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Abstract

A monastery is the symbol of the Buddhist religion which comprises monks and laity
and exists as the core in the social structure of the Tai Khuen ethnic group. It serves the needs of
the religion and society. Changes in the religious institution and society occur within the socio-
political and cultural context.

From this study, it is found that the Buddhist sects in Kengtung have developed from the
original traditions of the Tai Sangha that comprises monks and laymen who were united by
religious and social ideals. Temples play an important role as the spiritual centres for all people
as well as the core religious institution. Social and cultural changes after annexation by Britain in
1885 affected the way groups of people were classified as a result of “ethnological surveys”
which led to a permanent cultural cleavage in Myanmar society. Ethnic identities materialize as
cultural boundaries become visible. In the case of the Tai Khuen in Kengtung they intentionally
built up their own identity from the ambiguous state of ethnic awareness to separate themselves

from others.



The analysis of the socio-cultural movement to maintain cultural identity in temples is
made from the changes in temples and found that the most important temple in Kengtung has
become a space where Tai Khuen identity is maintained and the significance of monasteries,
symbols and rituals are used as tools in the bargaining with the authorities and as response to the
social and cultural domination by Myanmar society.

The maintenance of Tai Khuen identity in monasteries is consequently a result of
pressure from religious and social institutions which is complicated in form. The process of
maintaining this identity changes continuously within the political, social and cultural context
and conditions. “Historical events” are linked to create a meaning and a Tai Khuen identity for

the present and will also continue into the future.



