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Buddha images and religious ranks in Tai Yai societies
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Abstract

The objectives of this research are to study the meanings and values
manifested in the beliefs and rituals relating to Buddha images of the Tai Yai people
in Mae Hong Son province, and to analyze the system of religious ranks in relation to
Buddha images in Tai Yai society from past to present. It is a qualitative research,
employing the historical method and relying on primary and secondary sources, as
well as data acquired through fieldwork. Sociological and anthropological theories
are applied in the data analysis process.

The study finds that Tai Yai people have traditions and beliefs relating to the
creation of Buddha images, including beliefs in the merits one can gain through
creating Buddha images. As a result, Buddha images have been created regularly in
Tai Yai society. From the latter part of the 24th Buddhist century to the year 2560,
changes have occurred in the styles of Buddha images in Maehongson province, and
the styles can be grouped into four categories: Lanna style images, Myanmar style
images, Thai-nation style images, and Tai Yai style images. Beliefs concerning the
creation of Buddha images have been reproduced through beliefs in merits. Tai Yai
people also hold the notion that, Buddha images will become alive after being
consecrated in the Buddhapisek ceremony (the Buddhist consecration ceremony).
The Tang Som To Luang ritual is an example of rituals stemming from this particular
belief. The activities and the offerings used in the ritual represent Tai Yai people’s
desire to accumulate merits by making offerings to the Buddha, as well as their
desire for fertility and peace in their lives. The study also reveals that, a person can
gain religious ranks through taking on the role of a leader in the creation process of
Buddha images and related offerings. The religious ranks were indicators of social
standing in Tai Yai society. Although this system of religious ranks was later replaced
by the system of social status in modern society, the study finds that, there have
been attempts by the Tai Yai people in Maehongson to revive the use of these
religious ranks. The attempts can be seen as part of the identity creation process of

the Tai Yai people in the studied area.
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