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9h30 – 9h50 :
Nicolas Sihlé (Centre d’études himalayennes [CNRS])
Introduction
9h50 – 10h55 :
Patrice Ladwig (University of Hamburg)
The Lao Buddhist temple and the (dis-)embeddedness of ritual economies
One of economic anthropology’s foundations is Karl Polanyi’s (2001) premise that in precapitalist societies markets and the economy are not autonomous zones, but are embedded into
social relations and religious institutions. From this substantivist perspective, Buddhist monasteries
can also be conceptualized as being important to sustain what economic anthropologist Steve
Gudeman (2001: 27) has labeled as the ‘commons’, which he defines as “a shared interest or value,
a patrimony (...) that contributes to the material and social sustenance of a people”. This paper sets
out to connect these discussions in economic anthropology with historical and ethnographic
material relating to monasteries in Lao Buddhism. I first outline various approaches to the ritual
economy that link sangha and laity, and then discuss if and to what extend the temple can be
understood as a place where the ‘spiritual commons’ (McWilliam 2009) and a shared public good
can be located. As a place that had neither purely religious nor secular functions, the temple
traditionally reflected not only the wealth of a village, but was moreover seen as a source of
fertility, prosperity and blessing (Ladwig 2011). In the second part I will discuss the changes that
have occurred in the last decades. While in the past the temple often acted as a place of
redistribution, and the ritual economy was linked to the agricultural cycle, the shift from agriculture
to wage labor, increasing social differentiation and stratification have undermined the temple’s
position as a place of commons, especially in urban areas. I finally argue that these processes of
differentiation and economic disembeddedness imply a simultaneous emergence of a sharper
delineation between the secular and the religious.
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[10h55 – 11h10 : pause]
11h10 – 12h15 :
Rémi Chaix (Centre d’études himalayennes [CNRS])
Réflexions préliminaires concernant le rôle des institutions religieuses tibétaines dans la vie
économique des communautés laïques aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles
Les recherches et les témoignages recueillis par les anthropologues et les historiens de la
première moitié du XXe siècle ont clairement mis en évidence les différents aspects du rôle et de
l'activité économiques des institutions religieuses bouddhiques en contexte tibétain. A la fois
propriétaires terriens (Goldstein), commerçants et banques d'investissement et de prêt (van
Spengen), certaines institutions monastiques constituaient, de manière directe ou indirecte, de
puissants acteurs économiques de la société tibétaine.
Dans les documents anciens, tels que des biographies, des chartes monastiques (bca' yig) ou
des tables des matières de supports bouddhiques (dkar chag), ce rôle se laisse observer de façon
beaucoup plus fugace mais apparaît comme indispensable au maintien et au développement des
institutions religieuses. Il met également en lumière un système économique en partie circulaire,
dans lequel les donations des laïcs et les autres revenus de l'institution étaient employés pour
financer des projets d'édification de supports religieux impliquant directement, par un travail
rémunéré, les communautés locales et des ateliers d'artisans itinérants.
A travers plusieurs exemples des XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles, notamment le monastère de Ngor
mais aussi l'édification du Potala et de l'imprimerie de Derge, je montrerai comment ces institutions
gérer leur patrimoine et leurs ressources financières et de quelle manière elles constituaient un
employeur essentiel, et donc une source de revenu cruciale, pour les communautés laïques dans le
contexte traditionnel tibétain. Nous verrons également l'importance accordée aux questions de
gestion des ressources économiques dans les biographies de hiérarques religieux et comment
certains de ces récits constituaient, au moins en partie, des « manuels » de gestion de l'institution
pour les successeurs.
[12h15 – 13h30 : pause]
13h30 – 14h35 :
JI Zhe (INALCO)
Monastic economy of Buddhism in contemporary China
Until the middle of the 20th century, Chinese Buddhist monastic economy relied mainly on
land rents, donations, and incomes from ritual services. The communist revolution in 1949
destroyed completely these resources by the abolition of private land ownership, the stigmatization
of religious belief and the limitation of religious activities. In the 1950s, some Buddhists attempted
to achieve a new economic self-sufficiency through the politically correct “productive labor”, but
this tentative was a complete failure because of the total étatization of economy and the suppression
of religion. At the start of the 1980s, emerging from the nightmare that was, for religions, the
Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), Chinese Buddhists adopted again the strategy of combining
productive labor and religious practice, trying to establish a monastic economy that might be selfsufficient by agricultural labor, entrance fee or other commercial and industrial activities. In the
middle of the 1990s, the direct engagement in “labor” gradually lost its usefulness. With the
expansion of spaces for religious activities and the increase in financial resources of believers, ritual
services and donations became again the principle source of revenue for most monasteries. In
summary, Buddhist monasteries today in China with different management structures participate
simultaneously in three kinds of exchange: gift exchange based on the concept of accumulation of
merit (donation), commodity exchange in the form of gift exchange (clearly priced ritual services),
and commodity exchange (tourist services) based on the theoretical equivalence principle in the
market.
