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Abstract

The traditional beliefs of the Tai are the beliefs in spirits, Thaen and Khwan which
have been continued from their ancestors. These beliefs were developed together with the
cultural development of the Tai. The belief in spirits was very significant in strengthening the
community. The territories of the community was set by the spirits. The people who believed in
the same spirits felt their oneness and shared their rights over the natural resources in their
territory. Thus, the ritual to worship the spirits of the villages and cities was exclusively for the
people belonged to those places. No outsider was allowed to join the communal rituals. These
traditional Tai beliefs continued even when Buddhism penetrated into Tai communities. Sipsong
Panna and Lan Na became Buddhist states in the 13" century. Buddhism strengthened the urban
society and culture. The idea of Thammaraja and Chakrapatdiraj supported the power of the
rulers. and Lan Na became a powerful kingdom under Mangrai dynasty due to the strong
Buddhist influence on the people. Unlike the belief in spirits, Buddhism did not separate people.
On the contrary, it united people by its ceremonies and rituals. The difference between the
degree of Buddhist belief in Lan Na and Sipsong Panna put them in different levels of state
formation. Sipsong Panna could not develop to be a centralized kingdom like Lan Na, but
remained a confederation. Their dependent cities were so strong that the power of the king was
sometimes ignored. Chao Phaendin of Sipsong Panna relied very much on kinship. Sipsong
Chutai, the land of the Black Tai and White Tai was never included in the Buddhist sphere of ‘
influence. They were totally spirit dominant. The power of the rulers relied on their own
‘personality and ability as well as kinship. The social and cultural beliefs of the Tai, however,
were not the only factors that influenced the Tai state formation. Geographical location was
important since the two Tai states, situated between the more powerful kingdoms of China,
Burma, Laos and Viet Nam, seldom became independent and were never able to establish

themselves as kingdoms.
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* finfior e e, iz Rmnaddanuna: st ruguosgin @edSoldupuaivegueinduinnunsmumivayunisite, wa«e) nihea-
oX.

¥ China’s Nationalities Series, Where the Dai People Live (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1985) p.83.
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Among the people, the wife is the absolute mistress of the family,

the man works, brings in money but never own anything. By marrying,

he enters the family of his wife. He has brought this family a certain

amount of money and all that he earns from then on belongs to the

wife, or rather to his mother-in-law, because, as long as she is alive,

she will be the head of the household. When the mother-in-law dies,

' Guan Jiang, Ibid, p. 12.
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the wife and her sisters will inherit. Then the man could separate from
his wife and has his own house, but the wife will be the sole owner and
manager of any common possessions. After having worked all his life,
if he has lost his wife, the man will find himself dependent upon his
daughters and his daughters-in—law.1
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