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Local Intellectuals and the Revival of Literacy Tradition

A Case of the Tai Language Newspaper in Sipsongpanna

YT = F—F y—u
Isra YANATAN

Traditional writing system of the Tai living in Xishuangbanna autonomous prefecture,
Yunnan, shared similarities with those of other Theravada Tai regions outside China.
Under China’s minority language policy, it was reformed in the middle of the 1950s in an
attempt to incorporate the Tai into China’s multi-ethnic state. Since then, campaign to
promote the reformed (new) script gradually led to its popularization and has become
vital for daily life of the Tai until the present time.

During the Cultural Revolution (approximately between 1965 and 1979), throughout
Sipsongpanna autonomous prefecture the reformed script had continuously been
supported by the government whereas the traditional scripts, with strong religious
affiliation, had been strictly prohibited. With government financial support, the “Nang
suu phim sipsong panna” (Sipsongpanna newspaper) had been released since 1957 using
the new script and has continuously been published until now. It was aimed to establish
an effective tool for propaganda of the modernization among the Tai peasants in the rural
areas. However, under the new minority language policy launched since China opened
its door to the southern regions in the beginning of the 1980s, both traditional and
reformed scripts have been revived actively in several public spheres by the local Tai
intellectuals. I argue that the Tai language newspaper since then was no longer merely
the tool for state propaganda, but also gradually became the cultural arena for expressing
the reconstruction of Tai cultural identity.

This paper examines the cultural strategies of these local Tai intellectuals in the
process of re-building Tai cultural identity via the Sipsongpanna newspaper. First is
how they tried to bring back the traditional script into the newspapers as well as how to
the make use of the modern printing technology. Second is how they have utilized the
newspaper as a printed media towards reproduction of the literacy tradition of the Tai.

I argue that the Tai language newspaper should be considered neither as merely the
tool for state propaganda of the local development projects, nor as the newspaper in
modern society in which readers are seeking daily news. Rather, it should be considered
as a dynamic arena where state minority language policy is being negotiated by the local
intellectuals in order to re-build the local cultural identity under changing socio-cultural
situations.
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