The evolution of monastic economy in contemporary China is in parallel with the
construction of a statist market economy. This double process changes the relations of monasteries

with lay believers and the state. Buddhism has gotten necessary resources from its
commercialization for its reconstruction, but the profit-making operations brought criticism from
many Buddhists who stress religious purity. The contribution of monasteries in the commercial and
service sectors has provided Buddhism with a new source of political legitimacy. Local
governments have shown great enthusiasm for the construction or renovation of Buddhist sites to
attract tourists and to develop local economy. However, conflicts over economic interests between
the two parties can also be intense, since the communist state is the only proprietor de jure of the
land used by temples and an interested player in the market.
14h35 – 15h40 :
Erick White (Cornell University)
Professional Spirit Mediums, Commercialized Buddhism, and the Vicissitudes of Religious
Authority in Capitalist Thailand
Buddhism has had a complicated, diverse and changing historical relationship over two
millennia with various regimes of economic production, trade, and wealth accumulation. When
contemporary Thai Buddhists imagine the economy, however, they typically think about capitalist
relations of production, exchange and consumption from within a modernist frame of reference.
Thus, they presume the general antithesis of 'religion' and 'economy' and - by extension - of
Buddhism and capitalism. Classical Buddhist virtues and moral relations are seen as under threat
due to the expanding socio-cultural reach and penetration of capitalist relations during the last fifty
years. Consequently, perpetual anxieties about 'commercialized Buddhism' and the
commodification of Buddhism circulate within the Thai public sphere.
These fears are particularly pronounced in relation to the activities and claims of religious
virtuosos active in the field of popular Buddhism. Non-monastic virtuosos are especially vulnerable
to the criticisms of religious greed, fraud, debasement and distortion that are often directed at the
purveyors of those popular 'superstitious' beliefs and practices identified as emblematic of
commercialized Buddhism. This paper will examine these fears and criticisms with regard to the
practices and beliefs of Bangkok professional spirit mediums. To support their religious careers,
professional spirit mediums have to earn a livelihood and accumulate monetary and material wealth
by openly selling ritual services and sacred objects. This daily social necessity renders them
unusually susceptible to accusations of commercializing Buddhist religiosity, while the particular
social, ideological and ritual forms of their religious lives leave them less able to defend themselves
against such charges than other Thai religious virtuosos, such as monks or Brahmins. Explicating
these dynamics will illuminate how contemporary discourses about Buddhism, capitalism and
market relations unevenly shape religious status, authority and legitimacy in modern Thailand.
[15h40 – 15h55 : pause]
15h55 – 17h :
Will Tuladhar-Douglas (University of Aberdeen)
The good caravaneer: Himalayan Buddhist communities, trade, trust and exchange
This paper is about trading networks linking Newar, Gurung, Tamang and Tibetan
communities across the Himalayas, based on historical research and several years of fieldwork.
Lewis (2000) has observed that Tulādhars, a subcaste of the Newar Buddhist Urāy, use traditional
stories about caravaneers who are good Buddhists both ritually and as a model of and for good
Tulādhars. While the story that he puts forward has been adapted to reflect the details of Newar
trade to Tibet (1993), Tulādhars also point out that several of the Jātaka stories—including the very
first one—feature caravaneers as heroes.
Historians, for their part, read these texts and corresponding archaeological and archival
sources as evidence for the importance of caravans and caravaneers in the early spread of Buddhism
between urban centres in South Asia and subsequently across the whole of Asia, but also the
importance of Buddhist institutions in creating trade networks (Chakrabarti 1995, Ray 1994, Liu
1998). There is some evidence that Newar city-states identified themselves as ‘Buddhist’ for
Chinese diplomats as late as in the medieval period, when norms of Hindu kingship were being

imported from Mithila.
In our fieldwork, we observed that the label ‘Buddhist’, Buddhist values and Buddhist lives
well-lived were used strategically both within and between communities. Tulādhars and Banias
(another Urāy subcaste with whom we conducted extensive research) saw themselves as Buddhist
over against an oppressive Hindu state, and told stories about acts of piety and patronage in their
own lives and in the lives of notable community members. They saw themselves as uniquely
capable of being nonpartisan patrons among multiple contending schools of Buddhism—Newar
Vajrayāna, Tibet, Theravāda and others, and individuals often spent considerable time and money
acquiring initiations, sponsoring rituals or going on retreats. Other communities (Gurung, Tamang)
drew on a common ascriptive identity as Buddhist to position themselves as appropriate trading
partners for these Urāy; both these and non-Buddhist communities identified the Tulādhar and
Bania as trustworthy commercial negotiators because they were Buddhist, a claim which the Urāy
also made about themselves. When Tibetan lamas visited Bania pharmacies, this shared Buddhism
was enhanced by strong mutual respect: Banias sold the best ingredients, Tibetan lamas used those
ingredients in powerful rituals. Everyone talked about this sense of moral business in opposition to
the dominant power, whether that was the Hindu Nepalese state, the Maoist Chinese state, or just
unscrupulous smugglers who didn't care about the worth of life and medicine.
In this paper, I will try to link up three distinct strands emerging from this material: the
mutual construction of morally worthy ‘Buddhist’ business, the strategic use of Buddhist identity
within and between communities, and an argument that Buddhist philosophical concepts circulating
among Buddhist elites—patrons and priests both—allowed relational identity and commercial
transaction to cohere as ontological and moral process.
17h – 18h :
Discutant et discussion finale : Christoph Brumann (Max Planck Institute for Social
Anthropology, Halle)
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