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ABSTRACT
197820

The study of the role of Buddhism in the reconstruction of the Shan identity in Muang
District in Chiang Mai aims at (1) studying the construction of identity of the Shan in Muang
District in Chiang Mai by focusing on the role of Buddhism in their identity reconstruction and
(2) investigating fundamental reasons upon which the Shan choose Buddhism as a channel to
reconstruct their own unique identity as well as impacts on them.

This research was carried out on a qualitative basis primarily based on the study of
documents and ficld works. Additionally, data gatheting process also included both participating
and non-participating observation. Researcher also did in-dept interviews with relevant sources in
the area of Wat Papao and Wat Ku-Tao in Muang District in Chiang Mai as well as collected
data from people involed. Based on content analysis, the research showed:

1. Ways of living of the Shan and Buddhism are intertwined. Their relocation to
Chiang Mai provides them a chance to make merit in temples, a tradition through which they
create and reconstruct their own identity. The reason why the Shan chooses temples as a place for

such purpose is because the majority of the Shan has illegally eloped to the Kingdom of Thailand.
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Making use of such religious places like temples is therefore like creating themselves a sanctury
where they are accepted and are allowed to live without fear. It can be said that temples are a
danger-free spot for the reconstruction of their identity.

2. Being labelled by the Thai authorities as the “outsider”, Shan people in Thailand feel
like they lack stability. As a result, they opt for proclaiming their identity along with creating a
sense of unison among them. This is done through cultural activities such as using Tai language
and Tai alphabets, Tai songs, PoySanglong traditional practice, Kingkara bird dance, the use of
Shan flag, the construction of the past memories among the Shan as well as a number of traditions
and rituals. Generally monks, Wat Papao and Wat Ku-Tao play the most significant role in the
reconstruction of the Shan identity basically because most cultural activities were held in these
two locations especially PaySanglong or the ordination signifying that Buddhism is vital to the
reconstruction of the Shan identity.

3. The creation and reconstruction of the Shan identity is tremendously in response to
the need of the Shan people because it can be used as a negotiation with the governmental sector.
Local administrative authorities usually take part in supporting the setup of cultural activities
including the handover of the sculpture of King Naresuan to the temple. The reconstruction of the
Shan identity also helps to create a good relationship among Shan people who live both in and
outside Thailand. Buddhism, monks and temples become a part of the Shan network construction
resulting in the feeling of security and warmth among them. This also responds well to their
fundamental needs to live in the Thai society, lessens social tension and conflict and strengthens
the bonds between each of the Shan. The identity created and reconstructed also benefits
businesses between Shan and the Kingdom of Thailand such as tourism industry.

4. The creation and reconstruction of the Shan identity with temples and monks as a
centre does not necessarily entail a fixed identity but rather it is in fact a flexible one. This is
because the Shan do not represent “the identity of the Shan” only but also represent “the Thai
identity” in different circumstances to create a perfect blend with the Thai society. For instance,
the Shan held Buddhist rituals and practices in Wat Papao and Wat Ku-Tao. The Shan also had a
commemorative ceremony for His Majesty the King, decorated their houses with Thai flags and
placed pictures of His Majesty in the Shan’s chapels.

5. The research helps us to understand the intellect of the Shan people known as
“people along the border” who use Buddhism, monks and temples as an important medium of the
reconstruction of their identity. This not only paves way for the adjustment of the Shan people
into Thai society and for creating mutual understanding between each individual but it also
encourages the reconstruction of the Shan identity in a way that it does not conflict with the Thai
society and the Thai government. Furthermore the reconstruction of the Shan identity also
benefits the economic aspects of both Shan and Thai people, the use of cultural resources in

tourism industry in the upper north of Thailand, for instance.





