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Abstract

On 1st October 2017 the late Chao Mhom Kham Le,
89 years old, passed away in Kunming. His death has been
perceived by the Lue, living both inside and outside China, as
the loss of their Chaopandin, the last king of Sipsong Panna.
The death of the last king led to the revivals of traditional
rituals of the Tai royal cremation ceremony, co-organized by
Xishuangbanna Buddhist Association, family members, and lay
peoples. This ritual performance reflected Lue traditional belief
and their loyalty to the lost king. Drawing from data collecting
from several fieldtrips, conducted from May 2018 — December
2019 in Xishuangbanna Dai Autonomous Prefecture, the article
proposes a new way to interpret the relationship between the
Chinese state, which is dominated by the Hans and the Lue of
Sipsong Panna within a changing context, structurally, from the
Republic to Chinese Communism, and economic development
which lead to the internal displacement among the Lue. In the
Tai traditional state, the Chaopandin represented the state,
the symbolic power, and the spiritual center that unified the
Lue. In the inter-state relations, between the Tai states, for
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example, Lue identity, or the Lue-ness, is vitally expressed
through the self-identification with their supreme ruler, the
Chaopandin. The article argues that by contextualizing the
revivals on Lue’s traditional royal cremation ceremony under
the changing contexts of modernization in Sipsong Panna which
have recently led to urbanisation, farmland grabbing and forest
encroachment, the ritual conducted on the king cremation and
the king’s spirit worshipping thus could be interpreted as the
new cult and belief that is provocatively resurrected. It is a
symbolic space that reflected the Lue’s yearning for their lost
king, the Chaopandin. Metaphorically, it is a hidden transcript
that is written by the Lue, reflecting on their traditional state
structure, in encountering with the invasion of economic and
trading development which is manipulated by the Han Chinese
and the domination of Chinese Communism.

Keywords: Chaopandin (the Tai King), the Lue of Sipsong Panna,
Chinese Communist State, Domination, Revivals of
Tradition and Ritual
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