DUrh SR BRI Ry iR IR - ST BURBUTE - E
2 FUR SRRV ET 5 (Hidayat 2003) -



164 ENJEREHED 50 RERELTEASBEUaH R E

2.2004 55 32 fRRiEM

AIEFAE G 2 K03 HIE AR - 2004 £E25 32 JRAHEEE HIAH SRy 4
b SEEIE R EFBRASAYER - (EAERERR - M7 EREH T EE
REEHFE A E AR EHE (Wasistiono and Polyando 2017: 430-431)

3.2014 55 23 Rk B

PHEE 2004 £E568 32 iEH BB 10 4% - KIBIABLRIRE 1E S - ERHEL
(Joko Widodo ) BRM FFEEHETT #h 7 70 RERUME 1 o ANyR B B B 5 [ ik
R~ N BB e E DR R VR AR 5 B VE R AL B RE E Bt & &
1E - AR E ik - 7B S8 HET T G RER A RES) - T R BN
B B2 R B 2 2= T MR AH BB A R BLBOR - A BUR BT BOE B HIE Ry
REUFHIIRE - BE R ITEBOT - ARSI YR AYETT (Wasistiono
and Polyando 2017: 440-442) -

1999 555 22 fi& 2004 55 32 fi& 2014 55 23 &
E8 54 #H
‘ TIRBRED \ \ SRR | IR
7R s EE HFAR AR
S4B Mgk HAE st
&
SRS B s B s
S4B HeaR BT B

B — EPRBUEKEZRGH T D FERZE

( & # k& : Wasistiono, Sadu and Polyando, Petrus. 2017. Politik Desentralisasi di
Indonesia. Sumedang: IPDN Press. )
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M7 43 RE 1R R R SR OB T BT H O B M G RO Y BOIE R AR e
Priyambudi Sulistiyanto and Maribeth Erb (2009: 3) 20 B3th 7/ fE B EHIE &
T PERYEER - i E EIEfE R F @A b R Ey—IE EH EECGR (Hidayat
2003) o

SLLA R - BIJE 87 o RERY IR R AR a] o3 5l = RS B, - 1999 58
22 PRIEFUE BRI Ba A B o TEDLRE By - T R BUF BIAGIA T3 /5
B M T R AR RE - (HE MR A HRIRTERAES] 5 2004 55 32 fRiAM
RIS PSR o RN BRI By o TELEPE B o [R5 R B R U
AW BERRRE St T RET TR BT st 05 RCELE I T 1 R A RE RS B 2 B B
AB{BERER BB &G LR IHEE - HE] 2014 555 23 BREAMBITR - 7
TIREAE AR B A B - RS AR T O B R - S EITTE > O
b RSP T A AL

Elfe Buf e il K B ALy E e i R & a2 8 - — 5t )5 70 HE
PRAR 7 T AN RIS - 55— J7 1T 70 RESKEE 178 255t 5 BURF B
EERBUEMETS - BRELZ AN - 07 BUN BLES [T BOA 5 R A i -
FEARERSE 5 R EH ESAE T - SEEBeaNIE R Cd it 77 BUa i ok &
{t. (Sulistiyanto and Erb 2009:3-4) - € ANLL - #1553 REIIRTF R EIE R
FIEHABEE - BT 2004 ££55 32 B R EE G B RV #ITH -
G ENE A Bk AL EL 3 A 2 By & (Aspinal and Mietner 2010: 270-
273) -

FR R IAENE BUA 2 FRHIAE UL S » Fir DUTURE [ DLA M R REAH B i )
AHEE 2 B R BGE - ST BUR Y R B B AR TR AR IR
&+ FrABUGE U S A BRRE N S 2RI R GRS - HEASINS @ 2
B A HT AR B o EE i KA A2 IR RE R A 40806 i A B
A ~ HEERIFRIAS - A ZHEBEEEGE - i L3 AEHY 1965 45
S BCER B A R BRI BB e RE - R EE K B BOATE TR L ELE R -
ENJe#E AWT9E#5 5 A8 (THUNG Ju Lan) IR 1965 fFHEBEH#REFEIE
—HPZBHNEESRFIME - 2 90 £4 - FrEEEENENEADR
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+AETRFEA - BHBIEERIRERE - 8 —LE5E AR TR il
P AEFE R TR RFE - BUFAIPEEE (assimilation) BORFETEA
BHCE RSN AR RREE - B AT 20 Bl AR R 1 - BaE RN
JE S A T BRS US SF R R IH A DUE o (KRR A5 ml " HRSE 5
TARGHEES ~ T ABEREA , FHREE (Wibowo 2010:9) -

