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Abstract

This research report presents an anthropological ahalysis of the
2000 Bun Phawes of Roi-et province, Northeast, Thailand. It is a
contemporary, traditional version of the celebration of King Vessantara’s
great religious Dana (literally, acts of giving away one’s belongings) in
pursuit of his highest level of Dhammic enlightenment. King Vessantara
was the last life of the Bodhisatta prior to his incarnation as Prince
Siddhattha Gotama in present-day Nepal more than 2,500 years ago. His
life was illustrated in the great Buddhist epic of Vessantara Jataka.
Authors carried out intensive fieldwork on Bun Phawes in Roi-et market
town duoring the period of March 10-12, 2000, The secular and religious
rituals took place in the middle of this market town in the area known
as Beung Phalanchai Park. Our interpretations and findings were baged
on the articulation of two anthropelogical concepts, namely, cultural
politics and secularization of religious ritual.

We argue that the traditional Bun Phawes is at a crossroads. It
has been highly modified from its traditional form and content by native
politicians and local bureaucrats, who make use of it for their own
political interests. In this arena of cultural politics, Bun Phawes of
Roi-et market town has been manipulated and reinvented since its
inauguration in March 1991. With local as well as national politicians
and bureaucrats as the key organizers and supperters, this ritual has
become an annual cultural-cum-~political showcase, exhibiting political

tactics aiming to gain more support from voters in these constituencies.

Keywords: Bun Phawes, Buddhist ritual, Vessantara Jataka,

cultural politics, secularization of religious ritual.
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State, Capitalism, and Isan Peasantry in the Globalization Era (1995)
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Cultoral Constructs of Local Knowledge: Ethnic Thai-Lao Spirit-
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