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ABSTRACT

The Tai Lue of Sipsong Panna (Xishuangbanna Dai Autonomous Prefecture or
XDAP), in Yunnan Province, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) are one of several
Tai-speaking groups included in the category ‘Dai’ (#7%, or Daizu), one of the fifty-six
groups listed in the official ethnic classification system used by the country’s
government. Before integration of the region within the PRC’s administrative structure,
the Lue were the dominant presence in a multi-ethnic, semi-independent polity - over
the years a tributary to the big empires of China and Burma but politically and
culturally related to other Buddhist polities in the Upper Mekong region.

Theravada Buddhism apparently spread into Sipsong Panna from the Lanna
Kingdom in northern Thailand, winning the patronage of the Lue élites around the
fifteenth century AD. Since then, Buddhism has undoubtedly played a fundamental
role as an ethnic marker defining Lue identity, both as an exclusive feature serving to
establish cultural boundaries within an ethnic hierarchy in which groups not practising

Buddhism have been subordinated to the Lue, and as one of the cultural markers that



Vi

the Lue share with other Tai groups inhabiting neighboring polities, helping to create
a broader cultural community that has transcended political boundaries.

The implementation of state policies in Sipsong Panna following its full
integration into the PRC in 1953, as well as the political campaigns and movements
set in motion by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) between the 1950s and 1970s,
caused the overall disruption of Buddhist practice in the area, but after the changes
that took place within the CCP between 1976 and 1978, religious freedom was re-
established in the PRC, as laid out in the 1982 Constitution, and a strong recovery of
Buddhist practice has since taken place in Sipsong Panna, right up to the present day.

Beyond examining the usual confrontational, conflict-determined dichotomy
that has existed between the CCP state and local religious groups, this dissertation
aims at offering an alternative perspective on the revival of Sipsong Panna Buddhism,
focusing on religious institutionalization, that is, the adaptation of traditional
religious practices to modern conceptions of ‘religion’. I argue here that the State, far
from limiting itself to repressing or controlling Buddhist practice in Sipsong Panna,
has participated as an active agent in the field of religion, as demonstrated by the
creation of state and semi-state organs aimed at the regulation of religious practice in
the region. State agencies can therefore seen as heterogeneous and composed of a
multiplicity of diverse and sometimes conflicting interests.

On the other hand, the local Sangha, and its upper echelons in particular, have
played an important role in the institutionalizing process. From their positions as
moral leaders of the Buddhist revival, these monks have participated, sometimes
perhaps unwillingly, in the process of institutionalization of local Buddhist practices.
Through their participation in local economic ventures and, to a certain extent, in the
official representation of local Buddhism, local senior monks have become
instrumental in the spread into Sipsong Panna of new ideas and patterns of production
and consumption related to the market economy, and the educational project
promoted and developed by the heads of the Sangha is currently playing a
fundamental role in the institutionalization of previously informal patterns of
religious education.

Although in an unarticulated and silent form, all of these trends are being
contested from within the local religious community and the Sangha itself, reflecting
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the internal heterogeneity of religious actors and the existence of a local ‘resistance’

to the institutionalizing processes.
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