1998 4 5 F fEdE it - JdE ASGE - BIEEIRA R MEEE - M —Hkk
R BUAIRRTESM - BT DAMES 2 BCSREHR R H CL E - H AN
PRI BTk P 1B R A B A 3 A ED 2 AEIRIY T =0 R - 3 AMEBUATUR R
(2 B LR R A - H 3 ATEBOAUCE BRSBTS B 4 -
RO TE BRI AGHE - Sl - EEAYEE AR E W R R E 2R AR R -
[2eEMER LS BN EVIR =L P I TWNE- Al

MSEIE REFRES ARIE - HEERRE bt R B - 05EE
A EE N By e i 5 = HERAEENJE At - LH A S eV -
Blfe#E AHVE LRy ie 2RIVt & & - 253 A S0 ERARBER
FrEmAvRE o 3 A St M2 E e I SR EE V) R BUR BUR RIS R -
NET et &38R - 2 HE BNt & % Ray Pk -

M EIERE(LHEASDRAHSEBGHRE

1998 4= 5 HIRBIFEIFEY TG 32 F 09 BUR RMEBORIY L
M o BZ B A R BN e BURRYAUIR AR - S k3 AR Bl 55
(Suryadinata 2007) - fEHEHM: 2% - HIEBURRIBEEUCR L3 N4
HHRANEE  RTEEAGFHEZEACNS 2 > WERE AR
HlJEnt & — 17 (Kuntjara and Hoon 2020: 203 ) = £ L i A °] 7 Hi El]
Jent & ¥ HE A SRR RIS © Eot o EVEBUN BUH AT A $F 5B AN
HREEBOR - FEE ARLACE ik & 1A K IR RV 2 %8 - [RIRFth AR ENJE Hifth
REFFREREE AL - TRBETH BRI DUR B LA f B, - o2k - 1998 Ay HE
R HE NS 2 e A e L B2 - TR R 22 O RE R At
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111325 38 5 1 1 7 =0 53 BB & At e B S At (M R R 1R+ 6 S 45 N JE At i
FERY A FIEE AT (Suryadinata 2007: 246 ) - B2 4% » ##EABUA 2B
BHEAHE S (Tanasaldy 2015: 446-479) o 3 At 33 B 26 30T X5k
R E A AT RO ENERL & — i o ERBEBUE - #EARE

3 AT B B AR R B B BURF R EN JE ik & 3 3 AR T i+ [ IR 2 7 OB
IGHETT -

il B DO 1R Bl 2 O T B DUBE A R Y BCEE - AN JE 38 A Bl &
(Parti) ~ EJJE[FLE (Parpindo) MIEIJE#E—ZILE (PBI) - {HE gLk
I N 9 S P 2 ) A HEGED » FE B » 2 B A 22 B s S i 2 R
e BUE ( Nationalist Ideology Party ) » 5: 22 18 FIRY G T BE 3= Z2 U ( Moderate
Islam) - ZNENEFISHRIR T8 (PDIP) ~ BR{EHE (PAN) FIREERE
% (PKB) (Suryadinata2007:246-255) - HrEsz#E A R ZEIEF S
IR T HRZBREG R REEES (Purdey 2003:432) - HABE
AREERSHT RGO ZAYBCE - R EE (PD) ~ ARRAE (Hanura) ~ BIRER
T8 (Nasdem ) DL KBNS #EE) & ( Gerindra) #REHE N & ~ # ABIEH]
T E RAYER S -

1998 fEPEdE R 5 AT H S L R KEER A RRE - 12
HHEHCFL o KIE B EBUF B HECCR Y - 38 A58 LU & I A B Rl Ry X
BAY) - FIEE IR A2 B GRR Rt T E RAGER - FRBOGSCRE
PE BRI DU SR TR ol [ e oy TSP RE I B AE SO R A AR A
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Mayoritas warga mengaku sering mempertimbangkan perintah atau nilai-nilai
agama dalam menentukan pilihan politik (52.1%).
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