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‘Ayok’: Buddhist Space of the Plang
(Tai Luay or Lua) Ethnic Group®

Pollavat Prapattong”
Cherdchart Hirunro”

Phuangphaka Thammathi®

Abstract

The primary objective of this study was to explain the efforts of a
Buddhist ethnic group to establish religious-cultural space. This study focused
on the ‘Ayok’ festival of the Plang (Tai Luay or Lua) ethnic group, a festival
that involves the use of horrifying objects for the purpose of guarding the
body of the Buddha. The data for this study, collected through an on-going
field study dating back to 2004 and through additional broad-scale fieldwork
in 2017, were from two sources: (i) the Plang community in Huay Nam Khun
village in Mae Fah Luang district/sub-distrilct, Chiang Rai province; and (ii)
Ayok-related legends commonly told in the Shan State of the Republic of the
Union of Myanmar. The data were used to make a diachronic comparison of
the ethno-cultural dynamics and changes, in light of contemporary ethnicity,

of the Plang in their geo-cultural space within Buddhism.

¢ This article is based partly on the research titled ‘Buddhist Space and Ethnicity
in the Plang Ethnic Group’, funded by the National Research Council of Thailand (NRCT)
and The Thailand Research Fund (TRF).

° An Assistant Professor School of Liberal Arts, Mae Fah Laung University.
Corresponding Author, Research Project Head; email: pollavat.pra@mfu.ac.th

* Lecturer, School of Liberal Arts, Mae Fah Laung University.

¢ Lecturer, School of Liberal Arts, Mae Fah Laung University.
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According to the study, the arrival of Buddhism in mainland Southeast
Asia gave rise to the creation of literary works by some ethnic groups in the
Lanna Kingdom and the Shan State, whose native languages belonged to the
Tai family. However, according to folk legends, some natives, mostly Luas,
claimed to have seen the Buddha himself and been entrusted with the duty of
guarding his relics or objects, even before the birth of any Buddhism-dominated
community and before any similar efforts by other Tai-speaking ethnic

groups.

The Ayok Festival observed by the Plang of Huay Nam Khun, a
community of high ethnic diversity, reflects that, although this ethnic group is
socially classified as a kingdom-less or state-less people, along with the Shan,
Tai Lue and Tai Khoen, the Plang, nonetheless, have developed a tradition
explaining that their ancestors lived during the same period as the Buddha,
and, therefore, were appointed guardians of his body. This tradition, known
as the Buddha Cremation Memorial Day (usually in May) amongst Lanna
cultures, is celebrated by the Plang of Huay Nam Khun on the full-moon
night of December. The study shows that the reason an ethnic group attempts
to occupy a space in Buddhism is to solidify its presence in a multicultural
society. Nevertheless, such presence is still subjected to repression arising

from Buddhist hierarchical ideology.

Keywords: Ethnicity, cultural spaces, Plang ethnic group
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