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Religious Titles: A Re-invention of Meanings in Tai Yai society,

Muang District, Maehongson
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ratanadhat@gmail.com

Abstract

This article aims to explain the social changes in relation to the use of religious
titles by Tai Yai people, which have led to a re-invention of their meanings, under
the changing social and economic contexts of modern-day Thailand. The subject of
the study is the Tai Yai community in Muang district, Maehongson province, from
the decade 2540s to the year 2560.

The study finds that in the traditional period, the system of religious titles was
established and employed to signify the status and role of members of the society.
Religious titles were generally placed before a person’s name, and can be categorized
into 3 groups: religious titles acquired by ordination; religious titles acquired through
material offerings; and religious titles acquired through performing religious duties.
Furthermore, it has been found that religious titles were used as a tool for building social
networks in the Tai Yai community, such as trading networks and agricultural labor
networks. The study shows that religious titles were not only employed in a strict and
systematic manner by the Tai Yai community, but were also widely recognized as
a signifier of Tai Yai identity by people from other ethnic groups. However, the rise of
nation-state and the spread of capitalism have resulted in the continual decline in
the use of religious titles in the Tai Yai community.

As a consequence of the growing trend of localism, Maehongson province has
seen a revival of the use of religious titles from the decade 2540s onward. Such
phenomenon has brought about a re-invention of meanings attached to the Tai Yai
religious titles. It has been found that, religious titles are no longer used to signify

a person’s status or as a means for social control. Instead, the titles are currently used
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as a means for conveying “Taiyainess” through cultural spaces, specifically in the spatial
and temporal contexts of ritual performance. Religious titles are also applied only in
the case that a person does not possess a government-related title or rank.

Moreover, the meanings of religious titles which were formerly influenced
by traditional Tai Yai beliefs have also been adapted to conform to the mainstream
beliefs supported by the Thai State, for example, emphasis is now given to entering
monkhood over entering novice-hood. The research findings demonstrate a re-invention
of meanings of religious titles in accordance with the changing social contexts. The study
also finds that the Tai Yai religious titles are no longer recognized by other ethnic groups
interacting with Tai Yai people, instead nowadays the Tai Yai identity is recognized

through other forms of representations.

[Thammasat Journal, Volume 35 No.3, 2016]
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